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   Plucked from the timeline of history at the moment of his death, Gabriel becomes an apprentice time mage and part of an elite team of wizards who travel throughout history to fight the War of Time and Magic.
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Chapter 1: That Sinking Feeling
 
    
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes as the fist dug into his stomach, knocking the air from his lungs in a gust of breath and pain. He opened his eyes in time to see a second fist strike his chin. A blinding white light suffused his brain. His vision blurred as he saw another fist swinging for his face. 
 
   The bus swayed and the tires squealed as the brakes locked up. People screamed. He screamed. The bus hit the railing of the bridge. The boys beating him flew through the air as the bus tumbled over the railing, spinning as it fell. Gabriel spinning as it fell. 
 
   It must be a dream, he thought. It was too real. 
 
   The bus struck the water, the engine dragging it down into the river, the water rushing in, filling the bus as the screams echoed in the air until there was only water. Ice cold water filling his nose, filling his mouth, filling his throat, filling… 
 
   Gabriel woke from the dream, lurching up in bed, gasping, sputtering, and sucking for air as though water really were flowing down his throat and into his lungs against his will. 
 
   He hated dreams like that. 
 
   He had them sometimes. Dreams that felt more real than reality. Dreams where he saw and did things that felt like he was really seeing and doing them. But he knew they were dreams. He always knew. Because of the feeling. The feeling it was more real than his waking life. And he always knew something else as well — whatever happened in the dream would happen when he woke up. Not right after he opened his eyes, not in the first hour maybe, possibly not for a day or two, or even a week, but eventually it would happen. 
 
   So, Gabriel Salvador knew he was going to drown that day. 
 
   The first time it happened, he was five and he had dreamed he was falling out of a tree. The next day he had fallen out of the willow tree in the backyard. When he told his father about the dream, his father had smiled and said it was what was known as a self-fulfilling prophecy. He dreamed he would fall out of the tree and then he had climbed the tree, remembered the dream, and was made so anxious by it that he had fallen. Gabriel didn’t tell his father he hadn’t remembered the dream until he saw the ground rushing up at him. He was lucky then. He only sprained his arm. But it happened again. And again. It couldn’t be avoided. What he dreamed was going to happen. 
 
   Gabriel decided not to think about it. There was nothing he could do. If he stayed home from school, he might drown the next day. Or he might drown in the bathtub. Or it might rain for two days straight and he might drown in a flood. It didn’t matter. But it didn’t make him happy, either. 
 
   He climbed out of bed and looked at himself in the mirror above his dresser. He was tall and skinny for thirteen, his hair slightly wavy like his Jewish father’s and dark black like his Guatemalan mother’s. He looked like his father’s child in the dim light of winter and his mother’s in the sunny days of summer. Even his eyes seemed like a blend between his parents: deep brown with flecks of green. He wished one of his parents had been a fish. That might help. 
 
   He reached out to pluck his lucky pocket watch from the top of the dresser and paused. That was odd. Where was his lucky pocket watch? He had put it on the dresser the previous night before going out to practice catching fly balls with his dad in the back yard. Had it been there before he went to bed?  He couldn’t remember. Could it have fallen on the floor?  Gabriel searched around the dresser and the room with no success. Where could it have gone?  It seemed like a bad omen, losing your lucky pocket watch on the day you thought you were likely to die. 
 
   His father had given him the pocket watch on his thirteenth birthday, just as Gabriel’s grandfather had given it to him when he had turned thirteen. His grandfather had inherited the watch in a foxhole during a battle in World War II when his best friend had thrown himself on a mortar to save his buddies’ lives.
 
   But there was no lucky watch to be found that morning no matter where Gabriel looked for it. He filled his pockets with the usual things: coins, crumpled bills, a pack of gum, and a pocketknife and headed downstairs. 
 
   At breakfast his mother could sense his mood immediately. “Why the Glum Gus routine this morning?”
 
   “Didn’t sleep well,” Gabriel said. He had learned long ago that telling his parents about his dreams never worked out. He didn’t need any more lectures about over-active imaginations and he especially didn’t need any more threats to see Dr. Wallace again. Gabriel didn’t need a psychiatrist, he needed a hot breakfast. And a life jacket. 
 
   “Do I have to go today?” Gabriel asked. He knew the answer, but he figured he should try. 
 
   “Are you not feeling well?” his father asked.
 
   “No, I’m fine.” It was too late to start faking an illness. If he were going to go that route, he should have come down the stairs coughing. Besides, it didn’t matter if he went or not. The dreams always came true. 
 
   “Then you have to go,” his mother said.
 
   “Is that boy still bothering you?” his father asked.
 
   “No,” Gabriel answered. “Not usually.”  Eddie Sloat was the neighborhood bully who had been pestering him for months.
 
    “You should walk to school with Emily Baskin,” his mother said. “You used to walk with her all the time.”
 
   “Emily hates me.” 
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” his mother said. “Why would she possibly hate you?”
 
   “Do you honestly think I understand why girls do any of the things they do?” 
 
   “Not to fear, Son,” his father said with a grin. “Once they become women, their actions are wholly and completely comprehensible in every way. Why, I understand your mother better than I understand myself.”
 
   “That’s odd,” his mother said. “When boys turn to men they become completely obtuse. Your father surprises me every day with the things he says.”
 
   “I should go,” Gabriel said, standing up. “Wouldn’t want to be late.”  He kissed his mom and hugged his dad and started for the door.
 
   “Walk with her.”
 
   “That’s how I won your mother over. Ignoring her when she told me to go away.”
 
   Gabriel waved at his parents. If he couldn’t figure out a way to let the dream happen without him drowning, it might be the last time he saw them. 
 
    “I love you both,” he said as he closed the door. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The first raindrop exploded gently on Gabriel’s face as he walked toward the school parking lot. He quickened his pace as a sheet of rain followed the lone raindrop. His best friends Tom and Harold laughed and rushed along with him and the rest of his class toward the waiting school bus. School was normally school, vastly boring daily drudgery, but today was a class field trip to the Museum of Natural History, so Gabriel was excited.
 
   History was Gabriel’s favorite subject. Baseball was the other. While Harold and Tom played other things, baseball was the only sport that had ever interested Gabriel. He suspected it was the history of the game that appealed to him — the way it had been woven into the character of the American psyche for over a century. Gabriel didn’t think there would ever be a football player who held the same sort of mythological wonder as Babe Ruth or Mickey Mantle. 
 
   Stepping onto the bus, Gabriel wiped the rain from his face and looked around for a seat. Most of the seats were already taken. To his left he saw Emily Baskin. She looked up at him with a half-smile that quickly transformed into a scowl as he passed by her seat. Harold and Tom had already grabbed a seat, so Gabriel slipped into the seat across the aisle from them next to Larry, a sickly boy who was always sneezing. Something to do with allergies. Larry sneezed and wiped his nose on his jacket sleeve. How could you have allergies in a rainstorm, Gabriel wondered.
 
   He groaned silently to himself as Eddie Sloat slid into the seat behind him and the bus rumbled into motion. Eddie was on the wrestling team and was forever wrestling smaller kids to the ground who had never even seen a wrestling match, twisting their arms, pushing their faces in the mud, and generally enjoying himself at their discomfort. Gabriel was one of his favorite targets, although Eddie had so far confined himself to verbal taunts and the occasional shoulder shove in the hallways. 
 
   Gabriel was skinny, but several inches taller than Eddie, so he had hoped to avoid any wrestling matches. Unfortunately, the thuggish red-headed boy bristled with animosity whenever Gabriel was around. Gabriel assumed it was because he was different. The only non-white kid in a small rural town. Although most of the kids accepted him for who he was, being different was enough for some people to hate you in a small town in 1980. It was certainly enough for Eddie. 
 
   Gabriel knew it was coming. It took no clairvoyance to see what would happen next. It was like it was scripted and he was just playing his part. It started with the finger snap to the back of his head. Gabriel didn’t ignore it. His mother was always telling him never to start a fight, but to make sure he finished it if someone else did. His father was of the opinion that violence usually only led to more violence. Gabriel tried to walk a path somewhere between the two. Run when you could. Hit hard when you couldn’t. Which is probably why he’d been able to avoid a fight with Eddie so far. 
 
   “Knock it off, Eddie,” Gabriel said, whipping around and looking the other boy in the eyes.
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Eddie said with that gap-toothed grin of his. 
 
   Gabriel turned back around, but it wasn’t long before the next finger snap came to the back of his head.
 
   “Seriously, knock it off.”
 
   “It must be your imagination.”
 
   “I must have imagined you had enough of a brain to realize how stupid you’re being.” Not a great retort, but the best he could think of on short notice.
 
   Then came the full-handed smack to the side of the head. 
 
   “If you want to fight, why don’t you just fight?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “If you keep it up, Tom’s going to kick your ass.”  That was Harold. 
 
   “I don’t fight girls.”  That was Tom. 
 
   The fist came next. And then the pushing and the pulling and the yelling and the other fists. Some were Gabriel’s landing on Eddie’s face. Some were Eddie’s landing on his. The bus was over the Tillet River Bridge by then. Gabriel was busy trying to punch Eddie’s nose so he didn’t have time to notice if the bus driver, Mrs. Hopper, was distracted. He thought he heard her voice somewhere in the din of shouting that erupted with the fight, but he wasn’t sure. It didn’t pay to listen to voices of authority when someone was punching you in the face. 
 
   So, maybe she was distracted. Maybe she turned the wheel when she was looking into the giant rearview mirror. Maybe she didn’t see a car stop in front of her. Gabriel never knew. All he knew was the sudden fishtailing motion of the bus and then the squeal of metal against metal as the bus scraped along the guardrail of the bridge. And the screams. After the screams, it was hard to hear anything else. His own scream was particularly hard to hear over. 
 
   And then the bus was tumbling. Over the guardrail. Spinning as it fell. He could see the other students falling and twisting through the air, bouncing against seats and windows and the ceiling and the floor. He saw Tom’s head hit a window. He saw Harold clutching at the leg of the seat. He saw Eddie, terror in his eyes and his mouth wide in mid-scream, slam his shoulder into the ceiling. 
 
   And he saw the water. The bus plunging toward it. Forty feet from bridge to river in long, panic-filled moments. Enough time to notice anything. A small eternity. And he had seen it all before.
 
   The bus struck the water sideways and the motion within came to a jarring halt, bodies falling into the windows on the bottom. Some of the windows had been open. Others broke. The water began pouring in faster than Gabriel would have imagined possible. He was wedged under a body. Tom’s body. Not moving. The blow to Tom’s head must have knocked him unconscious. Gabriel could see Harold. Screaming. Everyone was still screaming. 
 
   “The door!” Gabriel screamed. He struggled up above the side of the seat and saw that the front door of the bus had been pushed open by the impact and water was rushing in. The entire bus would be flooded in seconds. He couldn’t see Mrs. Hopper. Straining to push Tom’s unconscious body off himself, he saw two kids struggling near the emergency door at the rear of the bus. It took a moment before he realized it was Emily Baskin and Eddie. Emily was struggling to get near the exit door and Eddie was trying to stop her. 
 
   “We have to get it open,” Emily screamed.
 
   “The water will come in,” Eddie screamed back. 
 
   He probably can’t swim, Gabriel thought. Gabriel hadn’t been able to swim either until last spring. He hadn’t wanted to learn, but his parents had insisted. It had been a mortifying experience. The only thirteen-year-old learning to swim with a class of seven and eight-year-olds. Apparently Gabriel had a higher tolerance level for mortification than most boys his age. He was glad he did. Otherwise, he might have been like poor Eddie; so afraid of drowning that he would try to stop the one person who could save him. 
 
   The water continued to flow into the interior of the bus from the windows and the front door. Emily continued to fight with Eddie near the emergency door at the rear. The water was up to their waists. People continued to scream. And Gabriel continued to struggle to get from underneath Tom. 
 
   He saw Eddie punch Emily in the face. Emily’s head snapped back, but her legs never moved. She may have been a slender, geeky girl, but she knew how to take a punch. And she knew how to deliver one. Emily had six older brothers. Eddie saw the left hook, but he never noticed the right-handed haymaker that clocked him in the temple. Eddie collapsed with a splash into the ever-deepening water. Gabriel had just enough time to think that if it was going to be the last thing he saw, seeing Eddie Sloat being knocked out by Emily Baskin wasn’t half bad. 
 
   Of course it didn’t matter, Gabriel thought in a wave of despair. The rear emergency door only opened out. It would never budge until the water had already filled the interior of the bus. However, Emily didn’t move to open the door. Instead, she reached down behind the rear seat and pulled free the large red fire extinguisher. Why didn’t I think of that? Gabriel wondered as he continued to struggle with Tom’s unconscious form. 
 
   Emily slammed the base of the fire extinguisher into the window of the exit door with all her strength. The window cracked. That was all. Too bad, Gabriel thought. Emily struck the window again. Nothing. She shouted in frustration and raised the fire extinguisher to strike again when the window suddenly imploded, a wall of water throwing her back into the bus. Gabriel barely had time to suck in a lung full of air before the water was over his head and the bus filled to capacity, sinking even faster than before. 
 
   Gabriel floated up to the opposite side of windows near the surface of the river as the bus swiftly sank to the bottom some fifteen feet below. The engine of the bus sank first, the rear falling more slowly. The bus rotated as it hit bottom, the ceiling becoming the floor. It was all Gabriel could do to keep his head straight and know which way was which. Where was the door?  
 
   He dragged Tom through the water, pulling him past the row of seats above their heads, struggling past kids panicking and drowning, past kids trying to swim for the exit door. Gabriel pushed people with one hand, pulling Tom with the other, using his feet to kick against anything he could use to reach the exit. 
 
   Someone before him had managed to open the door. Gabriel groped his way through the opening and looked around, seeing cloudy sky above the water fifteen feet over his head. He swam. He swam harder than he ever had before, the weight of Tom pulling him down, the small mouthful of air in his lungs burning to get out, stinging like acid in his chest. He could feel the weight of his clothes and shoes, his jacket making it harder to move his arms. He was getting closer. The water above his head was lighter. Brighter. Nearer. 
 
   He gasped for air, spitting water and wheezing. I’m not going to drown today, he thought as the rain beat down on his face. He grinned as he put his arm around Tom and began to swim for the shore. It wasn’t far. Only thirty feet or so. He looked around as he swam and saw that he was not the only one swimming for the riverbank. Twenty or so of his fellow classmates paddled to safety. He could see Harold flailing his arms, trying to remember the strokes he must have learned when he was six like everyone else. 
 
   “Help me!” Gabriel shouted as he came to the shallow edge of the river. Harold struggled to reach them. Gabriel didn’t even wait to get Tom all the way to the riverbank before turning him over, wrapping his arms around Tom’s middle, and pulling repeatedly to empty the water from his stomach and lungs. Swinging Tom onto his back, Gabriel continued to push on his stomach to clear the water from his airway. Tom spit in Gabriel’s face, his eyes fluttering open. Harold had reached them by then.
 
   “Gabe,” Tom said. 
 
   “You’re okay now,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You saved me,” Tom said with a weak laugh. “Just like Aquaman.”
 
   “There are still kids down there,” Harold said, looking back at the river. The shimmering yellow form of the bus was easily visible beneath the gently flowing water. 
 
   “Stay here with Tom,” Gabriel said as he looked into Harold’s eyes. Harold could swim well enough to reach the shore once, but he would never make it twice.
 
   “You can’t go back down there!” Harold said, fear making his voice jump an octave. 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Gabriel said, shrugging out of his jacket and kicking off his shoes. “My parents paid a lot of money so I’d be able to do stupid things like swim back down to sunken buses.” He doubted that was what his mother had been thinking when she had insisted on the swimming classes. 
 
   He gave Tom a quick wave and then jumped back into the water, his legs kicking hard, his oddly long arms making for smooth, strong strokes that brought him to the middle of the river in hardly any time at all. His fellow students screamed, cried, shouted, and tried to swim for the shore. Gabriel looked down at the bus. He didn’t see any motion, but he could see what looked like shadowy shapes that might be people. He sucked air in fast, let it out, and sucked it in again, filling his lungs. Then he dived. 
 
   He fought his body’s natural inclination to float as he dove, his arms striking through the water in unison. It took a few seconds to reach the bottom of the river and the bus. A few seconds that allowed him to think. What the hell am I doing? He’d only learned to swim six months ago. Why was he the only one going back down?  He’d been on the shore. The dream hadn’t come true. Why tempt fate?  And then he reached the bus and saw the two faces floating near the rear windows. That was why. Because you couldn’t just let people die when you might be able to do something about it. 
 
   He edged around the emergency door and swam into the bus. There were more bodies than the two he had seen. They might be dead. Or maybe not. Five in all, he could see. He grabbed the one closest to the door. Emily. He thought she had gotten out. The fire extinguisher must have hit her when the window broke. Her open eyes stared right through him. He didn’t look back for long. He grabbed her arm and hauled her toward the door, pushing her through and giving her a shove toward the surface. She moved upward. Not as fast as he had wanted. He hoped it was fast enough. He hoped someone above would get to her in time. 
 
   Looking back, he knew he couldn’t save them all. Not all four that remained. He just couldn’t hold his breath long enough. It wasn’t possible. He could come back down. They might make it if he could come back down fast enough. He swam back into the bus and grabbed the arm of the next person he came to. Perfect, he thought. Just who he’d always imagined saving. Gabriel grimaced and pulled Eddie to the emergency door, pushing him through and giving him a shove toward the surface as he had with Emily. 
 
   Just enough, he thought. Just enough air. One more and I’ll go back up. Just one more, he thought as he twisted around and swam back into the capsized bus once more. The next unconscious person he came to was Larry, the sickly boy who was always sneezing. 
 
   Larry’s arm was wedged between the seat and the wall of the bus. Gabriel pulled on Larry’s arm, but it was no good. Gabriel tried to pull at the seat. To bend it back just a little. Nothing. He pulled the seat with one hand and Larry’s arm with the other. Harder. Harder. His lungs stung again. His vision was getting blurry. But he kept pulling. Then Larry’s arm slipped free. Gabriel tugged at Larry and pulled him toward the emergency door. Then the world shifted. 
 
   The weight of the bus settling on the soft river bottom sent it tumbling again, lurching sideways once more. Gabriel spun with the bus as Larry’s unconscious body fell on him, a shoulder pushing down into his stomach, forcing the air from his lungs in a burst. 
 
   Gabriel pushed and pulled at Larry’s unconscious form, but it was no good. Larry was slight, hardly weighing a thing, but the angle of the seats kept him wedged against Gabriel. 
 
   He fought. He fought to move Larry’s body. He fought to slide out from under him. He fought to hold what little air was left in his lungs. He fought to keep his vision straight. He fought the temptation to open his mouth. He fought as hard as he had ever fought for anything, but he couldn’t stop himself. His body betrayed his will. His mouth slipped open and the bubbles of air flooded out. He tried to stop it. But it didn’t last long. He pushed against Larry’s body again. He knew it was a body now. Larry was dead. There was no saving him. No saving the others in the bus. No saving himself. 
 
   He held it as long as he could. Held the moment between breaths as long as he could. He knew how it would end. Just as it had ended in the dream. Maybe that was why he had come back down. Not to try to be a hero. Not because his conscience told him he should, but because of the dream. Because he knew the dream would be fulfilled no matter what he did.
 
   He held on, hoping that someone would come down after him. One of the other students. Maybe a driver of a passing car. Someone. He held that un-breath and held it and held it and then before he knew it his mouth was open and he was sucking water into his lungs against his will. He willed his mouth to close, his lungs to expel the water, the spasms of his body to stop. He willed his eyes to stay open, his mind to stay clear, his vision to remain. He willed the blackness to stop. He willed his heart to start beating again. He willed his mind to remain conscious. He willed himself to remember his mother’s face and the kiss she had given him. He willed himself to remember his father’s hug and his smile. He willed himself to remember who he was. He willed himself to remember his name. He willed himself to live.
 
   And then Gabriel Salvador died. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2: Rebirth
 
    
 
   Light. 
 
   Sounds.
 
   Voices.
 
   Was this death?  Could you see lights and hear voices when you were dead? Was this the light at the end of a tunnel?  No. The light seemed to come from everywhere. Could he see light without eyes?  Did he still have eyes?  Were his eyes open? Could he blink? The light winked out and back. He could blink. Could you blink when you were dead?  
 
   “He’s coming around.” A female voice. Soft and melodious.
 
   “I hate this part.” A male voice. Deep and resonant.
 
   “Where?” That voice he recognized. That was Gabriel Salvador’s voice. His voice. Could he have a voice if he were dead?
 
   “You’re safe,” the female voice said. The room slowly came into focus and the lights did not seem as bright anymore. He lifted his head to the light and saw a large window. In front of the window stood a man and a woman. The man stood well over six feet tall, with a muscular build, deep black skin, and a wide, angular face with a hint of grey in his close-cut hair. He wore a necklace of shells around his neck. The woman was much smaller and much thinner, with olive-brown skin, piercing near-black eyes and a narrow face framed by a mane of deep gray hair. She wore a necklace with a small bluish teardrop-shaped glass pendant. Both wore white pants and white tunics. Could they be doctors?  
 
   “Everything will be okay,” the man said.
 
   “Am I dead?” Gabriel asked. Best to start with the most important question first.
 
   “You were, and in some ways you are, but you aren’t,” the woman said.
 
   “It’s complicated,” the man added. Dead but not dead. Yes, that sounded complicated. 
 
   “Where am I?” Gabriel asked. “Is this a hospital?  Where are my parents? I have their work numbers on a laminated card in my pocket. My mom insisted. She likes to plan ahead.”
 
   “I hate this part,” the man repeated.
 
   “You’re someplace safe,” the woman said. That seemed…vague.
 
   “My parents…?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Your parents are fine,” the man answered. That was vague as well. All this vagueness was beginning to make his head hurt. 
 
   “I want to see my parents,” Gabriel said, trying to sound like he had the authority to demand what he wanted. He sat up a little. His head spun a bit, but it wasn’t bad. He could see more of the room now. It clearly wasn’t a hospital room. Not any hospital he’d ever seen. Not with walls of white painted stone. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Gabriel said. “Why won’t you tell me where I am?  Why won’t you let me see my parents? Who are you?”  There was another question. One he didn’t want the answer to. “What do you mean I was dead, but I’m not dead?”
 
   “We will answer your questions,” the woman said. “All of your questions. However, we have found that it is best not to head directly to the answers, but to come at them sideways. To sneak up on them, as it were. First come the introductions. My name is Sema and this is Ohin.”
 
   “I’m Gabriel.”
 
   “Yes, we know,” said Ohin as he stroked his chin.
 
   “Tell me, Gabriel,” Sema asked, “did you know you were going to drown?  Did you sense it in some way?”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes opened a little wider. How could they know?  What was going on? “Yes,” he replied. “I had a dream.”
 
   “And you had dreams like this often, didn’t you,” Ohin said. It wasn’t a question.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel answered. “My parents always think I’m making it up.”  
 
   “But the things you see in your dreams always come true,” Sema said.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. “No matter what I do.”
 
   “But do they always come true exactly the way you dream them?” Ohin asked.
 
   “No,” Gabriel answered. “If I try to change them, the events change, but the result is the same.”
 
   “This is usually called precognition or clairvoyance,” Sema said. 
 
   “It is a sign,” Ohin added. “An indicator.” 
 
   “Of what?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Of sensitivity,” Sema said.
 
   “Sensitivity to what?” Gabriel pressed.
 
   “What do you think?” Ohin asked in return. 
 
   “What kind of game is this?” Gabriel asked. “Who are you?” 
 
   “Sensitivity to what?” Ohin repeated.
 
   Gabriel didn’t like this. No answers, just more questions. Questions he didn’t like the answers to. And he knew the answer to the question. This wasn’t the first time he had thought about the dreams and what they meant and why he had them. He’d asked this question himself. Many times. And he still didn’t like the answer.
 
   “Sensitivity to what?” Ohin said a third time, his voice gentle. 
 
   “To the flow of time,” Gabriel said, staring into the deep brown eyes of the strange man before him. 
 
   “So you think you know what’s going to happen in the future?” Sema asked.
 
   “Sometimes,” Gabriel said. “When I dream. When the dream feels more real than being awake.”
 
   “And do you believe that you see the future?” Ohin asked.
 
   “Sometimes,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Sometimes you see the future or sometimes you believe it?” Sema asked.
 
   “Sometimes I see the future,” Gabriel said. “I always believe it.”
 
   “If you believe you can see the future, and you dreamed of yourself drowning,” Ohin asked, “why did you swim back down to the bus when you were safe on the shore?”
 
   “Because it wouldn’t have changed anything,” Gabriel said. “Even if I had stayed with Tom on the shore, it would have worked out that I was drowning some way. It always does.”
 
   “So you believe the future is immutable?” Ohin asked. “Fixed in stone.”
 
   “Not exactly,” Gabriel replied. “It’s flexible like the branch of a tree. You can bend it a little, but it always springs back to where it was. Just a little different, maybe.”
 
   “So you believe the future is set, but somewhat malleable?” Sema asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. “That’s what I said. What is this?  Why are you asking me these questions?”
 
   “Why don’t you take a moment to think it through?” Ohin said. 
 
   “We’ve told you everything you need to know,” Sema added. 
 
   Gabriel had been thinking it through. While one side of his mind answered Ohin and Sema’s questions, the other side puzzled through all of the possibilities, examining all of the things he knew and looking for potential answers that would fit the circumstances. Why was he here with strangers?  Why did they not look like doctors?  Where were his parents?  Why was this not a hospital?  Why were they asking him questions about his dreams and seeing the future?  How could they have known about his dreams about the future? How could they have known he had sensed he would drown?  How could they have known that he swam back down to the bus?  Why would they say that he had been dead? That he was dead, but in some ways, he wasn’t?
 
   “What year is this?” Gabriel asked. Best to ask a question when you fear you have the right answer. Particularly if the answer to your question might prove you wrong, and Gabriel desperately wanted to be wrong. 
 
   “Oh, he’s quick,” Sema said.
 
   “It took me ten minutes,” Ohin said.
 
   “You haven’t answered my question,” Gabriel said, a hint of annoyance and fear finally reaching his voice.
 
   “Because the answer will sound absurd without some explanation,” Ohin said. “First, let me tell you that you are not in the time and place you were when you died.”
 
   “So I did die?” Gabriel asked. It had certainly felt like it when the water filled his lungs and his vision went black. Gabriel pushed the thought away. 
 
   “Yes,” Sema said. “That was necessary, unfortunately.”
 
   “But I’m not dead now.” Gabriel said. That seemed clear enough.
 
   “Not from your perspective,” Ohin said. Maybe not as clear as he thought.
 
   “If I’m not dead from my perspective, from whose am I?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Think it through,” Ohin said in a soft voice. 
 
   Gabriel was getting a little tired of being asked to think things through. “I’m dead to everyone in my time, aren’t I?” he said. Ohin only nodded in response. “My parents. My sister. My friends. Everyone I knew. They all think I’m dead.”
 
   “You are dead in their time, Gabriel,” Sema said. “You did drown in that bus. You did die.”
 
   “But then how can I be here?” Gabriel asked. “And how can they think I’m dead if there’s no body? And don’t tell me to think it through.”
 
   “If you knew the answer to that question without being told, I’d be lining up to be your apprentice,” Ohin said. “You did die, but we took you from the bus the moment you expired. And your parents think you are dead because they buried a body that looked just like yours.”
 
   “I’ll never see my parents again, will I?” Gabriel asked, tears beginning to push at the edges of his eyes. He knew the answer, but he had to ask. 
 
   “That you can think through, as well,” Ohin said.
 
   “If I went back to them,” Gabriel said, thinking out loud, “that would change things. If I went back, time couldn’t snap back to where it should be.”
 
   “Exactly,” Sema said. “And what do you think would happen then?”
 
   Good question, Gabriel thought. What happened when you changed time so badly it couldn’t go back to the way it was supposed to be?  Would time just change permanently?  That didn’t seem right. That didn’t fit with the way he dreamed the future. If time couldn’t change, either it was physically impossible for him to return to his parents, or doing so would result in something else. Something different. 
 
   “It would create two times,” Gabriel said. “If I went back, it would change time and there would be two timelines, one where I was dead and one where I just appeared alive again.”
 
   “You are going to have your hands full, Ohin,” Sema said.
 
   “I am going to have the best apprentice the Council has seen in a hundred years,” Ohin replied with a smile. “You are right, Gabriel. If you went back now, the Primary Continuum, the central timeline of the universe, would spilt. Your presence would be so radically different that the Primary Continuum could not absorb the change, and a bifurcation, a new branch of time, an alternate reality, would be created. A parallel universe where, as you said, you simply appeared.”
 
   “So why can’t I do that?” Gabriel said. He was starting to get angry now. This wasn’t fair at all. Whoever these people were, they should not be keeping him here when he could go home. “You brought me here, wherever here is, you can take me back. Who cares if there’s a parallel universe where I’m alive?  I think that would be a great universe. I’m sure my parents would be happy about it.” 
 
   “What happens when a tree has too many branches?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “What happens when a branch has too many branches?” Sema added.
 
   “And what happens if the branches reach too far from the main trunk of the tree?” Ohin continued.
 
   Gabriel saw it in his mind. Branches reaching out too far, tilting the tree, the trunk splintering under the weight, breaking away, killing the tree. “The Primary Continuum is damaged by branches, isn’t it?  The more branches, the more dangerous it is to the entire timeline. So I can never go back.” He felt the weight of the words sink into his heart. They had taken him just as he died so that his absence wouldn’t change the main timeline. But why had they taken him in the first place? Why expend all that effort to save his life? Did he really want to know?
 
    “You can move through time,” Gabriel said, ignoring the questions in his head.
 
   “Not me,” Sema said. “Ohin is the one who can move through time. And take others with him.”
 
   “How?” Gabriel said. “How is that possible?”
 
   “Magic,” Ohin said.
 
   “Seriously,” Gabriel said. “How is it possible?  Do you have a time machine?”
 
   “I told you,” Ohin said, “it’s magic. All I have is my talisman.” He touched the seashell necklace on his chest. 
 
   “There are many magics,” Sema said. “There is magic to control matter and magic to control living things and magic to control energy. Mine is Soul Magic, which allows me to affect people’s minds. And it is why you are far calmer than you might otherwise be.”
 
   “You’re using magic on me?” Gabriel asked. It made no sense. Except that it did. Why was he so calm?  Could there really be magic?  Was this all a joke?  
 
   “Why do you think we have brought you through time to this place?” Ohin asked.
 
   Gabriel knew the answer to the question. He just didn’t want to say it out loud. Because it would sound too bizarre. Too impossible. “You took me because you think I can travel through time,” Gabriel said.
 
   “We don’t think so,” Sema said. “We know it.”
 
   “I can sense the power in you as easily as I sense it in myself,” Ohin said. “You will be a Time Mage, Gabriel. That is why we have brought you here. To train you. Because we need you. We need all the Mages of Grace we can find. There is a war on, and we are losing. The War of Time and Magic. And if we do not succeed, the entirety of the Primary Continuum is at risk.”
 
   “Maybe we should explain that later,” Sema said. “He is strong of heart and mind, but I can sense he is at the breaking point.”
 
   It was true. Gabriel did feel dizzy. Like he hadn’t eaten in days. Like the room was spinning. “Where am I?” he said. “I need to know. When am I?”
 
   “You are in England,” Ohin said. “Or what will eventually become England. And if you sit up and look out the window, you’ll have a better idea of when.”
 
   Gabriel forced himself into a full sitting position and looked past Ohin and Sema and through the slightly warped glass of the ancient window. Outside the window lay what seemed to be a cornfield, which might have made sense, but beyond that was something more difficult to explain. It was alive and nearly as tall as the tree it stood eating the leaves from. Four stout legs, a massive body, incredibly long tail, and a long, thick neck. There was no mistaking it. There was a dinosaur outside the window. 
 
   “That’s…” Gabriel began. “That’s...”
 
   “That a Pelorosaurus,” Sema said with a matter-of-fact tone.
 
   “That’s crazy,” Gabriel said. “We must be seventy million years in the past.”
 
   “Nearly a hundred and twenty-five million,” Ohin said. “It seems far, but time is really interrelational. Every moment is just as far from every other.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said. “Of course. That makes perfect sense.”  Sema was right. He was at a breaking point. And he broke right past it. His eyes rolled up in his head and he passed out, falling back into the mattress of the bed.
 
   “I hate this part,” he heard Ohin say as everything went black.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3: The Castle
 
    
 
   The birdlike creatures circled above, but never seemed to land. Or at least they were something that would one day evolve into birds. In millions of years. 
 
   Gabriel walked through the Upper Ward of Windsor Castle with Ohin. The Upper Ward was an inner courtyard of sorts. The castle was something else. Ohin had explained that it wasn’t the real Windsor Castle. Well, it was a Windsor Castle, but not the one from the Primary Continuum. It had been snatched from an unstable branch of time in 1971 CE, just before the branch was severed from the Primary Continuum. It was fortunate timing, because a fire in 1992 had damaged more than a hundred rooms of the castle. Ohin said that it had required nearly fifty Time Mages working together to move the castle back into the far past of the Primary Continuum. Apparently you could move between alternate branches of reality and the Primary Continuum, but Ohin had not yet explained how. There was so much he hadn’t explained. 
 
   This Windsor Castle was now the seat of the Grand Council of Magic. The stones of the castle had been altered with magic to degrade into ash if the Mages required it. A precaution, Ohin had said, in case something went terribly wrong. This way no archeologist in the future would ever dig up the remains of a one hundred twenty-five million-year-old castle. That was the sort of thing that created bifurcations, branches in time. It was the same reason the castle was placed so far in the past. Even if the presence of the castle somehow disturbed the dinosaurs outside its walls, it would be unlikely to create a bifurcation of the Primary Continuum since all the dinosaurs would go extinct around sixty-five million years BCE. Ohin had said that the castle had limited electricity, powered by a series of small windmills outside the castle walls. Lighting also came from oil lamps, candles, and magic. 
 
   Gabriel tried not to think about too much of it. It was all very confusing. He had lain in bed for an entire day, contemplating it. Only after a good meal and a good night’s sleep had he been allowed out of bed. Too much shock to the system to get up too soon, Sema said. Take things slowly, he was told. Try not to rush. Let your mind and body adjust. Adjust to being dead and then alive and being a Time Mage. Sure. That was easy. Just lie in bed and think about it all. 
 
   Sema had arrived the next morning for what she said would be their daily walk together. Mostly she asked him questions about his family. Letting him talk about his loss. He spoke about his mother, his father, and his sister. About missing them more than he had thought possible. About all the memories that flooded into his mind. Random memories. Like the rainy Saturday two years ago when his mother had made tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches, and they had all spent the afternoon together watching The Philadelphia Story on TV. It was his mother’s favorite film. She loved Cary Grant. Memories like that. Sema informed him that his mother, father, and sister all lived long and happy lives. That made him feel better. Knowing they were happy somewhere in time. 
 
   When he asked, she told him that only three of his classmates had perished in the sunken bus that day. He had saved two lives. It was good to know that his death had made a difference. 
 
   He was in a much better mood by the time Ohin met them. As Sema departed, Gabriel wondered how much of his good mood was due to her magic and how much was the result of speaking aloud his deepest feelings. That could be pretty powerful magic of a different kind, he realized. But none of it really calmed his mind. And seeing the castle gave him more to think about. So much it felt overwhelming. Maybe they were right. Maybe he should have stayed in bed. Best to stick with things at hand. Things that he could think about one at a time. 
 
   “Why don’t they ever land?” Gabriel asked, looking up at the leathery, winged creatures in the sky. 
 
   “There is an invisible barrier around the castle,” Ohin explained. “It makes sure nothing gets near the castle and no one steps outside its grounds. Another security measure. The Council placed this castle far enough in the past so that it wouldn’t be likely to affect the Primary Continuum, but there is no sense taking chances.”
 
   “And why Windsor Castle?” Gabriel asked, looking around the magnificent structure and its grounds one more time. It had been quite a shock to step from his room in the infirmary and into the courtyard to see the castle. He had recognized it immediately. He and his parents had taken a trip to London when he was eleven and he had spent hours dragging them around the castle and pouring over the guidebook for interesting bits of history. He loved the ghost stories in particular. King Henry VIII haunting the cloisters, the specter of Queen Elizabeth I in the Royal Library, the spirit of Herne the hunter and gamekeeper stalking the grounds with his wraithlike pack of dogs. He wondered if any of the ghosts had been brought back in time with the castle. 
 
   “The head of the Council, Elizabeth Palfrey, chose the castle,” Ohin said. “I assume she wanted something that could house everyone. She was born in Victorian London, so maybe it felt comfortable.” 
 
   It was certainly large enough. He supposed it needed to be. Hundreds of people lived in the castle. Although the Upper Ward was nearly empty at this time of the morning, he could see several people walking from one place to another on some sort of business. People from different times. Nearly all of them snatched at the moment of their deaths and brought here. People of all different ages, as well. Teenagers to elderly people. He was the youngest person he had seen. But he hadn’t seen everyone. And the older people were older than they had been when they died. 
 
   Ohin had explained that Heart-Tree Magic, the magic of living things, helped them recover from the things that had killed them and kept them alive much longer. Ohin had said that he was nearly two hundred years old himself. It was difficult for Gabriel to get his mind around. People from throughout time bumping up against each other in a castle one hundred twenty-five million years in the past. People from every time period. Even people from the future. His future. They looked as though they had come from all over the world. Africans, Peruvians, Europeans, Chinese, Japanese, Samoans, everyone from everywhere. Some wore clothes from different time periods. Or they were clothed in variations on the simple tunic and slacks that Ohin wore. 
 
   It was almost too much to take in. But he wanted to take it in. At least part of him did. He had been given a second chance. He had been plucked back from death to be an apprentice Time Mage. It was too much to believe. He would learn to travel through time. To see places and things that others could only dream about. But no one had asked him. No one had given him a choice. Did he still have a choice?  He would never see his parents again. Never see his friends. His sister. He was dead to them. What choice would he be given if he didn’t want to become a Time Mage? He wondered if Ohin had felt this way when he had awoken from death to learn his fate. 
 
   “You’re very quiet,” Ohin said, placing his hands behind his back as he walked.
 
   “What if I don’t want this?” Gabriel asked. “What if I don’t want to be a Time Mage?  What if I don’t want to travel through time and fight some war?”
 
   “That is the moral quandary we are faced with every time we extract someone from the timeline,” Ohin said. 
 
   “That isn’t much of an answer,” Gabriel said.
 
   “No,” Ohin replied. “There are no good answers. If you choose not to become an apprentice Time Mage, and you choose not to help in the war between the forces of Grace and Malignancy, then you will be given the opportunity to live out your life here in the castle. You might become one of the attendants, those who take care of the grounds and do the cooking. Or you could become a librarian or a museum scholar.”
 
   “So my choices are librarian or wizard of time,” Gabriel said. “Will I go to school to learn magic?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “A school for magic?” Ohin said, cocking his head to the side. “What an amusing idea. No. There are no schools here. Although your studies will continue. History especially. As for magic, all mages apprentice with a mentor, a skilled and superior mage. It will be my responsibility to train you, to teach you how magic works and how to move through time. And to teach you how to bear the responsibilities of being a mage, particularly a Time Mage.”
 
   “What sort of responsibilities are there?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “The responsibility for the Primary Continuum, for one,” Ohin answered. “And for the actions that we mages take within the Continuum and its branches. All of our actions have consequences. And we must accept the responsibility of our actions.” It was sounding like being a Time Mage might not be as much fun as he initially imagined it to be. 
 
   “Will it just be you and me, or will there be other mages who I’ll apprentice with?” 
 
   “You will apprentice with only me,” Ohin said, “but you will join my unit. Mages are assigned to magic circles, teams of six that carry out missions together. Every team has a name. Our unit is called the Chimera Team.”
 
   “Why six?” 
 
   “There are six kinds of magic,” Ohin said, “And each person can only accomplish one of them. So mages work together in teams of six.” 
 
   “When do I begin?” 
 
   “We will begin soon,” Ohin answered. “But there are introductions to make first.” He gestured with his hand to where Sema walked back across the yard with a man and a girl.
 
   “Oh,” Gabriel said. They probably made you wait forever to get to the good stuff. Just like all teachers.
 
   “Today you will meet the rest of the team,” Ohin said. “Tomorrow you will travel through time.”
 
   Gabriel smiled at the thought of that. Traveling through time. Just a few days after being dead. It could make your head whirl if you thought about it too much. So much new information. So many extraordinary facts. So many wonders. And all coming so quickly. He felt like he had no time to breathe between revelations. But he had no more time to think about it because Sema was waving as she walked up with the man and girl. 
 
   Not a man and girl. While the one was a slender Hispanic girl, the other was an exceptionally tall Chinese woman. Not as tall as Ohin, but she stood at least six feet. Her long black hair was in a ponytail, which was why Gabriel had mistaken her gender at a distance. They wore the same white tunics Gabriel had seen most people in the castle wearing.
 
   “Hello again, Gabriel,” Sema said. 
 
   “Hello,” Gabriel replied, smiling at Sema and the woman and girl. 
 
   “My name is Teresa,” the girl said, extending her hand. She looked to be about fourteen and stood an inch or so taller than Gabriel. She had an oval face with a button nose and hazel brown eyes. He wondered what time she was from as he shook her hand. She had a powerful grip for a skinny teenage girl. The tall woman also extended her hand as she smiled.
 
   “Welcome to the team,” she said. “My name is Ling.” While Teresa possessed the gangly energy of a young colt, Ling seemed all fluid symmetry and grace, her height and slender build combining to give the impression of a tiger at rest. She had high cheekbones and an almost masculine chin. He thought she might be in her late thirties. As she bent down to meet his eyes, he noticed she wore a Taoist yin-yang symbol dangling from a necklace. 
 
   “These are two more members of our team,” Sema said. “You’ll meet the others later today. Everyone plays a different, but essential role.”
 
   “Sema plays mother hen,” Teresa said.
 
   “Even to those of us who have been mothers ourselves,” Ling added, her eyes narrowing as she grimaced.
 
   “Well, you all need some mothering,” Sema said, standing a bit straighter. “Someone has to look after all of you.”
 
   “That’s supposed to be my job,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Yes, but you’re too nice about it,” Sema said. 
 
   “So Ohin is in charge of the, what did you call it, the Crimean Team?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Chimera,” Ohin said with a frown as Teresa giggled. “It’s a Greek mythological creature with the heads of a lion, a goat, and a dragon. Each team chooses its name, as well as its leader. It is often the Time Mage, but not always.”
 
   “He doesn’t want to hear all the boring rules of team organization,” Teresa said. “He’s a boy. He wants to see some magic. Like this.” Teresa turned slightly to the side and raised her arms out before her, the palms of her hands facing the sky. In the blink of an eye, a lightning-blue ball of fire the size of a beach ball burst into existence above Teresa’s hands. 
 
   Gabriel’s eyes went wide and Teresa gave him a mischievous grin. He knew it must be true, since he stood in a castle with dinosaurs outside its walls, but until that moment, he hadn’t been sure if he believed it. Now he believed. Magic was real. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4: Making Magic
 
    
 
   “If you’re going to be a showoff,” Ohin said, “you should at least explain how it works.”
 
   “Right,” Teresa said as Gabriel blinked in wonder at the fireball floating before her. “First off, there are six kinds of magic.” As she spoke, the fireball broke into six small balls of flame and assumed the shape of a hexagon floating in front of her. “First there’s Fire Magic, which as you probably guessed, is my specialty. Each mage can only work with one kind of magic.”
 
   “Unless they are a True Mage,” Ling interjected. “Then they can use all six forms of magic.”
 
   “But there are only six of them,” Teresa said, “so that doesn’t really apply to mages like you and me. As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, there are six kinds of magic. Fire Magic, which is the best kind of magic if you ask me, although I doubt you will, because no one ever asks me what I think, controls energy. Any form of energy. Fire. Lightning. You name it. If there is energy to be magicked, I’m your gal. Then you have Wind Mages, like Ling, and they control the elemental forces of the universe. Such as…Such as. Hey, what are the forces of the universe, anyway?  They sound really boring.”
 
   “You know very well what the forces of the universe are,” Ling said, glaring slightly at Teresa’s teasing. “They are the forces that allow the universe to function. Like magnetism and gravity.” As Ling said the word ‘gravity,’ Teresa rose into the air and hovered there a foot and a half above the ground. Gabriel’s jaw dropped open. He snapped it shut. He might be shocked and amazed, but there was no need to look like a bewildered bumpkin. Teresa smiled down at Ling.
 
   “You’re so easy to manipulate,” Teresa said. “I wanted to be floating.”  Ling raised an eyebrow in skepticism and Teresa slowly rotated until she hung upside down, her ponytail pointing toward the grass, fireballs still suspended in the air before her hands. “And you cannot believe how much I love being upside-down.”
 
   “Ling,” Sema said, a hint of disapproval in her voice. “What if she scorches the grass?” Gabriel looked over to see Ohin shaking his head. It seemed this sort of thing went on quite a bit.
 
   “You know I never lose control of fire,” Teresa said. At that, Ohin coughed and looked at her. “Well, except for that one time. How was I supposed to know the room was filled with explosives?  No one told me. No one ever tells me anything. Besides, if something happens to the precious grass, Marcus can fix it.”
 
   “Marcus is one of the other team members,” Ling said as she watched Teresa slowly spin back to the upright position and gently land on the lawn. “He is a Heart-Tree Mage, which means he has power over living things, like plants, animals, and humans. Heart-Tree Magic can heal and change living matter.”
 
   “And he can grow things,” Teresa added, letting the fireballs fade away. “Like bodies that look exactly like ours, but aren’t really alive. Very handy when you’re plucking people out of time at the moment they die. Police like to have a body.” Sema glared at Teresa in a way that suggested she was being rude or insensitive or both. Teresa ignored her. 
 
   “And inanimate matter,” Ling said, pretending she hadn’t been interrupted, “like rocks and metal, are controlled by Stone Magic,” 
 
    “Rajan is our Stone Mage,” Teresa said. “I’m sure you’ll meet him later. It’ll be a pleasure. He’ll tell you so himself.” 
 
   “So you have Stone Magic for matter,” Ling continued, “Heart-Tree Magic for life, Soul Magic for the mind, Fire Magic for energy, Wind Magic for the forces of the universe, and Time Magic for space and time. So, there you are. Magic in a clam shell.”
 
   “Nutshell,” Teresa said with a giggle. 
 
   “Whatever,” Ling said.
 
   “But how does it work?” Gabriel said, looking from one face to another.
 
    “How it works,” Teresa sighed. “Boys love to know how it works. Never why.”
 
   “Magic works,” Sema said, ignoring Teresa, “by focusing the mind on the fundamental nature of the universe and using the power of a talisman to concentrate and multiply that mental energy to alter the universe and perform one of the six kinds of magic.”
 
   “What kind of talisman?” Gabriel asked. He knew that a talisman was any kind of object that held personal or ritual significance. He noticed now that Teresa was wearing an ornately carved golden bracelet, just as Ling wore a yin-yang symbol at her neck, Sema a small teardrop glass pendant on a necklace, and Ohin had his seashells. 
 
   “A talisman can be anything,” Ohin explained. “But it must be something that has the proper imprints.”
 
   “Imprints?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Every action leaves an imprint on the fundamental fabric of the universe,” Ling explained. “These imprints stay with people or places or things.”
 
   “Imprints can be either positive, or negative, or neutral,” Teresa added. “The greater the imprints, the more powerful the object or place becomes.”
 
   “An artifact is any object with strong imprints,” Ohin said. “Imagine a sword that was used to kill hundreds of people. It would have strong negative imprints.” 
 
   “Just as an object that was worn by someone who healed people would have strong positive imprints,” Ling said. 
 
   “Mages have to use artifacts with strong imprints to perform magic,” Gabriel said, making a connection he wasn’t entirely sure of.
 
   “Yes,” Sema said. “Objects with negative imprints are called ‘tainted’ artifacts, while objects with positive imprints are called ‘imbued’ artifacts. A talisman is an artifact that has a special connection and meaning for a mage, lending it more power.”
 
   “But mages can only use either positive or negative imprints to perform magic,” Gabriel said, seeing what that implied. “And that is why we’re at war.”
 
   “You are correct,” Ohin said. “A Grace Mage can only make use of positive imprints while a Malignancy Mage can only make use of negative imprints.”
 
   “We’re the Grace Mages, in case you were wondering,” Teresa said.
 
   “Who are the Malignancy Mages?” Gabriel asked, unsure if he wanted to know. 
 
   “You’ll run into them soon enough,” Sema said. “Hopefully not before you are ready.”
 
   “He’ll be ready,” Ohin said, suddenly distracted as he turned to watch several people running across the courtyard. “He will be my apprentice, after all.” Ohin squinted and looked at Sema, whose eyes had suddenly become unfocused as she looked upward. She seemed as though she were listening to some voice that no one else could hear. Gabriel saw more people running through the castle grounds now.
 
   “We must go,” Sema said, her eyes focusing on Ohin. “The Hiroshima outpost.”
 
   “Why don’t the two of you show Gabriel around the castle?” Ohin suggested, his face grave. “It seems we have some business to attend to.”
 
   “It would be our pleasure,” Ling said with a nod toward Gabriel. Sema took Ohin’s arm and the two of them suddenly winked out of existence. 
 
   Teresa reached over and closed Gabriel’s once again gaping mouth. “Probably jumped to the council chambers,” she said by way of explanation. “You’ll get used to it. You’ll be able to do it yourself soon.”
 
   As Gabriel recovered from the shock of seeing Ohin and Sema disappear, the reason for their departure and the sudden activity of the castle coalesced in his mind. “There’s been an attack?” he asked.
 
   “You’ll get used to that, too,” Teresa said. “Happens all the time.”
 
   “It’s nothing for you to worry about,” Ling said, placing her hand on Gabriel’s shoulder for reassurance. “Why don’t we give you the grand tour?”
 
   “Great idea,” Teresa said. “I can show you all the places to hide when they need extra help in the kitchen.” 
 
   “I’m sure you know all of them,” Ling said with frown as she and Teresa led Gabriel across the Upper Ward courtyard. 
 
   Gabriel spent the rest of the afternoon getting a tour of the castle from Ling and Teresa. Construction on the castle had begun in the year 1350 CE, but it saw its largest expansion starting in 1824 when, for twelve years, the architect Jeffrey Wattville, commissioned by King George IV, brought the various buildings together with one vision. When it was finally completed, the castle covered some twenty-six acres. 
 
   The immense St. George’s Chapel, although still used for various worships services, had been largely converted into a museum housing thousands and thousands of artifacts from every time and place imaginable throughout human history. Teresa mentioned the relics were necessary for time travel, but did not elaborate. Ohin would explain time travel, she said. 
 
   “Where do you both come from?” Gabriel asked as they walked along the wide hallway. “You both speak such perfect English.”
 
   “Thanks to this,” Ling said, as she pulled a small crystal amulet on a chain around her neck from beneath her tunic. The crystal was oblong in shape, smoothly polished, with a milky white color. “This is a communication and concealment amulet.”
 
   “Soul Mages can make them,” Teresa explained. “They create a psychic link between the person wearing it and everyone nearby. They translate language in our heads. And they can change the way we look so we blend in wherever we go.” Teresa seemed to shimmer and then was suddenly wearing a long, blue, ornately milled Victorian dress. She winked at Gabriel and then shimmered again and was back in her white tunic and pants. 
 
   “So, it sounds to you like I’m speaking English,” Ling said, “but actually I’m speaking Mandarin Chinese with the accent of a peasant fisherwoman near Shanghai in eighteen-sixty-nine, which is when I died giving birth to my fourth child.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Gabriel said, looking away. “I didn’t mean to pry into your past.”
 
   “That’s very sweet of you to say,” Ling said, “but it has been nearly ten years since that day, and while I miss my husband and children, I miss them no more than anyone else who lives in this castle misses those they have had to leave behind. We get used to sharing our pasts. It helps.”
 
   “It hurts letting go of everyone I’ve ever known,” Gabriel admitted, feeling the emotion of the statement catch in his throat.
 
   “It sucks,” Teresa said. “But there is one consolation.”
 
   “What’s that?” Gabriel said, staring up into her eyes.
 
   “Now we can do magic,” Teresa said with a grin as she cupped her hands and a small ball of red flame leapt into existence above her palms. “And soon, you will be able to take yourself anywhere in time.”
 
   They walked back out to the Lower Ward courtyard and Ling left Teresa to continue the tour while she ran about some other business. Teresa gave a constant running commentary on the history of the castle and all of the things that had happened in the various buildings in the past, as well as all the things that had happened since she had lived there. 
 
   Gabriel listened as she talked and followed her finger as she pointed from one place to the next. As they walked, he found it harder and harder to pay attention and found himself once again thinking about his family. About walks with his sister, Kyla. About the last time he’d seen her. He thought about how she would never tease him again, or give him a book to read, or try to get him to eat her vegetables at family holidays so she could have more room for dessert. Gabriel suddenly realized that they had stopped walking and that Teresa had not spoken for some time.
 
   “It’ll get easier,” Teresa said.
 
   “Really?” Gabriel asked, looking away and rubbing his eye as though there were dust in it.
 
   “It takes time,” Teresa said. “I was born into a really large family. My grandparents loved kids. Lots of kids. They had seven, and each of their children had at least two kids. I had an older and a younger brother. And the whole family lived in the same neighborhood. We all spent most of our time at my grandparent’s house. There was always somebody running through the kitchen, somebody making dinner, somebody breaking something, somebody fighting, somebody changing diapers, somebody laughing, somebody singing. Always something. 
 
   “Dinner was my favorite time. Everyone there all at once. All the voices all at once. My Grandfather and his big booming voice, swearing in Spanish for quiet and my mom insisting that everyone speak English at the dinner table. And my youngest brother wanting to know if it was okay to swear in English at the dinner table. I think the only thing that kept me sane when I came here is that there is always something going on. So many people all together like a big family. Ohin’s not my dad, and Ling’s not my mom, and Rajan isn’t my big brother, but they’re close enough. And after a while, they really grow on you. Even Rajan. He drives me crazy, but he’s risked his life to save mine more than once. So, just be patient. It’ll get easier.”
 
   “Thanks,” Gabriel said. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
   “I know you will. Now let’s see the tower where they used to keep the prisoners.” She grabbed Gabriel’s hand and pulled him into a run toward the tower across the courtyard. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5: The Waterloo Chamber
 
    
 
   Gabriel ate dinner that night in the Waterloo Chamber of Windsor Castle with Ohin, Sema, Ling, Teresa, and the two members of the team that he had not yet encountered: Marcus and Rajan. Originally a courtyard that had been roofed over during the restorations that began in 1824, the Waterloo Chamber was enormous. Paintings commemorating the battle of Waterloo in 1815 and the English triumph over Napoleon’s invasion attempt lined the walls. The long and exceptionally large room provided plenty of space for hundreds of the castle inhabitants to dine together at one time. 
 
   The seven members of Ohin’s team sat at one end of an incredibly long table that stretched the length of the room. They shared a blueberry pie that Sema served to each of them on small, ornate plates. The dinner had been magnificent. Big, thick slices of roast beef with small red potatoes baked in butter and rosemary. There had been string beans and peas and carrots and corn on the cob, all served on beautifully decorated china plates. The dinner conversation had ranged far and wide, but Gabriel had been able to learn where and when his new companions had come from. 
 
   Sema was from a successful merchant family in Istanbul at the height of the Ottoman Empire. She had married early and had a large family, being just as successful helping her husband mind the business as she was at minding the children. She had lived a long life and had been taken from the timeline in 1535 CE. 
 
   Ohin had been born into a Coptic Christian family in 425 CE in Aksum, or what would become known as Ethiopia. He had been a stonemason and had also married young, but died in his early twenties in a construction accident when a ceiling fell in on him. He was taken from the timeline shortly before his first child was born. Gabriel felt boring and uninteresting compared with everyone else at the table. 
 
   “How are you enjoying your first meal in the castle, Lad?” Marcus asked. “I always wanted to be invited to eat at Windsor Palace when I was a boy, and now I’d trade having hair again just to eat somewhere else for a change.” Marcus had a real English accent. From England, not some psychically implanted translation from an amulet. He had been plucked from the timeline in 1763 CE, and he looked to be about sixty years old now. The way he had explained his death, it had been unclear whether he was a thief who had been killed for robbing an inn, or if he had been an innkeeper who was killed by a thief. He was a warm and gregarious man of medium height with bright hazel green eyes and a shiny, bald head. 
 
   “The meal is great,” Gabriel answered, trying to swallow a bite of pie without chewing so he wouldn’t be speaking with his mouth full. His mother was always chiding him about speaking with his mouth full at the table and while Sema didn’t resemble his mother in any exterior manner, he suspected that he would get the same sort of reprimands from her. “I was wondering...”
 
   “He’s a wonder for wondering,” Teresa said. 
 
   “You’re a wonder for interrupting,” Rajan said. Rajan was a handsome young Indian man with rich black hair and deep brown eyes. He had died in 1948 CE, in a wave of violence that rocked the region of Gujarat, along the border between the two newly divided countries of Pakistan and India, just a year after they had gained their independence from Great Britain. A book sat on the table next to him. Gabriel couldn’t read the title, but he saw the name Schopenhauer on the spine.
 
   “And who’s keeping the conversation from moving forward now?” Teresa taunted.
 
   “You were wondering?” Ohin said to Gabriel, ignoring the others. His deep voice carried over the table and beyond, cutting through the noise of hundreds of people eating. 
 
   “He’s probably wondering if he can get reassigned to another crew,” Marcus said.
 
   “See,” Teresa said, poking Rajan in the ribs, “even Marcus interrupts.”
 
   “I was wondering where all the food comes from,” Gabriel said, jumping into the conversation before anyone could cut him off again. He suspected that getting a chance to speak at the table was going to be like getting a second helping: if you didn’t take it, someone else would and fast. 
 
   “The Council maintains fields and livestock outside the castle walls,” Ling said, stuffing a bite of blueberry pie in her mouth. 
 
   “The shield that protects the castle from interfering with the timeline here in the past extends nearly a mile in all directions,” Ohin added. 
 
   “The climate doesn’t allow for a terribly varied diet,” Sema said, “but it is plentiful.”
 
   “And occasionally we manage to bring back delicacies that our stalwart cooks are unable to conjure up,” Marcus said.
 
   “Only when I don’t catch you at it,” Ohin said. “You know bringing things back before they are supposed to be destroyed can be risky.”
 
   “It is unlikely that a single barrel of ale is going to be missed by anyone in England,” Marcus said. “Regardless of the time period it comes from.”
 
   “Was it an important artifact?” Gabriel asked, the sarcasm barely noticeable in his voice.
 
   “The boy has it exactly,” Marcus said. “They told me you were quick.” 
 
   “Marcus thinks every barrel of ale is an important artifact,” Rajan said. 
 
   “And flagon, and pint, and tea cup, if it has ale in it,” Teresa added. 
 
   “Well, who knows what imprints a good aging barrel might have on it?” Marcus said. 
 
   “Maybe you should take one as a talisman,” Ling said.
 
   “Don’t tempt him,” Sema added.
 
   “I just might,” Marcus said in feigned defensiveness.
 
   “I’d like to see you carry that around your neck,” Teresa said with a giggle.
 
   “You know he would if he could,” Rajan said. 
 
   “You see the way of it now, don’t you, young Gabriel?” Marcus said, the look in his eyes mixed equally between mischief and wounded pride. “They all turn on Old Marcus the first chance they get. He who heals them when they are sick. He who comforts them when they are low. And yet they would separate me from one of the few comforts I am allowed.”
 
   Everyone except Ohin laughed. Gabriel found himself laughing, as well. Even though he had only just met these people, Gabriel did find himself enjoying their company. Part of him wanted to be sullen and fume about his circumstance, but everyone’s good-natured banter brought him out of the shell he wanted to climb into and curl up in. There would be time for the shell and the sullenness later that night. When he was alone. Right now, there were exciting new people to learn about and an exciting new life to uncover. That thought led him to what he seemed to do best today.
 
   “So...” Gabriel began.
 
   “Pay up,” Teresa said to Rajan.
 
   “You don’t know what he’s going to say,” Rajan said.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Teresa said.
 
   “I’ll pay when you have proof,” Rajan said.
 
   “Who’s paying for what?” Ohin asked
 
   “Rajan and I have a bet about what questions Gabriel will ask next,” Teresa said.
 
   “To which, I insist that we hear the question before you pay me,” Rajan.
 
   “You’re such a gallant loser,” Teresa teased.
 
   “So what is your question?” Ohin asked Gabriel.
 
   “What do the Malignancy Mages want?” Gabriel asked, feeling his stomach tighten a bit as he realized that all eyes at the table were on him. “If we’re fighting them in a war, what are we fighting over? How do we win?”
 
   “See,” Teresa said. “Pay up.”
 
   “That should hardly count,” Rajan said, taking a rabbit’s foot from his pocket and handing it to Teresa. “That was far more than one question.”
 
   “You’re right, it’s not fair.” Teresa pocketed the rabbit’s foot. “I feel terrible for you. Would you like to bet on how fast he learns to make a jump by himself?”
 
   “Pass,” Rajan said. “Only one rabbit’s foot.”
 
   “Those are very good questions,” Ohin said. “Especially in light of the attacks last week on the Hiroshima Outpost.”
 
   “Last week?” Gabriel said.
 
   “Time travel,” Teresa said. 
 
   “Last week for me,” Ohin said. “I have been gone for nearly seven days in my personal timeline. To answer your question, the Malignancy Mages wish to control the Primary Continuum and all of the stable alternate branches of time.”
 
   “And to destroy the Great Barrier,” Ling added.
 
   “It depends on which one you run into,” Teresa said. “They’re a very confused bunch.”
 
   “What’s a great barrier?” Gabriel asked, still trying to process the idea that Ohin had been away for a week in the last few hours.
 
   “The Great Barrier of Probability,” Ohin said. “Time travel is possible anywhere along the Primary Continuum until you come to the Great Barrier. Suddenly, for reasons we cannot explain, once you reach the year 2012 on October 28 at four forty-five in the afternoon Greenwich standard time, you can no longer travel forward in time. Nor has anyone ever traveled back from after that time.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense,” Gabriel said. He hated math, but he loved science and he had spent hours reading books about space and astronomy. “Time moves at different rates depending on the mass nearby. It gets warped by gravity. So time moves slower on the sun than it does on Earth. Or you could travel really fast, like at the speed of light, and even if it only took you a few hours, it might be years enough to cross the barrier. Or what about other planets? A barrier like that couldn’t exist. Especially not on other planets. It just doesn’t make sense. Does it?”
 
    “No, it doesn’t make sense,” Sema said. “It always gives me a headache thinking about it.”
 
   “Cross-dimensional synergistic probability matrix,” Teresa said around a bite of blueberry pie. 
 
   “You are right that it doesn’t make linear sense,” Rajan said. “But that is why it is called the Great Barrier of Probability. It exists in all probable circumstances.”
 
   “We’ve approached it in every branching timeline we know of,” Ohin said. “The result is always the same. The Barrier exists at the same relative instance in time everywhere in the universe and in all the branches of the Primary Continuum.”
 
    “The only way to cross it is to live through the time just before it,” Marcus said. “But once it becomes four forty-six, there’s no going back. Two Time Mages tried and were never heard from again.” 
 
   “So who created this Great Barrier?” Gabriel asked, pressing for more information.
 
   “We have no idea who created it,” Ohin said. “Or why. Or even how it might be possible. We suspect a large circle of Time Mages created it. Mages can link their energy in a circle to multiply their power and we can only imagine that it must have taken a hundred or more Time Mages to accomplish something of this magnitude. As to why, we have no idea.”
 
   “Possibly to protect the past from something in the future,” Rajan suggested.
 
   “Or to protect the future from us,” Ling said.
 
   “How would it protect the future?” Gabriel asked even as the answer occurred to him. “Bifurcations! If the Great Barrier separated the past and future, no matter how many branches are created in the past, the future of the Primary Continuum after two thousand twelve will always be safe.”
 
    “That is one of the theories about The Great Barrier,” Ohin said, looking Gabriel in the eyes with something the might have been pride. “And it is the one that most Time Mages subscribe to.”
 
   “But then what are the Malignancy Mages fighting for?” Gabriel asked. “How do they hope to control the Primary Continuum?”
 
    “Any object, or place, or even person, can carry the imprints of positive or negative actions associated with it,” Ling said. “And mages can draw power from those imprints just as they do with their personal talisman. All they need do is establish and maintain a connection with the object.”
 
    “For instance,” Ohin said, “a battlefield can carry far more imprints, both negative and positive, than a sword or a dagger can. By establishing a connection to such a place or artifact, a mage can attain great power. Connections are made with magical artifacts called concatenate crystals.”
 
    “Like Hiroshima,” Gabriel said. “That’s what the outpost was protecting against.” 
 
   “Exactly so,” Marcus said, raising his glass with a smile. “And speaking of the outpost, when do we return to the field? Not that I haven’t been enjoying our reprieve from the front lines, mind you.” For emphasis, he emptied his glass in a single swallow, grinning at Sema, whose face had become set in a frown. 
 
    “Soon,” Ohin said. “First, though, I want Gabriel to get a taste of time travel and at least a rudimentary feel for doing it himself.”
 
   “Fitting him for his time-travel training wheels,” Teresa said, amused with her metaphor. No one but Gabriel seemed to get the joke. “Like on a bicycle,” she explained, with a sigh. Gabriel guessed that not all jokes translated through time, even with the help of the magical amulets around everyone’s neck. He had one on a silver chain around his own neck now. Sema had made it for him. Gabriel pulled his mind away from the thoughts of the amulet and back to what Ohin was saying. 
 
   “Until we resume our missions,” Ohin said, “everyone will maintain their training and study regimen. Gabriel will join us as time permits.”
 
   “Was that an intentional pun?” Teresa asked.
 
   “What?” Ohin said.
 
   “Oh, you’re all hopeless,” Teresa said, but she noticed Gabriel grinning at her and smiled back. Gabriel dug into the last piece of blueberry pie as the conversation continued to spin around him. He’d asked enough questions for one day and received far more answers than he really wanted. Answers that only led to more questions. Questions that he wasn’t sure he really wanted the answers to. He decided that the best thing he could do just then was to continue stuffing his face with pie. There would be time for more questions later. There would always be time, Gabriel thought with a grin as he bit into the pie. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6: Reading the Stars
 
    
 
   Later that night, Gabriel sat on a bench at the edge of the Upper Ward courtyard looking up at the stars and wondering about his future. Sitting in the far past wondering about the future that would be his personal past, a past that he could go and see from a distance, but never again be a part of. His personal future was in no particular time and place. Everything was different now. Even the stars in the past were different, the position of the constellations changed completely by the slow processional tilt of the planet. He could still make out the belt of Orion, although it was not where he was accustomed to seeing it in the night sky.
 
   He was glad to be alone. Someone had been with him nearly every moment since he had woken from death. Keeping him occupied. Showing him wonders and filling his head with facts. It was nice to have a moment to think about where he was and what it all meant. And to think about his family. 
 
   It occurred to Gabriel again that although he was the one who had died that day of the bus accident, in some ways, it was as if his parents had died instead. They were alive in their time, but he couldn’t risk seeing them. Not really seeing them. He might be able to glimpse them from a distance someday, but he could never sit and talk to them. Never touch them. Never feel their arms around him. He felt the tears run down his cheeks as he thought about his parents. About his sister. About his friends. It was like the whole world had died and he alone had survived. They were gone and he still remained. And if what Ohin and Marcus said was true, he would remain for a very long time. He, who died first, would likely live longer than any of them. 
 
   He wiped the tears from him face. It felt good to let them out. To feel the pain of his loss. He knew these wouldn’t be the last tears he'd shed for the loss of his parents and sister, but he felt a little better. And after all, he wasn’t dead. He was alive. And more than alive. He was a Time Mage. Well, not yet. But he would be. And when he was...
 
   The sound of someone walking along the fine gravel path encircling the courtyard reached his ears. Gabriel used the back of his white linen sleeve to wipe the rest of the tears from his cheeks. Looking up, he saw an elderly women approaching. She had short-cropped gray hair and pale gray eyes that complemented her alabaster skin. She was short, but not exceedingly so. It made her seem heavier than she was. She smiled as she approached. 
 
   “I see I am not the only one enjoying the stars this evening,” she said in a crisp British accent. That meant she really was British. Gabriel had learned that when someone spoke using the amulet to translate for them, the voice he heard in his head was always in his own Midwestern late twentieth century accent. If they had a different accent, they were speaking English. 
 
   “I’ve never seen the stars so bright,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I’m not surprised, considering when you were born,” the woman said. “You were taken from the late twentieth century, yes?”
 
   “1980,” Gabriel said. “I was born in 1967.”
 
   “A short time,” the woman said. “Too short. Do you mind if I join you?” 
 
   “Sure,” Gabriel said, sliding over on the bench to make room. 
 
   “My name is Elizabeth,” she said, extending her hand. Gabriel shook her hand. Her skin was soft, but her grip was surprisingly firm. Now that she sat next to him, he noticed that she smelled like lavender. Then something occurred to him.
 
   “You’re Elizabeth Palfrey,” Gabriel said, his eyes widening a little. “You’re the head of the Council.”
 
   “Found out,” Elizabeth said with a wink. “I had hoped for a little anonymity for a while. I so rarely find any these days. Unless I’m traveling. I wanted to come and meet for myself the newest member of our little community.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said. “That’s very kind of you.”
 
   “Piffle,” Elizabeth said. “It’s totally self-serving, I assure you. Hardly anything I do is just to be polite. There is always a second intent, hidden or otherwise. The unfortunate side effect of being mistress of the manor.”
 
   “You don’t seem to like being in charge,” Gabriel said, stating what seemed obvious before realizing that it might be rude to do so.
 
   “Very discerning,” Elizabeth said. “No, I am not particularly fond of being the head of the Council, but someone has to do it, and the best qualified person has gone off to search for the meaning of her existence and the other possible candidate refuses to accept the mantle, so that leaves me. 
 
   “In all honesty, between the two of us, I’d much rather be spending my days on a beach with a good book. I know the perfect beach. A little Greek island called Samos. There is a beautiful town there. Lovely people. Amazing food. Epicurus lived there until he was eighteen. I met him once. Not what I expected. But we do not always get to choose the life we wish to lead, as I’m sure you are coming to realize all too well.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Gabriel said with a sigh.
 
   “I just did. Honestly, twentieth century English phrases make little sense to me. So many of them seem redundant.”
 
   “I just meant that I understand,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Well of course you do.” Elizabeth placed her hand on his arm and looked him in the eyes. “It does lessen. The weight of it. The weight of letting go, at least. As the years pass, it becomes easier to accept. The pain becomes simply an old ache. Familiar. Almost comforting.”
 
   “Does the rest of it get any easier?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Unfortunately, no,” Elizabeth said, looking up at the stars. “The war goes on and on. Friends are lost. New friends appear. Battles are won. Battles lost. But there is always The War. It’s always been like that, though. Even before magic. It’s always a struggle between those who want to claim power and use it for their own selfish ends and those who stand up to them. The same story again and again all throughout history.”
 
   “May I ask you a question?” Gabriel said.
 
   “Certainly,” Elizabeth replied, looking back down from the stars to Gabriel’s eyes. “I hear you have some very good questions.”
 
   “Can the war ever end?” Gabriel asked. It was another of the questions he wasn’t sure he wanted answered but felt compelled to ask. 
 
    “Oh, if I thought the war couldn’t be won, I’d be off in a cave like Nefferati,” Elizabeth said with a laugh. 
 
   “Nefferati?” Gabriel said.
 
   “She’s one of the other two True Grace Mages. She’s a very remarkable woman, which is saying something coming from me. I’m rather remarkable myself. She is the oldest mage, True or otherwise. She was born on the banks of the Euphrates around 3500 BCE and claims to be nearly seven hundred years old, but I suspect she’s lying about her age. She’s eight hundred, if she’s a day. I was her apprentice many, many years ago. Plucked me out of the timeline herself. Taught me nearly everything I know. About magic. About leadership. About life. She is my best and closest friend.” Elizabeth was silent for a moment. Gabriel could tell by the look on her face and the tone of her voice that she had not meant to reveal that last bit of information. She clearly missed the elder woman a great deal. Gabriel suspected she missed Nefferati more than she admitted even to herself. She sighed and looked at Gabriel. “I’ve become maudlin.”
 
    “What about the third True Grace Mage?” Gabriel asked, thinking to distract Elizabeth from her sudden dark mood. 
 
   “Akikane,” Elizabeth said. “Young by my standards. Only three hundred years old or so. You’ll like him. Everyone likes him. I suspect there are Malignancy Mages who like him. He lived in Feudal Japan in the fourteenth century and was born into a family of warriors and spent the first years of his life as a samurai. Then he had an epiphany. I’m sure he will tell you about it. He tells everyone about it. He destroyed his sword and became a Buddhist monk. At least for a time. Then he forged a new sword. One that he only ever used in the defense of others, and never to kill.”
 
   “And what about the Malignancy Mages?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “We believe there are several hundred, which would leave us fairly evenly matched. But they are not as well organized as we are. As you probably know, there are three Malignant True Mages. The oldest of them is Kumaradevi. She was a princess who lived in India around 300 BCE. She is nearly as powerful as she is old and she is almost five hundred years old. She gave me this.” Elizabeth pulled back the edge of her tunic and revealed a deep red scar along the edge of her collar bone. “She was very unhappy with me. I killed her husband. Tall man. Very pretty. But I digress.
 
   “The second True Malignancy Mage is named Vicaquirao,” Elizabeth said. “He was a general in the Incan Empire in the mid-1400s. A wicked piece of work, that one. He’s nearly four hundred years old. And clever. Too clever by half. Although no one has heard from him in nearly twenty of our years, which is suspicious. Some suspect that he has been killed by Apollyon, but I don’t believe it.”
 
   “Apollyon?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “It’s not his true name, of course,” Elizabeth said, “but he thinks it makes him sound important. His real name is Cyril. The third True Malignancy Mage. He is also the youngest, merely one hundred fifty, but the most dangerous, in my opinion. He actually has a philosophy, a rationale for the destruction he wreaks. It sounds like a hodgepodge of Nietzsche and Nazism, but it draws him a large number of followers. Moreover, he knows how to lead, damn him. 
 
   “He was Vicaquirao’s apprentice once. Vicaquirao found him in ancient Greece, during the time of Alexander the Great. Around 310 BCE. He was a soldier in Alexander’s army. We don’t know exactly when, but Vicaquirao educated him over a number of years to be his protégé.”
 
   “That’s all six,” Elizabeth concluded with a stifled yawn. “There can be only three True Grace Mages and three True Malignancy Mages. Nefferati made that prophecy herself. Although part of it has yet to be fulfilled.”
 
   Gabriel yawned, quickly slapping his fist over his mouth. 
 
   “Tired?” Elizabeth asked. “I don’t blame you. I could do with a bit of rest myself. What I could really use is a vacation.” She reached into a pocket and withdrew a small coin as she stood up. She handed it to Gabriel. “Here. In case you need a vacation sometime. Sleep well.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel stared down at the coin and saw it was from ancient Greece. He wondered what Time Mages did on holiday. And why Councilwoman Elizabeth had given it to him. How could the coin lead to a vacation? Was he supposed to pay for it with the coin? When he looked up to ask her, Gabriel saw she was gone. Typical, he thought to himself. More questions. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7: The Time Machine
 
    
 
   The next morning, as instructed, Gabriel stood on the balcony at the top of the Clock Tower promptly at seven o’clock, looking out over the grounds and the fields beyond the castle, watching the sun slowly ascend in the sky. Actually, Gabriel was early. Half an hour early. Only the sheer emotional exhaustion of the long and incredible day before had made it possible for him to fall asleep. Nevertheless, he had awoken with the first hint of sunlight, his mind filled with thoughts about time travel and magic. He had grabbed a quick bite of eggs and bacon in the Waterloo Chamber as soon as the cooks started serving breakfast, then he headed straight for the tower. 
 
   He didn’t know if Ohin would be early, but he struck Gabriel as the sort of man one didn’t keep waiting. As he watched the clock, Gabriel remembered Teresa telling him that there were over four hundred fifty clocks spread throughout the castle. There was even a man whose job it was to maintain and repair all the clocks. Teresa had said it was a job with little time off. She had thought that was funny. Gabriel laughed more at her pouting about him not laughing than at the joke itself. Looking down from the castle clock as it struck seven, Gabriel saw Ohin arrive. 
 
   “Good morning, Gabriel,” Ohin said as he stepped onto the balcony of the tower with a book in his hand. 
 
   “Morning,” Gabriel said, trying to still the tumbling of his stomach. Maybe eggs hadn’t been such a good idea. 
 
   “Are you ready for your first lesson?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “Not really,” Gabriel said, speaking quite literally from his gut, “but if I think about it too long I might freak out.” 
 
   “Well, we would not want that,” Ohin said. “Our first lesson will be a simple one. We will use a relic to travel to several times where that relic existed. Nothing complicated.” As though traveling through time wasn’t complicated, Gabriel thought. “First, you will need to change the way you are dressed.” 
 
   Even as he spoke, Ohin’s clothes shimmered in the sun and suddenly he wore a tweed suit with vest and tie. Gabriel thought it looked Victorian, from the late 19th century. “Now, focus your mind on what I am wearing and try something similar for yourself.” Gabriel stared at Ohin’s clothes and focused on the concealment amulet hanging around his neck. He felt the connection with it in his mind and the air around his body shimmered. Suddenly he was wearing an exact duplicate of the suit Ohin wore.
 
   “What about money?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “We don’t normally use currency,” Ohin said. “Since we try to interact with people as little as possible. However, the castle can make excellent forgeries of nearly any currency we might need for a mission. Now for the relic.” He held up the book so that the cover was visible. Gabriel’s face broke into a wide grin as he laughed. He hadn’t thought Ohin had a sense of humor.
 
   “H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Always good to start the day with a little irony,” Ohin said, patting the book lightly. “To travel to a particular time and place, a Time Mage must have an object from that time and place. Something that has either been made by human hands, or was once alive, like a bone or a fossil. We call the objects we use to travel through time relics.”
 
   “The St. George’s Chapel,” Gabriel said as something clicked in his mind. “That’s why there are so many antiques from throughout history in the chapel.”
 
   “Exactly,” Ohin said. “But you can only travel in time and space to where that object has been. This relic is a first edition of Mr. Wells’s novel, published in London in 1895. So, we can use the book you hold to travel to England, but only to places and times where the book resided. That is why we collect so many relics in the chapel.” It made a strange kind of sense, Gabriel thought. It also made sense of the Greek coin that Councilwoman Elizabeth gave him the night before. 
 
   “Now, tell me what you can sense, if anything, from the book. Here, have a seat.”  Ohin indicated a small stone bench behind them. As they sat down, Gabriel took the novel from Ohin’s hand and held it gently in his own. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be looking for, or what he was supposed to feel. Mostly he felt silly.
 
   “I don’t feel anything,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Relax your mind,” Ohin said. “Close your eyes and watch your breath.” Gabriel did as instructed. “Don’t try to think about anything. Don’t try not to think. Just watch your breath. If a thought fills your mind, just let it go as you exhale. Still your mind.” 
 
   Gabriel watched his breathing. This was familiar to him, at least. His mother had started meditating nearly four years ago after reading one of her New Age books and going to a seminar at the local library. She had insisted on teaching Gabriel how to meditate, as well. Mostly, Gabriel suspected, because his father had shown so little interest. Gabriel had taken to it quickly and often joined his mother in an evening meditation after dinner. In the autumn and winter, at least. Spring meant baseball and summer meant longer nights for playing baseball. Gabriel didn’t have trouble choosing between meditation and baseball. That was no choice at all. 
 
   Sitting on the Clock Tower bench with Ohin, Gabriel was suddenly grateful to his mother for her insistence that he join her on all those nights of meditating. At first, he could not keep the thoughts from racing through his mind, but as he noticed his attention drifting, he let the thoughts go as he exhaled and refocused his mind on his breath. 
 
   After a few minutes, he began to feel more relaxed. More at peace. After about ten minutes of meditating on his breath, he sensed something different. Not a thought. Not a feeling. He wasn’t sure what it was. It was like trying to remember an event based on the momentary sniff of a once-recognizable fragrance. A feeling he knew but had never felt before. Strange and familiar at the same time. Then it came to him and he knew what it was and why he recognized it. It was the feeling he had in his dreams of the future. The feeling that would linger with him for moments after waking from the dream. It made him feel fearful and powerful and lightheaded all at once. He slowly breathed the feelings of anxiety out. 
 
   Leather chair. Book cases lining the walls. A small table. A glass of wine. A fireplace, the flames leaping up into the chimney. On the chair. A book. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes. “I saw a room.”
 
   “Really,” Ohin said, a quizzical look on his brow. “What room?”
 
   “I don’t know. There was a bookcase and a fireplace. And a leather chair. And this book was on the chair. The Time Machine was on the chair.” Gabriel held the old novel up in his hands.
 
   “Curious,” Ohin said. “I was expecting you’d report more of a tingling feeling, not a full placement vision.”
 
   “That was one of the places the novel has been, wasn’t it?” Gabriel asked, already knowing the answer.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “That room was where the book resided for the first ten years of its existence. It is very unusual that you were able to see it so clearly. And so far back. And so soon. It took me a week to gain my first time-sight of a relic. And even then I could only press back a few years of its existence.”
 
   “I felt something odd at first,” Gabriel said. “Like what I feel when I have dreams that come true. Will I still have dreams like that?”
 
   “Probably not,” Ohin said. “Once out of the timeline of The Primary Continuum, your time-sense, which is that feeling you described, is usually useless for prediction. Unless you are back in a specific time for a long enough span of years. There are exceptions. Nefferati for one. But she is very old, and the power did not come back to her for a long time. However, you will be able to sense the flow of time around people and things in the places you travel. 
 
   “Well, now that you have found a destination, why don’t we try a quick visit? But first, one last alteration to our appearance.” Ohin shimmered again, suddenly appearing as a Caucasian man instead of an African, his skin a pinkish white rather than dark chocolate. Gabriel gaped. Ohin still looked like himself, only not at all. 
 
   “We don’t want to appear out of place if we are seen,” Ohin said.
 
   “You just look so odd,” Gabriel said before he realized what he meant and what he had said didn’t resemble each other at all. Any more than this Ohin resembled the real one. 
 
   “You’ll get used to seeing yourself look different,” Ohin said. “However, I can adjust the attunement of the amulet so that anyone with another amulet will see me more normally, while everyone else will see me as you do now.” Ohin shimmered again, suddenly himself, still dressed in a Victorian suit. After a few moments of instruction, Gabriel made a similar modification to the color of his skin that anyone seeing him might experience. 
 
   “Hand me the book,” Ohin said. “But keep your hand on it.” Gabriel did as told. Ohin used one hand to share the book with Gabriel and placed his other hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “In order to take someone or something through time with you, it is best to touch them. There are exceptions, but they are best tried only by powerful and experienced Time Mages. 
 
   “Also, a Time Mage can learn to ghost the movement of another Time Mage through time, to follow them to their destination, even without the use of a relic. That is for another lesson. For now, still your mind again and focus on the book. Try to bring back that time-sense vision of the room with the fireplace and the chair. I am going to move us through time to that place. I want you to pay attention and try to sense what it is I do. Do not watch with your eyes. Just be. There is only you and me and the book and that room.” 
 
   Everything around them went dark and Gabriel felt his stomach turning inside out even as a knife pierced his brain. There was something else, too. A sense of power. Power within himself. No, power outside himself. No, a power that was ever-present, of which he was merely one manifestation. Just as suddenly as the blackness came, blinding white light suffused him and Ohin and the book. Everything bled a brilliant white light. Then they stood in front of the fireplace, the leather chair nearby, the bookcases surrounding them. Only the book wasn’t on the chair, and there was no wine glass, and no fire in the fireplace. Gabriel looked around.
 
   “Wow,” was all he could say. 
 
   “Exactly,” Ohin said. 
 
   “But the fire is out,” Gabriel said, looking around as he let go of the old book.
 
   “I moved us to a different day,” Ohin said. “One when I sensed there was no one in the house.” 
 
   “You could sense that?” Gabriel said with amazement.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “As you approach a particular time, you will be able to sense what is different from one day to the next, how one hour differs from another, one minute from the last. Now, tell me what you sensed.”
 
   “Between the darkness and the blinding white light there was a power,” Gabriel said. His heart quickened thinking about it. “I can’t describe it exactly, but I could sense this power bending and warping around me and through me. And a pain in my head like a headache, only worse.”
 
   “The pain in your head will subside a little with each journey,” Ohin said. “It is your brain struggling to process things it was never intended to experience. The power you felt was the energy of an imbued artifact interacting with the fundamental energy of the universe, guided by my own subtle energies.” 
 
   “Magic.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We’re really in London in 1895,” Gabriel said, staring out the window. Outside the sun was high in the sky and people walked along the sidewalks, horse drawn carriages and flatbed wagons rumbling down the street. 
 
   “Of course we are,” Ohin said. “Now let’s see if you can guide us to some other when and where.” Ohin held the novel out to Gabriel, who placed his hand on the worn cover of the book. Gabriel felt Ohin rest a hand on his shoulder as he closed his eyes and he tried to clear his mind. 
 
   “This time,” Ohin said, “I want you to not only hold a sense of place and time from the book, but sense the energy of my talisman.”  Gabriel felt Ohin place the necklace of seashells on top of the book so that his hand touched both. It was easier now to perceive the flow of the book’s passage through time. Maybe his time-sense was developing. Maybe Ohin was helping him. Either way, as he focused his attention on the book, he could see moments from where it had been and who had been near it. 
 
   One seemed clearer than the others did. He wasn’t sure when in time the moment was, but there was a beach and a woman was reading the book beneath the shade of a large umbrella, its wooden stake stuffed firmly into the sand. He held that image in his mind even as he reached out to try and sense the imprinted energy of Ohin’s talisman necklace of seashells. 
 
   “When you have a place and time clearly in mind,” Ohin whispered, “hold it as you focus on the power of the necklace. The necklace is like a magnifying glass for your own magical energy. Feel the power within you. Feel the power of the imprints of the necklace. Focus your mind and bring those two sources of energy together. And when you hold them together, focus your will upon that image of where and when you want to go.”
 
   Blackness descended, and then blinding white light seared through his brain. When it ceased, Gabriel opened his eyes to see that he stood on a beach several hundred feet away from the water, near an overhanging bank of long grass. A woman sat near the water reading a book under an umbrella. She wore a full bathing suit of black with a bit of skirt around the waist. He thought he might have seen something like it in an old movie that took place in the 1920s. Ohin laughed. Gabriel looked up to see a wide, white-toothed smile spread across his mentor’s face. 
 
   “What’d I do wrong?” Gabriel asked, trying to figure out what the source of Ohin’s amusement might be.
 
   “Wrong!” Ohin said. “Who said anything about wrong? That was brilliant.” He slapped Gabriel on the back. Ohin’s clothes shimmered and he suddenly wore loose cotton pants, a white cotton shirt, and suspenders. 
 
   “Really?” Gabriel asked. He focused on the amulet at his neck for a moment and his appearance changed, as well.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “I didn’t bring us here, you did. One second I’m talking to you, sensing how you’re manipulating the energy, and the next thing we’re standing here.”
 
   “So I did it right?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Not just right,” Ohin said. “Perfect. You even moved us away from the book so we wouldn’t pop into someone’s view.” That was true now that Gabriel thought back. He had sensed the presence of the woman and willed himself to move away from it. “I’ve never heard of something like it before,” Ohin said.
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “No one has ever made a second jump all on their own,” Ohin said. “It usually takes weeks for an apprentice to learn how to jump under their own power. Sometimes months. You must be a prodigy.”
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what to say. All he could think to do was smile back at Ohin and laugh along. Him. A prodigy. Of Time Magic. That was too crazy to think about. And wonderful. He couldn’t wait to tell...Well, the people he really wanted to tell he couldn’t. Even if he could find them in time, he couldn’t talk to them. But he could tell Teresa. And Sema and Ling. And Marcus and Rajan. He could tell them. 
 
    “Well,” Ohin said, “now that you’ve done it once, let’s see if it was a fluke. This time, I want to see if you can take us to a particular moment in time. I happen to know that on August 7th in 1960, this book was in the satchel of a young man watching the movie version of the novel at his local theater. See if you can take us there.” 
 
   Gabriel nodded and brought his attention back to the book and the necklace of seashells. He could not sense a distinct day or year, but the image of a movie theater flashed through his mind. Moments later, at least moments from their perspective, Gabriel and Ohin stood at the back of the balcony of a large movie theater. He recognized the movie projected on the screen immediately. Director and producer, George Pal’s adaptation of The Time Machine. He had stayed up late one Saturday night a year ago and watched it with his father. His father was an even bigger fan of science fiction than he was. It made him smile to remember it. He also smiled because he had just made his second jump through time alone and gotten it right. He grinned up at Ohin, who grinned back. 
 
   They jumped back and forth along the Continuum three more times. First to 1968 in San Francisco when the book was in the pocket of a young hippie dancing in Golden Gate Park. Then back to 1943 when it was in the knapsack of a pilot getting ready to take off for a bombing run across the English Channel. And finally to a bookstore shelf in Manhattan in 2006. The last thing Ohin showed Gabriel was how to move through space, jumping from one end of an empty aisle of books to the other. A Time Mage, Ohin explained, could move through any distance of space as long as they could see where they were going or if they had been in a particular place before. 
 
   As they stood together in the back of the bookstore, Ohin placed a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “I think that is enough for our first lesson. Why don’t you see if you can take us back to the castle?” Ohin pulled a small orange-brown rock from his pocket. It was a piece of amber. A thought occurred to Gabriel as he looked at the dragonfly suspended within it.
 
    “How does the council keep the castle safe from the Malignancy Mages?” Gabriel asked. “Can’t they find it with a piece of amber like this or some other relic?”
 
   “The castle is protected by layers of magic,” Ohin said. “A piece of amber or a relic from that time by itself is not sufficient to reach it. Only a Time Mage who has been there can sense it. You should be able to sense the time placement of the castle when you scan the piece of amber. ”
 
   Gabriel started to reach for the amber fossil that would lead them back through time to the castle and stopped. There was something else he needed do first. Somewhere and some when he needed to go. If an object could be used to travel anywhere in time it had been, maybe a person could do the same thing. Maybe he could act as his own relic. He reached within and sought with his time-sense for the moment he was looking for, examining his own body as he had the copy of The Time Machine. 
 
   “I need to get something first,” Gabriel said.
 
   “That would be…” Ohin started to say, but the pitch-black darkness, followed by the blinding white light, cut off his words. 
 
   They stood in Gabriel’s bedroom. 
 
   “...Unwise,” Ohin said, finishing his thought that had been interrupted by decades in one moment. Gabriel’s room looked just as it always did. The small desk, the unmade bed, the bookcase, the stack of comic books and magazines, the baseball and glove on a chair. It was night and the room was dark, but the light of the moon cast enough of a glow through the windows for them to see. Gabriel walked over to the dresser.
 
   “This is your house, isn’t it?” Ohin asked in a whisper.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. He could hear voices, now that he took the time to notice. He had arrived exactly when he wanted to. The voices he heard were his parents and his own. He was downstairs having dinner with his parents. His previous self. The self of a few days ago. Gabriel had taken himself and Ohin to the night before he had the dream about drowning. 
 
   “We always feel most comfortable in our own time,” Ohin said, the tone of his voice blending both anger and understanding, “but you know the risks. It is too dangerous to be here, especially in this house.” 
 
   “I needed to get this,” Gabriel said, picking up an aged and dented silver pocket watch from the dresser and holding it by the chain for Ohin to see. The pocket watch spun on the end of the chain, reflecting moonlight around the room. 
 
   “Taking something from this time and place could create a bifurcation,” Ohin said. “If it is missed or needed for some future action, the result will be a new branch away from the Continuum.”
 
   “I already took it,” Gabriel said, realizing that didn’t necessarily make sense to Ohin. “I mean when I looked for it the morning...the morning I drowned, when I looked for it, I couldn’t find it. Anywhere. I know I put it on the dresser when I came home. When the me downstairs came home an hour ago. So I must have come through time to take it.”
 
   “Do you remember seeing it before you went to bed?” Ohin asked, curious.
 
   “No,” Gabriel said. “I never even looked at the dresser that night. Tonight.”
 
   Ohin looked at the pocket watch and then reached out his hand and held it a moment. “This is a greatly imbued artifact. The imprints on it are very strong.”
 
   “It was my grandfather’s,” Gabriel said. “It was given to him by a friend, a soldier in World War Two who died saving my grandfather and four other men. It was my good luck charm.”
 
    “And now it is your talisman,” Ohin said, his voice a deep whisper. 
 
   “I remembered I couldn’t find it and I suddenly realized why,” Gabriel said. “I should have said something, but I was afraid you wouldn’t let me come here to get it.”  Gabriel could feel the imprints of the pocket watch now that he knew what to look for and was impressed to find that the simple heirloom handed down from his grandfather was nearly as powerful as the imbued seashells that Ohin used as a talisman.
 
   “You need to learn to trust me,” Ohin said. “And me to trust you. You made the right choice coming here, but next time, give me some warning.”
 
   “Sorry, it won’t happen again.” He looked up at Ohin in the dim light. He didn’t like the idea of disappointing Ohin. “I’m ready to try and take us back to the castle now.”
 
   “We should do something first,” Ohin said, clasping a firm hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   A moment of blackness and blinding white and they stood outside the kitchen window looking in on his previous self and his parents having dinner. The tears rolled down Gabriel’s cheeks before he even felt them in his eyes. He saw his mother laughing at something his father had said. A story about their marriage, Gabriel remembered. How Gabriel’s father had gone out shopping for a baby crib and had come home with a camping tent instead. Gabriel’s grandfather had shouted, “What’s your boy gonna sleep in, an orange crate?”  He could see himself laugh, as well. And his father’s wide grin as he retold the often-told family tale. Gabriel felt his face break into a smile as he watched through the window. So much happiness, so much pain, all bound up together in the same moment. 
 
   “I want to go home,” Gabriel said, extending his hand. 
 
   “I wanted you to see this now, so you wouldn’t be tempted to see it later on your own,” Ohin said as he placed the small chunk of amber in Gabriel’s upturned palm.
 
   “I know,” Gabriel replied as he closed his eyes, holding the amber fossil in one hand and the pocket watch in the other. He felt the energy and imprints of the pocket watch as easily as he felt Ohin’s hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “Make sure you return us after we left,” Ohin said. “Arriving too early could be...awkward.” 
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said. “Avoid bifurcations. We should get t-shirts made.”
 
   An instant later all was blackness then whiteness, then they stood on the balcony of the Clock Tower of Windsor Castle one hundred twenty-five million years in the past. Gabriel looked up at the clock and saw from the placement of the minute hand that they had been gone less than an hour. 
 
   “Excellent execution,” Ohin said. “You’ve done better than I could possibly have hoped. I have never heard of an apprentice Time Mage learning so quickly. I’m very proud of you.” Ohin ruffled Gabriel’s hair. 
 
   Gabriel wiped the last of the tears from his eyes. He made Ohin proud on the first lesson. If he could never make his parents proud of him again, and he couldn’t without creating a dangerous new branch of time, then making Ohin proud would do just fine. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8: Dinner Time
 
    
 
   The day was long. Filled with hour after hour of new and interesting things. Ohin and Gabriel returned in time to join the other members of the team for their morning training session. Ohin briefly described Gabriel’s amazing accomplishments to the others as they gathered on the grass of the Upper Ward. Gabriel felt the heat rising on his face while Ohin spoke.
 
   “I guess you’re not the only prodigy,” Rajan said to Teresa.
 
   “You’re a prodigy?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I have a knack for fire magic,” Teresa said, wrinkling her nose in embarrassment.
 
   “And before she joined us here, she was a math prodigy,” Rajan said. “Already in her second year of a physics degree.” 
 
   “Math is harder than magic,” Teresa said. “But I’ve never done anything as impressive as making a time jump on my first try.” At Teresa’s sunny smile, Gabriel found himself experiencing an uncomfortable warmth all over again. For a moment, he wasn’t sure if it was from her words or her smile, which was enchanting as it lit up her face. 
 
   After being congratulated by the others, the training began. The entire day was a training session of one sort or another, but it always began with defensive arts lessons led by Marcus and Ling. Gabriel was surprised to find that Marcus turned out to have as innate a skill in combat as he did with healing. Just another irony of his life, as he said. Gabriel was not entirely surprised to find that Ling was even more formidable, at least with her bare hands. Gabriel wondered aloud how a fisherman’s wife had learned to hit so hard and so fast. She explained her father had been more than a fisherman. More than that, she didn’t explain. 
 
   The Council felt it was important for each member of a team to be able to defend themselves without the use of magic, in case they were trapped in a time and place where they had no access to an imbued artifact. The sessions began with unarmed combat taught by Ling and then moved to the use of different weapons throughout the history of the world, from knives and daggers, to swords and spears, and even to more modern weapons, as taught by Marcus. Magical training followed the defensive arts training. 
 
   For Gabriel’s first lesson, they learned to weave magic together and fight other mages in combat. One team would be pitted against another in the gardens beneath the North Terrace, just outside the castle walls proper. Gabriel learned how to accurately project himself and others through space so that he could his help fellow teammates when under attack. The team members practiced fighting one-on-one with magic, as well. 
 
   The power of the magical conjuring was reduced for safety’s sake, but Gabriel still ended up with singed eyebrows from dodging Teresa’s fireballs too slowly and bruises from failing to jump through space before Rajan rippled the lawn like a carpet, tossing Gabriel into the air to flail and fall on his backside. It didn’t help that he was still occasionally distracted by the sight of a gigantic, long-necked dinosaur in the distance. How were you supposed to concentrate with dinosaurs roaming around?
 
   After a brief lunch, they spent the rest of the day studying in the library. History. Geographical history, biological history, cultures around the planet, languages, customs, cities, famous people, important battles and wars, significant works of art, architecture and literature. The Council liked the teams to have a background in the history of the places their missions took them to, but Ohin insisted that his team have a knowledge of every time and place, because one never knew what might go wrong and where they might end up. 
 
   They paid special attention to the dress and look of peoples from each place and time throughout the world. The magical amulets they all wore could only conceal them properly if they had a correct image of what to look like already in their minds. And even though the amulet would let them speak with anyone, what to say and how to phrase it was equally important. Gabriel began to suspect that he would need to study harder now that he was finally free from school than he ever had while he was in one. 
 
   By the end of the day, Gabriel was exhausted. And starving. Dinner couldn’t come fast enough. When it did, it was just as mouth-watering as the night before. And the conversation between his new friends just as lively.
 
   “If it had been a snake, it would have bit him,” Ling said, referring to Rajan and an artifact that he had somehow misplaced. 
 
   “If it had been a snake, he would have eaten it,” Teresa added. “Rajan will eat anything.” 
 
   “What’s wrong with snake meat?” Rajan asked. “As long as you season it properly.”
 
   “I can’t understand how a boy brought up in a culture of culinary delights such as India could have such an insensitive palate,” Marcus said.
 
   “I can’t understand how an old man from England could claim to know anything about food at all,” Rajan retorted. 
 
   “Ah,” Marcus said in mock seriousness. “Point taken. Unless it’s fried.”
 
   “I’ll grant you fish and chips,” Rajan said, “but that’s as far as it goes. If you want real fried food, you go to the South of the States.”
 
   “I hardly think so,” Ling said. “The Chinese were frying food while the Europeans were still eating meat raw.”
 
    “Ah, I love steak tartare,” Marcus said, licking his lips.
 
   “With a raw egg and capers,” Rajan agreed.
 
   “What is it?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Raw ground meat,” Teresa said.
 
   “Barbaric,” Ling said with visible distaste.
 
   “Raw meat with raw egg,” Gabriel said. “That’s gross.”
 
   “One culture’s disgusting is another culture’s delectable,” Sema said.
 
   “For an example of that, just look at Rajan,” Teresa said. “I hear that Medieval Germanic girl, Brigit, thinks he’s quite tasty.” 
 
   “People like sweet, not sour,” Rajan said, visibly embarrassed. “Or so I heard Lord Edward say the other day.” Now it was Teresa’s turn to be embarrassed. Gabriel didn’t know who Bridget or Lord Edward were, but had a pretty good idea of what Teresa and Rajan thought of them. 
 
    “I have something else for us to talk about,” Ohin said, speaking for the first time since finishing his meal. “Something we’re all hungry for.” A silence fell over the table as all eyes turned to Ohin. 
 
   “We have a new mission?” Teresa asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said.
 
   “About bloody time,” Marcus said.
 
   “What’s the mission?” Rajan asked.
 
   “Am I included?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “You are most definitely included,” Ohin said, settling his gaze on Gabriel. “This mission was chosen with you in mind. After the display of your talents this morning, the Council wants me to accelerate your training.”
 
   “Is that wise?” Sema asked, glancing at Gabriel with a look of concern.
 
   “We can only hope so,” Ohin said. “The operation is not particularly dangerous, but it will be educational for our young Time Mage.”
 
   “What is the mission?” Rajan asked a second time, raising his voice a little.
 
   “Severing the link to a crystal,” Ohin said. “Yesterday, Vladimir’s team salvaged a concatenate crystal from the Hiroshima outpost. It is the first of a linked chain, so we do not know how many more crystals it is connected to. 
 
   “However, when Vladimir severed the link between the first crystal and its tainted artifact, he was able to sense the time and location of the next artifact in the chain, linked through the second crystal.”  Gabriel hadn’t realized that such a thing was possible and he suspected by the way Ohin was speaking in his direction that the information was being recited mostly for his own benefit. “Our mission will be to locate the second artifact and sever the link to its crystal. And if possible, determine what might be the next artifact in the chain.”
 
   “What’s the artifact, and where are we going?” Ling asked. 
 
   “The artifact is an Aztec sacrificial dagger,” Ohin said. “While you were studying this afternoon, I spent some time with Chimalli and Vladimir trying to pinpoint where the dagger is. We suspect it is one of the daggers used during the reconsecration of the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan in 1487.” 
 
   “That was before the Spanish Conquistadors, wasn’t it?” Teresa asked. “Does Manuel know anything about it?”
 
   “Yes, it was,” Ohin said. “And Manuel knows a little from his time there later, but unfortunately Manuel is on a mission right now. However, Chimalli’s time period was also close to that of the dagger, so he will be helping us to prepare for the mission and will accompany us as a guide.”
 
   “Who’s Chimalli?” Gabriel asked. “And who is Manuel?”
 
   “Manuel is an Earth mage,” Sema said. “He was one of the Spanish soldiers who landed with Hernán Cortéz in 1519, and he witnessed some of the sacrifices.”
 
   “And the slaughters that came afterward,” Teresa added. 
 
   “Some of our hands are less clean from our previous lives than others,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Not mine,” Marcus said, raising his hands before him. “I have lily white hands and a heart pure as the driven snow.”
 
   “Don’t look now, but a dog’s been lifting his leg on that snow,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Manuel, like many of us, did things before coming here that are regrettable,” Sema said. “He is a perfectly nice gentleman.” 
 
   “Exactly the point I was trying to make,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Chimalli is a Wind Mage,” Ohin said, steering the conversation back where he wanted it. “He was an Aztec laborer. He knows the city and the temple and will help us learn about the history and culture before we make the jump.”
 
   “How much time do we have to prepare?” Ling asked.
 
   “Not long,” Ohin said. “The Council wants to act quickly, before the Malignancy Mage with the third crystal in the chain learns what happened to the first crystal and can sever the link to the second crystal. If we are quick about it, we may be able to sever all the links in the chain before the Malignancy Mages notice anything. So, as much as I don’t relish the idea, we will make the jump tomorrow morning.”
 
   “So soon?” asked Marcus, sounding slightly concerned. “We normally have a few days to prepare.”
 
   “I know,” Ohin said. “But we must act quickly, and the Council feels that while we may be a little unprepared, we have the collective experience to make the operation a success without any significant risk.”  
 
   “We don’t all have the experience,” Gabriel said, noticing everyone was looking at him.
 
   “And that’s why you are going along,” Ohin said. “The only way to learn how to sever the link between a tainted artifact and a concatenate crystal is to see it done. I suggest you all stop by the library this evening and refresh yourselves on Aztec culture and history before getting to bed early. Tomorrow should not be a taxing day, but we all know how plans can change.”
 
   “Truer words were never spoken,” Marcus said, almost sounding glum.
 
   “Our plans never go the way they’re supposed to,” Teresa said to Gabriel with a chipper smile. 
 
   “But our missions always succeed,” Ling said, glowering at Teresa.
 
   “And no other team can say the same,” Sema added with yet another look toward Gabriel.
 
   “Yes,” Rajan said. “But not because of the plans.”
 
   “There’s a bad omen for you,” Marcus said. “Teresa and Rajan agreeing on something.”
 
    “I, for one, don’t believe in omens,” Ohin said, calling everyone’s attention to himself with the depth of his voice. “I do believe in all of you. However, Teresa and Rajan are correct; our plans always do seem to go astray, regardless of how well things end, so much so that I often wonder why we bother making a plan at all. Nevertheless, since we do have a plan, we will stick to it until it seems wise not to. Besides, now that Gabriel is bringing his considerable talents to our fold, maybe our plans will go perfectly from now on.”
 
   “A toast to Gabriel,” Marcus said, raising his glass. Marcus loved to toast at any possible provocation, but the smile on his face led Gabriel to suspect that his motivation for this toast was more genuine than usual. The others raised their glasses together, Gabriel bringing his up last to meet theirs. Then they drank in unison, Gabriel sipping his raspberry juice. 
 
   “May he bring us as much luck as he brings talent,” Ling said. 
 
   “Our very own good luck charm,” Teresa said with a laugh as she sipped from her glass.
 
   “Does that mean I get the rabbit’s foot back?” Rajan asked.
 
   “You know, you’re almost cute when you’re absurd like that,” Teresa said to Rajan. 
 
   Everyone laughed and Gabriel took a second small sip of his juice, wondering what tomorrow would be like and wondering if he would be able to sleep for thinking of it. Between the large meal, the extra-long day, and the two hours after dinner spent with the others in the library looking up books on the Aztec civilization, Gabriel had no trouble falling asleep that night. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9: Templo Mayor
 
    
 
   Breakfast was short, but filling. Gabriel felt too nervous at first to do more than pick at his food, but under Sema’s continuous admonishments that a mission through time was no place for an empty stomach, he finally managed to eat a pancake and two large sausages. The others didn’t seem to be feeling any of the anxiety that plagued Gabriel’s stomach. He wondered if he would keep his breakfast down. He certainly hoped so. He couldn’t imagine anything more embarrassing than puking all over his companions on his first mission. 
 
   The banter between the others took its usual form, with Teresa teasing Rajan, Marcus teasing everyone, Sema trying to mother them into better behavior, Ling grousing about too much noise at the breakfast table, while Ohin remained sternly silent and watchful. It was all moving too fast, Gabriel thought to himself. 
 
   Only a few days ago he would have been sitting in English class with his friends. He had been an average kid living an average life in 1980. Yesterday he was jumping back and forth through time with a man born in Africa over 1500 years before he was. A man who could bend time around himself like others would wrap a blanket around themselves. And Gabriel had done the same. And today he was going to be jumping from millions of years in the past to an Aztec city in 1487 CE to find a sacrificial dagger. It made his head and his stomach reel. Sema must have sensed his inner turmoil. 
 
   “You don’t have to go if you don’t feel ready for it,” Sema said, leaning over so that only Gabriel could hear her voice. “You are very young, and this is much earlier in the training for a mission than usual.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Gabriel whispered back. “I’ll have to go on a mission sometime, and this one sounds easy.”
 
   “They all sound easy,” Sema said. She frowned, realizing that her statement was not exactly reassuring. “You’ll be perfectly safe with all of us around you.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not worried about that,” Gabriel said, suddenly realizing it was true. “I’m more worried about making a mistake.”
 
   “I can’t imagine that will happen,” Sema said with a gentle pat on the arm. 
 
   After breakfast they gathered outside in the Horseshoe Cloister to listen to Chimalli tell them a little more about the Aztec Civilization. He was of obvious Mesoamerican decent: handsome, with short-cut grey hair, the features of his face sharp, his cheekbones high. His eyes shone with the same intelligence and humor he displayed when speaking. 
 
   “As you probably know,” Chimalli said, “my people are the Nahua, and in the Nahuatl language Azteca means ‘the people of Aztlan,’ which is what we called our portion of the world. Although some believe it refers as much to a mythical place as to the lands where the Nahua people thrived and built what would later be called the Aztec civilization.”  
 
   Gabriel had read something similar the night before. He had also learned that Chimalli’s name meant ‘shield’ in the Nahuatl language. Ling had said this was fortunate since he might shield them from their ignorance. Even though they had spent hours studying in the library the night before, Gabriel felt he had only scratched the surface of Aztec history. Normally a team would have days to prepare for an operation and make sure they knew its history before they traveled. 
 
   “As Ohin told you,” Chimalli continued, “we believe a Malignancy Mage has made a connection between a concatenate crystal and an Aztec sacrificial dagger, and we suspect that link was made shortly after the reconsecration of the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, or the Templo Mayor, as it is known in Spanish, in 1487 CE. Tenochtitlan is the capital city of the Aztec empire built on an island in Lake Texcoco. As you hopefully learned from your hasty studies, the reconsecration took place during the reign of King Ahuitzotl. The Aztec kings were known as the tlatoani, or ‘Great Speakers,’ of their people. The supreme leader Ahuitzotl took power after his brother Tizoc died mysteriously. There are those who believe that Ahuitzotl had his brother poisoned so he could assume the throne. 
 
   “One of Ahuitzotl’s first acts was to expand the Great Temple, building over the previous temple to create one even larger. Just as other kings had done before. The reconsecration of the Great Temple took place the year after King Ahuitzotl came to power.” 
 
   “I lived twenty years before this time,” Chimalli said, “but I have a good idea of what happened during that period from meeting with others who lived through it and from at least one visit there myself. The moment we will be traveling to is at the end of four days of the reconsecration of the Templo Mayor. Over the course of those four days, at least ten thousand people were sacrificed to the Aztec gods at temples throughout the city. There are some estimates that suggest as many as eighty thousand died in those four days.”
 
   Gabriel read about humans sacrifices the night before, but he still couldn’t get his mind around a number that large. Over ten thousand people killed by having their hearts ripped from their chests with obsidian and flint daggers, only to have their bodies tossed down the side of the temple to pile at the bottom where their heads would be cut off and placed upon skull racks. It bothered him deeply, and he hoped that he wouldn’t be seeing any of it. He wondered how Chimalli could be so calm about it. 
 
   “That is a lot of people being sacrificed in a short period of time,” Chimalli said. “That is more than might have been sacrificed in an entire year.”  He paused for a moment and looked at those around the courtyard. “Any questions?”
 
   Gabriel looked at the silent of the others. No one said a word. The thought of the sacrifices seemed to have silenced everyone. 
 
   “So why are we sitting around like a pile of rocks?” Marcus said. “This isn’t Stonehenge. Let’s find this bloody dagger and be done with it. If we’re quick about it, we can be back in time for lunch.”
 
   “We can always be back in time for lunch,” Gabriel said, feeling good about the mission and meeting Chimalli 
 
   “Figure of speech, lad,” Marcus said with a grin. 
 
   “Is everyone ready?” Ohin said. There were nods all around as everyone stood up. “Prepare your appearance.” Ohin shimmered and suddenly wore thin leather sandals, a loincloth, and a tilma, a three-cornered cloak of rough spun cotton. Gabriel focused his mind on the concealment amulet around his neck, the air shimmering around him as he matched Ohin’s attire. The other men suddenly appeared to be wearing the same sort of clothes while the women wore simple dresses and sleeveless shirts. They all looked like themselves, but he knew that anyone who saw them would think they looked like Chimalli, a native Nahua. From the quality of their clothes, they would be taken as nobles if someone saw them. Only nobles wore clothes made from cotton. Common citizens wore clothes fashioned from the coarse fibers of the maguey plant, a cactus-like plant that grows throughout the region. 
 
   They gathered into a tight circle holding hands. As long as there was a chain of people touching, they would all be safely swept along with Ohin when he made the jump through time. 
 
   “Is anyone not ready to go?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “Last chance to use the bathroom,” Teresa said with a smirk. Gabriel laughed, but no one said anything. Ohin took a shard of pottery from his pocket and held it in his hand. Gabriel knew that the shard was from Tenochtitlan and that while it would get them to the right place, Ohin would need to navigate carefully to put them near the time of the four days of sacrifice for the temple. Gabriel stood to Ohin’s right, holding Teresa’s hand. Sema held Ohin’s left hand and he gestured for Gabriel to take his right. As he did so, Gabriel could sense the shard of pottery, and an image of a great city came to his mind.
 
   “We go,” Ohin said simply. The sun was gone, blackness sweeping around them, the cloisters disappearing, and then everything was a brilliant white. 
 
   They stood in the center of a broad, earth-packed street in the middle of a massive city, looking up at an enormous stone pyramid nearly two hundred feet tall. Two sets of wide steps, over a hundred stairs each, led to the flat top of the pyramid where two box-like shrines capped the structure. Although they were nearly half a mile away, Gabriel could make out people at the top of the Templo Mayor, the great pyramid. And something rolling down the steps. And something piled at the bottom. 
 
   Gabriel gasped. The sacrifices were happening now.
 
   “Too early,” Chimalli said.
 
   “Obviously,” Teresa said with distaste. 
 
   “One moment,” Ohin said as the darkness came again, followed by the brilliant white light. 
 
   When the white light faded, they stood in the same spot, but it was nighttime. Torches illuminated the temple, and lights from oil lamps glowed throughout the city. The half-moon in the sky above draped the city in a ghostly blanket of pale light. 
 
   “We are a few days later,” Ohin said, letting go of Gabriel’s hand. Everyone in the circle did the same. “From what I can sense, the dagger is still at the temple. In the shrine at the top of the stairs.” Ohin began to walk toward the Great Temple. 
 
   Although there were two hundred thousand citizens living in the city, few people were on the streets at night. Those few employed by the city to sweep the streets clean each night were the exception. Gabriel was not worried about the people they passed. Not only would the magical amulets make them appear to be noble residents of the city, but as long as Sema was nearby, her Soul Magic would ensure that no one would notice their passing. 
 
   As they walked along the street, Gabriel marveled at the architectural brilliance of the city’s planners and builders. The streets were uniformly straight, laid out on a grid of smaller lanes crossing four wider main avenues. These four avenues led to the heart of the city, to the sacred plaza of temples and the Great Temple in particular. As they walked, Gabriel could see a grid of canals that crossed the streets. Long strips of floating fields called chinampas bordered the canals. Corn, vegetables, and flowers filled the fields, each about the width of a street. 
 
   The buildings of the city were made of adobe, some with thatched roofs. The homes each had two stone chimneys, smoke drifting up from many of them. Other larger buildings must have belonged to merchants or the wealthy. The city was divided into four districts by the main avenues. Each district was further divided into neighborhoods called calpulli, which were dominated by collections of families and merchants. 
 
   Gabriel could see other pyramids at the city center, some large and wide, some small and narrow. Each had its own purpose. Different pyramids for different gods. Down one canal he could see the water of Lake Texcoco that the island city was built upon. Down another street he could see a market plaza, empty at night. It was a beautiful city. So beautiful that Gabriel had trouble comprehending it. How could you be so smart as to build a city this incredible and think that killing thousands of people a year was a remotely intelligent thing to do?  
 
   However, by all accounts, even though the Aztec people felt driven to conquer and expand their empire by blood, they were also a well-ordered and industrious society. They believed in hard work, respect for authority, and performing one’s duty. They even had schools where children learned history, dancing, and the rules of Aztec society, a society and a city that were alive and pulsing with creativity, but one also marked by constant death and destruction. It was a knot of ironies that Gabriel struggled to untangle. 
 
   Within a few minutes, they passed through the snake wall, a large stone wall surrounding the city center and adorned with serpent heads. The city center was entirely paved and Gabriel saw a courtyard where the Aztecs played tlachtli, a game in which players battled to pass a rubber ball through a stone circle using their hips. Not surprisingly, the losers were often sacrificed to the gods. Beyond the ball court, Gabriel could see the palace of the king. Several pyramids, in addition to the Great Temple, sat at the heart of the city. The smaller temple in front of the Templo Mayor was that of Quetzalcoatl, the wind and sky god, often depicted as a feathered serpent. 
 
   As they approached the foot of the Templo Mayor, Gabriel could see that the bodies had been cleared away, some to be eaten, he seemed to remember. He pushed that out of his mind. Two guards with spears stood at the base of the temple stairs, but they did not seem to notice anyone walking past them. There was also a large stone carving of a woman with her head, arms, and legs chopped off. The Coyolxauhqui Stone. Coyolxauhqui was an Aztec moon goddess and the stone depicted the method of sacrifice. Gabriel wondered why it was her image when the sanctuaries at the top were dedicated to Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec god of the sun and war, and Tlaloc, the god of rain and fertility. Although there were no bodies, there were plenty of heads. Thousands adorned the skull racks that surrounded the base of the temple. He had been trying to ignore them by staring at the carved Coyolxauhqui Stone. 
 
   “Do we have to walk past all of those?” Gabriel asked, indicating the rows of severed heads.
 
   “Never mind the heads,” Marcus said, looking at Ohin. “Are you going to make us walk up all those stairs?”
 
   “I have no intention of making you do either,” Ohin said as he came to a stop. Gabriel’s time-sense told him what was coming, but the others seemed to be expecting it as well. The blackness surrounded them, the white light came, and then they stood on the flat top of the pyramid. Gabriel looked around. Everyone was there. He wondered how many people Ohin could take through space without touching them. It must take a great deal of power and experience. He also wondered how long it would take before he could manage it. 
 
   Two guards stood at the top of the temple. Between them burned a large fire near a stone altar where the victims of the sacrifices would be held down by the priests as their hearts were cut out of their chests. The guards both briefly moved their heads in the direction of the mages, but Sema touched the glass pendant at her neck and they turned away in unison, lying down where they stood and falling asleep. 
 
   “The dagger is in there,” Ohin said, pointing to one of the stone sanctuaries on the top of the temple. “The sanctuary of Huitzilopochtli, the sun god.”  The two sanctuaries had angular walls and flat roofs so they almost looked like miniature pyramids themselves. The one on the right was covered in red and black paint and decorated with human skulls. This was the sanctuary of the sun god, Huitzilopochtli. The sanctuary on the left belonged to the rain god, Tlaloc, and was painted in blue in white. 
 
   “They aren’t the only tainted artifacts in there,” Sema said. Gabriel tried to sense the dagger and any other artifacts, but he couldn’t. That too must come with experience and power, he thought. However, he did feel something. Something strong. Then he realized what it was.
 
   “The entire temple is imprinted, isn’t it?” Gabriel said as they walked behind Ohin to the sanctuary of Huitzilopochtli. 
 
   “Yes,” Teresa said. “Any place with this much murder would have to be.”
 
   “But then why don’t the Malignancy Mages connect the crystals to the temple, or to other places?” 
 
   “Sometimes they do,” Ling answered. “But a temple is much easier to track down than a dagger.”
 
   “This temple has been connected to and severed from at least six times that I know of,” Chimalli added.
 
   “Gabriel and Chimalli, inside with me,” Ohin said. “The rest of you stand guard. Teresa, if you would join us to provide some light, please. Leave any relics or artifacts, besides your talismans, outside with Rajan. They can interfere with the severing process.” 
 
   “Sure,” Teresa said, handing Rajan a small statue and the rabbit’s foot from a pocket of her dress as she stepped into the sanctuary. Suddenly a warm glow came through the doorway. Gabriel, Ohin, and Chimalli handed Rajan their relics. 
 
   When they stepped into the sanctuary, they saw that Teresa had created four tiny balls of fire which floated in the corners of the small stone chamber. The back of the room held a stone idol of Huitzilopochtli, the walls painted with murals depicting stories of the god’s exploits and the many sacrifices to him. In the center of the room was a small stone hearth for fires to burn sacrificial offerings. Along one wall was a low stone table with various ritual implements laid out across it, such as clay bowls, polished skulls, and five sacrificial daggers. Three of the daggers had long black edges of chipped obsidian that Gabriel knew were sharper than most steel blades, while two were fashioned from flint. The daggers had different handles, each carved from jade in the shape of an animal, such as a jaguar, a snake, or a bird. Gabriel could clearly sense the imprints of the daggers now. 
 
   “So the Malignancy Mages connect to the imprints of the dagger with a contaminant crystal?” Gabriel asked. Teresa giggled behind him 
 
   “A concatenate crystal,” Ohin corrected him in a gentle tone. “Like this one.” Ohin pulled a miniature crystal globe from his pocket and handed it to Gabriel. The crystal was a small, two inch wide ball of milky white glass. “Concatenate means ‘to link in a chain.’ That is an inactive crystal, waiting to be linked. A Time Mage can link the imprints of an artifact or a place to the crystal. Crystals can also be linked together.”
 
   “The more links in the chain,” Chimalli added, “the more powerful the magic you can perform.”
 
   “Up to seven,” Ohin said. “No chain of concatenate crystals can have more than seven links.”
 
   “Chrono-quantum entanglement degradation,” Teresa said, almost absentmindedly from the back of the room.
 
   “Can you sense which dagger has been linked to a crystal?” Ohin asked. 
 
   As Gabriel reached out with his magic-sense to the daggers, his eyes widened a bit and he looked up to Ohin.
 
    “All of the daggers have been linked to a crystal,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Someone has been very busy,” Chimalli said.
 
   “And someone else will be busy now,” Ohin said. “I’ll sever the first one, the one we came for, and then Gabriel can try his hand at one of the others.” Ohin choose a dagger from those on the table and carried it to the far side of the room, away from the other ritual objects. Gabriel followed him. 
 
   “Now watch closely. With your magic-sense, not your eyes.”
 
   Gabriel calmed his mind and focused on the obsidian dagger in Ohin’s hands. He could sense the tendril that connected it to a Malignancy Mage’s concatenate crystal, stretching through time and space, linking the two objects together. He could also sense the magical energy rising in Ohin, focused through the necklace of seashells hanging on his chest. Gabriel felt the magical energy leap out from Ohin and surround the dagger in a tight sphere. He could sense the thread connecting the dagger to the malignant concatenate crystal flickering around the blade, trying to find a way through the shield of magical energy that Ohin had encased it in. Then Gabriel sensed the thread connected to the imprints of the dagger begin to fade. Then it was gone. Ohin released the shield of magical energy around the dagger and looked at Gabriel. 
 
   “Do you think you can do that?” 
 
   “I think so,” Gabriel answered, wondering how difficult it would be to duplicate the magic Ohin had performed. Chimalli handed Gabriel another dagger from the table. Gabriel stilled his mind and focused on the magical energy within himself as he took out his grandfather’s pocket watch. 
 
   He focused the energy, allowing it to build before reaching out to the imprints of the pocket watch. Then he extended his magic-sense and felt for the thread connecting the dagger of chipped and polished volcanic glass to a concatenate crystal somewhere in time. As he felt the thread, he willed the magical energy flowing through him to surround the dagger in a shield of magical power. The magical space-time thread from the dagger winked out of existence, and the glass of the dagger blade cracked in half with a loud pop. Gabriel winced and looked up at Ohin. 
 
   “Next time, a little less magical energy,” Ohin said with a frown. 
 
   “Too much energy and you might damage the object you’re trying to sever,” Chimalli said as he grinned at Gabriel.
 
   “He’s trying to be the Superman of Time Mages,” Teresa said. “He doesn’t know his own strength.”
 
   “Why don’t you try another one?” Ohin said. “This time try to sever the connection gently. Like you were snipping a rose bud from the stem. Not as though you were trying to cut it off with an axe.”
 
   Gabriel took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders and tried again. He realized that even though the concatenate crystal that the dagger was connected to might be anywhere in time, severing the connection between them did not require all that much magical energy. It was more like trying to smother a candle flame by placing a snuffer over it, rather than blasting it with a fire extinguisher. When he had finished, he looked to see Ohin smiling again. 
 
   “That’s more like it,” Ohin said. “Now why don’t you replace Rajan on watch? We’ll need him to repair this broken blade so there will be no chance of a bifurcation of time taking place. I will finish the other two daggers. You can enjoy the view.”
 
   “It’s a lovely view,” Chimalli said, his voice a mix of sadness and irony. “When I lived here, few people saw the view from the top of the temple and lived to tell about it.” 
 
   “Just try not to look at the heads on racks at the bottom,” Teresa said from the corner. “Spoils the view.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said, “I won’t look down.” He stepped out of the sanctuary to the top of the temple pyramid. Sema, Marcus, Ling, and Rajan stood silently at the four corners of the pyramid watching the sky and the city for any possible disturbance. It was unlikely that Malignancy Mages would appear, but there was no need to take chances. The others nodded silently to Gabriel as he stepped over to Rajan.
 
   “How’s it going inside?” Rajan asked.
 
   “I broke one of the daggers,” Gabriel admitted, his voice cracking with embarrassment. 
 
   “Bit of a butter fingers, are you?” Rajan said.
 
   “I didn’t drop it,” Gabriel said, a bit defensively. “I accidentally used too much magical energy when I severed the connection and it shattered.”
 
   “I guess you don’t know your own strength,” Rajan said.
 
   “That’s what Teresa said,” Gabriel replied.
 
   “Well, great minds think alike, and so do ours. Don’t tell her I said that. I’ll go see to the dagger. Just keep an eye out for anything unusual.”
 
   “Like standing at the top of an Aztec temple in the middle of the fifteenth century isn’t unusual,” Gabriel said.
 
   “You know what I mean,” Rajan said. “Keep an eye out for magic. And hold these.” Rajan handed Gabriel the small pouch with the artifacts he had collected from Teresa, Ohin, Chimalli, and Gabriel. As Rajan walked into the sanctuary, Gabriel looked in the pouch and saw, among other things, the shard of pottery Ohin had used to travel back to the temple and the small chunk of amber with the dragonfly suspended in it that would take them back to the Windsor Castle in the Cretaceous Period one hundred twenty-five million years ago. He put the pouch in his pocket. 
 
   Gabriel stood where Rajan had looked out over the Aztec city. Lights from oil lamps, small fires, and torches dotted the cityscape, the moon reflecting off the lake surrounding the stone metropolis. Fires burned at the tops of the other temples, giving the city an even greater sense of size. 
 
   Gabriel marveled. It really was stunning. The organization, the planning, the execution of the design, and all accomplished without a single piece of modern machinery. He wondered what the reaction of the first Spanish soldiers must have been. He thought about finding Manuel when he got back to the castle and asking him. 
 
   Then he noticed something that felt like magic. Not from the city spread out before him, but from behind him. From the temple sanctuary where Ohin was. Something not quite right. Something that his time-sense said was all wrong. As he looked back at the sanctuary doorway there came a flash of red light. 
 
   He ran toward the sanctuary entrance even as the light faded away. Sema, Marcus, and Ling had seen the light, if not felt the surge of magical energy. He didn’t think they could have sensed the disturbance of space-time the way he had. At the doorway, he found the sanctuary empty. Ohin, Chimalli, Teresa, and Rajan were gone. Sema reached the sanctuary as Gabriel stepped inside. 
 
   “What’s happened?” Sema said as she walked past Gabriel. The small fireballs Teresa had set floating in the corners of the sanctuary had vanished. Only dim moonlight illuminated the chamber.
 
   “There was some disturbance in the fabric of space-time,” Gabriel said. “I could feel it even from outside.”
 
   “A trap,” Marcus said from behind. “A bloody trap.”
 
   “Maybe something went wrong with severing the connection to the dagger,” Sema said. 
 
   “Tăoyàn de! Ohin would never leave without us,” Ling stated as she pulled a hand-cranked flashlight from a pocket in her dress. Gabriel heard a click, and the white light of the flashlight flicked around the room. It looked just as he had left it.
 
   “He couldn’t travel anywhere,” Gabriel said, pulling the chunk of amber from the pouch in his pocket to show them. “I’ve still got his relic that leads back to the castle.” 
 
   “How many blades were there?” Marcus said as he pointed to the stone table with the sacrificial daggers. Ling swung the light of the flashlight to the low set table.
 
   “Five,” Gabriel said, seeing that there were now only four. 
 
   “It was a trap,” Sema said. 
 
   “How?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I don’t know how it works,” Ling replied, “but I know that relics and artifacts can be enchanted to take someone through time against their will.”
 
   “But then where are they?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “They could be any place in time that dagger was,” Marcus said. 
 
   “We need to get back to the castle,” Ling said. “You’ll have to take us, Gabriel.”
 
   “No,” Marcus said. “Not back to the castle. Not yet.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” Ling growled. 
 
   “Because this trap wasn’t likely to be random,” Sema said.
 
   “Someone at the castle has turned colors,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Then where the hell do we go?” Ling said, anger making her face flush.
 
   “There’s something happening outside,” Gabriel said before Marcus or Sema could answer Ling’s question. “Someone is traveling through time.” He could feel it clearly now. They ran for the door in unison. 
 
   They rushed out of the temple top sanctuary, each scanning the city and the temple. Gabriel saw a cluster of four people standing at the base of the temple stairs. He knew they were mages even at a distance. He could feel the magical energy they held. His hopes rose for a moment, imaging that the Council had sent a rescue party. The magical energy felt different. Odd. Unlike the energy he was used to sensing. Then he realized it was because these were not mages sent by the Council to take them back to the castle. These were Malignancy Mages. 
 
   “Him,” Sema said. 
 
   “I should have bloody known,” Marcus cursed.
 
   “Jiànhuò!” Ling spat.
 
   One person stepped forward from the four. All were dressed in black, but this one was taller than the others were. He had long black hair and, although Gabriel could not see him perfectly, he knew by description who stood at the bottom of the temple; it sent a cold chill down to his stomach. “Apollyon,” he said in a whisper. 
 
   In unison Ling, Sema, and Marcus extended their arms. One of the men grabbed his head and crumpled to the ground, another pitched back through the air, and a third went rigid and was suddenly immobile. Gabriel knew his companions were casting magic at the Malignancy Mages below, but Apollyon seemed unaffected. 
 
   Suddenly he stood at the top of the temple only a few feet before them. Gabriel and the others staggered back. It happened so quickly, Gabriel barely sensed the distortion of space-time before Apollyon completed his jump. He stared at them with contemptuous dark eyes. Gabriel could see now that he was an extremely handsome man, of Greek descent, with sharp features and an even sharper intelligence radiating from his eyes.
 
   “Pitiful,” Apollyon said. “How is your newest Time Mage to learn with such shoddy examples? Allow me to instruct him.” Apollyon raised his hand and a crimson fireball the size of a watermelon burst into existence and leapt directly toward Gabriel. His first impulse was to jump through space, and he reached for the magic energy within him, but he was too new to magic, and there was no time to jump through space to safety, no time to duck; there was barely time to raise his hands. Somehow he did. He raised his hands as he reached for the magic within. 
 
   The fireball stopped just before it hit him, hovering, frozen in midair before his open palms. It didn’t make sense, and he could see the look of shock and surprise on Apollyon’s face, but Gabriel didn’t wait for explanations. He focused his will on the fireball, and it shot back through the air toward Apollyon. The black-clad man was so surprised by the turn of events that the fireball burst around him. While Apollyon was stunned and stumbled back down the steps of the pyramid, Gabriel could see that the impact of the fireball had little other effect. He felt hands on his shoulders as Marcus pressed a stone with a small, round hole carved in one side into his right hand. 
 
   “Take us now!” Marcus said. “Make the jump, Boy, while there’s still time.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10: St. Fillan’s Stones
 
    
 
   Gabriel didn’t wait to ask questions. It didn’t matter where and when they jumped to, as long as it was far away from Apollyon. Gabriel reached out with his time-sense toward the stone. An image filled his mind of a hut and a forest and green hills. He willed his magical energy through the pocket watch and toward that place in time. Then the blackness encircled them, the white light filling everything, and they suddenly stood in the little field at the edge of the forest that Gabriel had seen. 
 
   “Jump again, Gabriel,” Sema said. 
 
   “Before he can follow,” Ling hissed.
 
   Gabriel knew they were right. A True Mage with Apollyon’s power could sense the distortions in the fabric of space-time and follow them to their destination even without a relic. The only way to lose him was to make repeated time jumps. 
 
   Gabriel used the stone in his hand again and jumped. And jumped again. And again. The stone did not seem to have moved much in space. It was always the same low mountains in the background, the same streams, the same lake, the same green hills and sparse forests. Sometimes a house became visible for a moment, sometimes a cluster of homes that indicated a town, sometimes nothing but a field of low grass with grazing sheep. Gabriel felt safe when he saw the sheep for some reason and stopped there. 
 
   “Do you think that’s enough?” he asked, looking around. He noticed the others had reverted to their white tunics and pants. He looked down and saw that he had unconsciously done the same. 
 
   “I doubt anyone could follow those jumps,” Marcus said, catching his breath. 
 
   “My head is spinning,” Ling muttered as she staggered away. 
 
   “Very well done, Gabriel,” Sema said, patting him on the shoulder with one hand while pressing the heel of the other to her temple.
 
   “Where are we?” Gabriel asked, holding up the stone as he looked around at the flock of sheep wandering away over the dark green hillside. 
 
   “Scotland,” Marcus said, taking the stone back from Gabriel. “Glen Dochart. Home of Saint Fillan and his healing stones. This one is my talisman.”
 
   Gabriel found that all three mages were staring at him. “What?” he said, unsure of why he was the focus of attention. 
 
   “You stopped that fireball, lad,” Marcus said. “Do you know what that means?”
 
   “Not really,” Gabriel said. “It was just a fluke. I wanted to duck or use magic to jump away, but there wasn’t time.”
 
   “Mages can only use one kind of magic,” Sema said. “A Time Mage can’t wield fire.”
 
   “And you threw that fireball back at Apollyon without even moving your arms,” Ling said. 
 
   “I just did it without thinking,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Which is probably why no one noticed before,” Sema said.
 
   “The boy’s so strong in Time Magic, who would think to look?” Marcus said. “Even if they did believe.”
 
   “Believe what?” Gabriel said.
 
   “The prophecy,” Ling said. “The damn prophecy.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Gabriel said, looking from face to face and trying to figure out if he had done something wrong. Why else would they seem so concerned?
 
   “You caught and then threw a fireball,” Marcus said. “Only one kind of mage could do that, Lad.”
 
   “A True Mage,” Sema said.
 
   “I can’t be a True Mage,” Gabriel said. “There are only six True Mages.”
 
   “Yes,” Ling said. “One for each magic.”
 
   “Three for the forces of Grace and three for the forces of Malignancy,” Sema added.
 
   “But the Prophecy speaks of a Seventh True Mage,” Marcus said. 
 
   “One who is different,” Ling added.
 
   “One who is unique,” Sema said. 
 
   “One who can use both kinds of imprints,” Marcus said. “One who can stand between the forces of Grace and Malignancy and wield them both.” 
 
   Gabriel said nothing, his mind a flurry of thoughts, a windstorm raging inside his head. He was a True Mage. That’s what they had said. That’s what catching the fireball meant. He could use all six magics. He would be a True Mage like Councilwoman Elizabeth, and Akikane, and Nefferati. 
 
   But he was more than that. If what they said was true, he could also use tainted artifacts, objects with negative imprints, like the True Mages of Malignancy. Like Apollyon. The windstorm picked up speed and the world seemed to spin. His knees buckled and he sat down in the short grass. Ling and Sema knelt down beside him, placing a hand on either shoulder to steady him. Marcus looked down at him, his face a mask of seriousness, but his eyes gentle. 
 
   “Do you know what this means, lad?” Marcus asked.
 
   “I can use all magics and any artifact,” Gabriel said.
 
   “If the prophecy is true,” Ling said. 
 
   “That’s easy enough to verify,” Sema said. 
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Marcus said. “The boy needs to know.”
 
   “Know what?” Gabriel asked. What could be worse than being half Malignancy Mage?
 
   “Apollyon saw you,” Sema said. “He’ll know what you are.”
 
   “Being able to use both Grace and Malignant imprints makes you very special,” Ling said.
 
   “Don’t try to soften it for him,” Marcus said, looking Gabriel directly in the eyes. “You’ll be hunted, boy. The Council will love you, oh yes, they’ll fawn over you like a prize peacock, but they won’t be the only ones who’ll want your favor. You’re valuable, boy. Grace magic in one hand, Malignant magic in the other. Your power could tip the balance. Could end the war. One way or the other. And Apollyon knows it. He’ll be looking for you now. Searching.”
 
   “I’d never help the Malignancy Mages,” Gabriel said, fighting the icy feeling in his stomach, letting the anger well up in his voice. 
 
   “We would never think that you would,” Sema said.
 
   “But if Apollyon gets a hold of you, he’ll try to persuade you,” Ling said.
 
   “And he is a powerful Soul Mage,” Sema said. “He can be persuasive even to those who hate him. And he has other methods, as well.”
 
   “If he can’t win you over to his side,” Marcus said, “he’ll try to kill you.”
 
   “Great,” Gabriel said, his anger evaporating, overtaken by the icy fear in his stomach. “I think I’d like to go back to the bus at the bottom of the river now.”
 
   “There’s no point in frightening him needlessly,” Sema said, glaring at Marcus.
 
   “I said Apollyon would try to kill him,” Marcus said. “I didn’t say he would. Hell, we’d all lay down our lives to protect the Seventh True Mage. The whole castle would.” 
 
   That didn’t make Gabriel feel any better. He was no longer helping fight a war between wizards; he was at the center of it. His actions might not only endanger himself, but all of the Grace Mages and the Council, and with them, the whole of the Continuum. The windstorm in his head stopped. All the trees of his mind had already blown down. He could barely think. He focused on his breath. He had to see. He took out his pocket watch. He looked down at his hands; one closed around the watch, the other open, palm up. He reached for the magic within and focused it through the pocket watch, willing the image in his mind into existence. A small ball of mandarin-colored fire appeared, floating above his hands. 
 
   “Teresa’s going to be so jealous,” Ling said. “It took her a whole hour to manage that.”
 
   “The lad is a quick study,” Marcus said.
 
   “He’ll need to be,” Sema said. 
 
   Gabriel let the flame wink out, but held on to the pocket watch. It was true. At least part of it. 
 
   “We should go back to the castle,” Ling said. “Maybe we can contact Councilwoman Elizabeth or Akikane before anyone sees us.”
 
   “It might be too risky,” Sema said. “The spy at the castle may not know about Gabriel.”
 
   “We can’t sit on our asses here in Scotland,” Ling said, her temper rising again. 
 
   “We need a plan,” Sema said, forcing authority into her voice.
 
   “Those always work so well for us,” Marcus said, reaching out a hand and helping Gabriel to his feet.
 
   “We need to find Ohin and the others first,” Gabriel said. “They may be hurt. We can’t wait for the castle to send out a rescue party.”
 
   “I agree,” Marcus said. 
 
   “We don’t even know where in time or space they got thrown by that booby-trapped dagger,” Ling said. “They could be anywhere.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Gabriel said. “One of the daggers was gone, so I think they were thrown somewhere along the timeline of the dagger. Which means they’re probably near the temple somewhere in time.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Sema said, sounding reassuring, “But we don’t know when.”
 
   “If we can go back to just after the trap was sprung,” Gabriel said, “I might be able to sense the time stream they followed and track them to their destination.”
 
   “You’re very gifted for your age,” Ling said, “But even I know that takes a great deal of power for a mage.”
 
   “And we would have to travel to a time after we left,” Sema added. “A time where we were sure that Apollyon would be gone, as well.”
 
   “Ten minutes should be enough,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I’m no Time Mage,” Marcus interjected, “But ten minutes is a mighty long time after the magic of the jump is enacted. No offense, lad, but I doubt even Ohin would be able to sense the time stream that long after.”
 
   “If it could be sensed,” Ling said, “Apollyon would have been able to follow us.”
 
   “Every jump makes it harder to follow,” Gabriel said. “As long as Ohin didn’t jump again, we could find him.”
 
   “Gabriel,” Sema said, placing a hand on his cheek. “You’re just not strong enough to work this kind of magic.”
 
   “Not by myself,” Gabriel said. “Not with just my pocket watch.”
 
   “Not with all our artifacts,” Ling interrupted.
 
   “But if what you say is true,” Gabriel said, “I’d have access to all the imprints and power I need to track the time stream and follow Ohin.”
 
   “You can’t do that,” Sema said. “It might be dangerous.”
 
   “The daggers,” Marcus said. “They might still not be enough power, though.”
 
   “Not the daggers,” Gabriel said, taking Sema’s hand. “The temple.”
 
   The others were silent a moment. They knew he was right. The imprints on the temple were enormous. Far greater than all of their artifacts combined. It held all the negative imprints accumulated through decades of human sacrifice. He could only tap that power if he really was the Seventh True Mage. If he did, he would be touching the very darkness that he was trying to fight.
 
   “It is a plan,” Ling said.
 
   “And it just might work,” Marcus said.
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Sema said. “We don’t even know for certain that he can use negative imprints.”
 
   “You’re right,” Gabriel said. “We need to find a tainted artifact so I can test it.”
 
   “That’s madness,” Sema said. “You need more study before attempting something of that nature.”
 
   “And who’s going to teach me?” Gabriel said, feeling defiant. “You can teach me Soul Magic, and Ling can teach me Wind Magic, and Marcus can show me Heart-Tree Magic, but none of you can teach me how to use a tainted artifact. I’m going to have to learn it on my own. I don’t like the other alternative.”  He could see by their reactions they knew he was thinking about Apollyon.
 
   “Just because you can use tainted artifacts, doesn’t mean you should,” Sema said. “You don’t know what it will do to you.”
 
   “Sema has a point,” Ling said. “From all we know, use of tainted objects affects the mind of the user. They’re called Malignant Mages for a reason.”
 
    “Exactly my point,” Sema said, raising her voice.
 
    “I understand that it’s dangerous,” Gabriel said, “but we have to try.”
 
   “We could go back to the castle first,” Sema said. “There are more experienced mages who could find Ohin.”
 
   “It’s my responsibility,” Gabriel said. “I’m his apprentice.”
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Sema said.
 
   “I don’t think that it is,” Gabriel replied, his voice getting firmer as he spoke. “But it’s still my responsibility. And since I’m the only Time Mage here, we’re going where I say we go.”  
 
   A deep silence fell over them. Gabriel could tell by the look on Sema’s face that he had just crossed some invisible line. Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t speak. 
 
   “You’ve been spending altogether too much time with Teresa,” Ling said with a scowl. “Her poor attitude has rubbed off on you.”
 
   “The lad has a point that is hard to argue with,” Marcus said. “He’s our ticket home.”
 
   Sema still had not said anything. Gabriel held her stare. He knew he had affronted her, that as the eldest in the group and the one with the most experience, he should have deferred to her judgment, but in his heart, he knew he was right to try to find Ohin as quickly as possible. He no longer felt that he could trust anyone at the castle. 
 
   Sema licked her lips and squinted. “Do you think I could not make you take us back to the castle?” he heard a voice say in his head. It was Sema’s voice, but her lips had not moved. His eyes widened. He reached out for the magic within himself and focused it through the pocket watch still in his hand. 
 
   “You could try.”  He thought the words as clearly as he could. Sema’s eyes now widened. She cocked her head slightly, and then, surprisingly, she laughed. Before he knew what happened, Sema had grabbed Gabriel and pulled him into a powerfully strong embrace. He was confused, but happy. He found himself smiling and hugging her back. 
 
   “No wonder you want to find your teacher so badly,” Sema said. “You’re just as stubborn as he is.” 
 
   “What was that all about?” Ling asked, looking the two with curiosity. 
 
   “A private discussion,” Sema said. 
 
   “Wonderful,” Marcus said, clearly seeing what had happened. “Now they’ll be whispering about us all right in front of our faces. Trading quips with their lips sealed.”
 
   “I do not stoop to such behavior,” Sema said. She looked at Gabriel. “I’m sorry. I should not have threatened you.”
 
   “Neither should I,” Gabriel said. “I’m sorry as well.”
 
   “Now that we’re all sorry to one degree or another,” Ling said, “Let’s move our asses and get this job done.”
 
   “We need to find a tainted object first,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Where along the timeline of the stone did you drop us, I mean, set us down?” Marcus asked. “Near the beginning, the middle, or at the end?”
 
   “Near the beginning, I think,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Good,” Marcus said. He shimmered and suddenly he wore a kilt and a billowy, white cotton shirt. “I know exactly where to find what we need.” Gabriel looked to Ling and Sema and saw that they suddenly wore long peasant dresses one might find on an 8th century Scottish woman. Gabriel frowned. Ever since his mother’s inspired choice of a costume on his ninth Halloween, he had hated kilts. 
 
   “Marcus, don’t be absurd,” Sema said. “Kilts weren’t introduced to Scotland until the end of the 16th century.”
 
   “Are you positive?” Marcus asked, seeming confused.
 
   “You of all people should know,” Ling said.
 
   “Yes, but the lad doesn’t know,” Marcus sighed as he frowned. “Wanted to see how long I could get him to wear it.” Marcus switched his attire to simple wool pants and long, rough-spun cotton shirt. Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief. “This way. It’s not far.”
 
   “Good one, Marcus,” Gabriel said with a grin. “I’ll remember that if we come across a lonely keg of ale.” 
 
   “Ah, you can’t hold a small joke against me,” Marcus said as he led them up a steep hill. They all laughed. Gabriel wondered what he would see at the top of the hill and where Marcus was taking them. What tainted object would they find? And what would happen when he tried to use it? 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11: The Seventh True Mage
 
    
 
   “Here’s where it helps to know your history,” Marcus said, pointing to the small stone abbey by a large pool of water. “St. Fillan brought Christianity from the monastery of St. Columba on the Scottish island of Iona into the Breadelane, all through Glen Dochart, and as far as Killin.” The names made little sense to Gabriel, but he assumed they referred to the places he could see from the top of the hill where they stood. “Now, this was in the 8th century CE, round about the middle. The dates are a bit foggy, but we know he died in the year 777. 
 
   “However, we’re not so concerned with St. Fillan himself as with what he left behind. His healing powers were renowned, and it wasn’t long after his death before he was canonized and made a saint. That abbey down there is named for him. And in the year 1306, Robert the Bruce, the first king of Scotland, was defeated at Methven and retreated to St. Fillan’s abbey, where the abbot at the time gave him shelter. It was here that Bruce would see the relic of St. Fillan’s left arm, which he would later credit with his defeat of the British. The upshot being the abbey was well-funded under Bruce’s reign.”
 
   “I agree the history is fascinating,” Ling said with impatience. “But how the hell does it help us?”
 
   “Well,” Marcus said, “we see the abbey here, and all we need to do is travel forward in time until Bruce and his men arrive to take shelter.”
 
   “And then we find a sword,” Sema said. 
 
   “Sword, axe, dagger, well-used cudgel,” Marcus replied. “It doesn’t really matter. They’ll all be tainted.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said as they all started down the hill. As they got closer, they could see a monk tending some plants in a small garden and a boy feeding chickens on the far side of the abbey. Neither noticed them. Gabriel reached out with his magic-sense and could feel Sema casting magic over their minds. He couldn’t grasp exactly what she was doing, but he understood the effect. The mages walking down the hill would seem invisible to those below. Unless someone saw them that Sema did not notice. 
 
   Gabriel sensed the magic could only work on a mind that Sema was aware of. He wondered how many minds she could affect at once. He also wondered how long it would take him to learn to do the same. It seemed that his earlier attempt at Soul Magic, of speaking to Sema without words, had been a bit of luck. While he appeared to have a natural talent for sensing the fabric of space-time, sensing mind energy felt much more difficult. 
 
   When they reached the abbey, Gabriel took out his pocket watch. He placed his other hand on the wall of the abbey and raised his arm holding the pocket watch. Sema placed her hand on his. 
 
   “The abbey isn’t large enough to house Bruce and all his men,” Marcus said, “so I’d look for a time when there were a large number of soldiers camped outside.”
 
   “And night time would be best,” Sema said. “No need to draw attention to ourselves before I can convince people we don’t exist.”
 
   “Okay,” Gabriel said. He reached out with his time-sense to the abbey. He could feel it stretching back and forward in time. Not in a line, actually. More like moments layered on top of one another, but holding the same space. Images flicked through his mind, all seeming very much alike. Day and night, spring and summer, fall and winter, the abbey in disrepair, and new walls added. People in the yard and on the hills. People in the abbey. Weddings. Seasonal celebrations. 
 
   Then an image slipped past. One a bit different. Many men. And he could see soldiers. He focused on it. That had to be it. “Hold on,” he said to the others as the blackness surrounded them. The blazing white light followed and soon they stood in the same place, soldiers camped about, small fires burning here and there to give light to the moonless night.
 
   Marcus looked around and took his hand back. “Well done, lad,” he whispered. “1306 on the mark.” 
 
   With Sema helping him to avoid notice, Gabriel walked into the army camp in search of a tainted weapon. He knew the one he wanted. It didn’t take long for Gabriel to locate Robert the Bruce’s tent among those spread around the grounds of the abbey. It was the only one with guards posted outside. Gabriel paid close attention with his magic-sense as Sema caused the guards’ minds to cloud with sleep. Quickly slipping inside the tent, Gabriel immediately saw the weapon he was looking for: the battle sword of Robert the Bruce. It was heavier than he expected. He had to use all his strength just to hold it up. A double-handed, double-bladed sword, it was nearly as long as he was tall.
 
   Sliding his hand into his pocket to touch his watch, Gabriel held Sema’s arm as he jumped through space. Blackness and a brilliant white light and they stood next to Ling and Marcus at the edge of the abbey in the shadows. 
 
   “Couldn’t find a bigger sword?” Ling asked, staring at the blade Gabriel struggled with.
 
   “I thought it might be easier to use,” Gabriel said, laying the sword down in the grass beside the abbey wall.
 
   “I doubt even Robert the Bruce finds it easy to use,” Marcus said as he knelt down beside the sword. Sema and Ling also knelt down as Gabriel slowly drew the long sword from its sheath and placed it across his folded legs. The well-polished blade glittered in the reflected light of the Scottish campfires.
 
   “Something simple,” Sema said, seriousness filling her voice.
 
   “Nothing fancy, lad,” Marcus added.
 
   “See if you can make this stone float in the air,” Ling suggested as she placed a fist-sized rock in front of him. From the tone of her voice and the look in her eyes, Gabriel suspected she was curious to see how well he might perform Wind Magic. “Reach out to and try to sense the force of gravity that holds it down. When you feel it, will it to avoid the stone, and then you’ll be able to hold the stone in a cradle of the gravity that doesn’t touch it.”
 
   “Okay,” Gabriel said, looking down at the sword. He handed Marcus his pocket watch and placed his hands on the sword. He could sense the imprints immediately, but that did not surprise him. He had been able to sense the imprints of the sacrificial daggers, as well. 
 
   The sword was filled with negative imprints. Robert the Bruce might have been fighting for a just cause, for the freedom of his people to choose their own king, but the sword he swung in battle had taken many lives. Each death had left a subtle energy imprint on the blade. 
 
   He reached within himself for his own magical energy and as he held it, focused his mind and will upon the sword. Gabriel felt a wave of nausea wash over him as he reached out to the sword. It wasn’t like reaching out to the pocket watch. The imprints of the watch filled him with a sense of warmth and power that reminded him of standing in the sun at noon on a summer’s day. 
 
   The power of the sword felt very different — a cold ocean with massive waves crashing down, threatening to crush and suck him into its depths. While he felt like he was guiding the energy of the imprints in the watch when he used it, it felt like he needed to struggle to control the imprints of the sword. Like they wanted to lash out, and he would need to force them to take the shape he wanted. 
 
   He paused a moment and extended the unseen senses of his mind to feel for the gravity that held the stone before him pressed into the dew-damp grass. He was surprised to realize that he could sense the force of the gravity. He felt like a fish that had suddenly realized it was swimming in water. The presence of gravity was such a constant he had never noticed it. Now that he did, he could feel how it enveloped the stone. How the stone too had a weak gravity emanating from it, as well. How he did also. How everything with mass did. 
 
   As he focused his magical energy through the sword and began to will the gravity holding the stone to bend around it, he felt the nausea again. Bile reached up to the back of his throat and he nearly retched. He focused his mind and willed the gravity to avoid the stone. He blinked in surprise as the stone slowly rose from the ground and began to hover ten inches in the air. Ling had been correct. If he willed the gravity to avoid the stone, he could cradle it and move it. 
 
   He pushed the stone toward Ling with his mind. Ling swore in Chinese. He didn’t know what she said, but she sounded afraid. Sema’s amulets didn’t always translate swear words. Gabriel let the stone drop back to the ground and released the magical energy of the sword. He was happy to be free of it. He turned to his three companions. They all had the same look in their eyes: a mixture of fear and awe. 
 
   “That settles that,” Ling said as she spat on the ground. 
 
   “How do you feel?” Sema asked. “I sensed a great deal of discomfort.” 
 
   “It’s not pleasant,” Gabriel said, “but I’m okay.”
 
   “What does it feel like?” Marcus asked. “Using a tainted artifact?”
 
   Gabriel thought for a moment. “Like dropping a piece of gum on the floor of the boys’ bathroom and being forced to eat it.” 
 
   “Thank you for that image,” Marcus said with distaste. 
 
   “Now we know,” Ling said, looking at Marcus and Sema. “You are the Seventh True Mage.” She looked Gabriel in the eyes. She seemed wary and Gabriel realized why. This was the closest any of them had come to sitting peacefully with a Malignancy Mage. Was that what he was? Wasn’t he more than that?
 
   “If I’m not a Grace Mage and I’m not a Malignancy Mage, what am I?” Gabriel said. It was a worry that had been growing more palpable every moment since he had touched the tainted power of the sword. 
 
   “You’re something special,” Ling said, the features of her face softening. She must have sensed the distress she had elicited in Gabriel and reached out to place both hands on his shoulders. “You are something unique, Gabriel. Something that has never existed. And people will fear you.”
 
   “Both on the sides of Grace and Malignancy,” Marcus added.
 
   “But we will not fear you,” Sema said. 
 
   “We’ll be right there with you,” Ling agreed. “We’ll help you through this. Help you figure out how to be what you are.”
 
   “And how to use your powers wisely,” Sema said.
 
   “Because there will be those who simply want to use you,” Marcus added. “Apollyon will be one, but you’ll find plenty at the castle ready to treat you like a shiny new weapon to be tested in battle.”
 
   “So you stick with us,” Ling said, her eyes sharp and serious, “and we’ll watch your back.” 
 
   Gabriel could feel a tightness growing on his throat and he coughed before it could move to his eyes. He realized now the feeling that had been eating at the back of his mind and churning his stomach since they had told him what catching the fireball back at the temple meant. It was fear. Fear that he would become something he didn’t want to be. Fear that he might already be that thing. But Ling didn’t think so. And neither did Sema or Marcus. They didn’t see some evil mage in the making. They saw something in him that they trusted. And he trusted them. So, he would trust himself as well. Even if doing so was as frightening as facing Apollyon. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said. “Now let’s go back and find Ohin and the others.”
 
   “Right,” Marcus said, patting Gabriel on the back and standing up. “But first you might best put that sword back before the King of the Scots wakes up and finds it missing.” 
 
   Gabriel stood up and Marcus helped him re-sheath the sword. “I’ll be right back,” he said as he took his pocket watch from Marcus. He could have used the energy-tainted sword to jump back to the tent, but Gabriel had already made one clear decision: he would only use tainted artifacts when it was absolutely necessary. A moment later, he stood in the tent again. He placed the sword where it had been and was back at the side of the abbey a moment after that. He was getting better at jumping through space. It hardly took him any time at all to manage it now. 
 
   The others were waiting. They each raised a hand, stacking them one upon the other. Gabriel placed his hands on either side of his companion’s palms, one holding the Aztec pottery shard and the other holding his pocket watch.
 
    “No closer than ten minutes after we left,” Sema cautioned. “We don’t know how long Apollyon may have lingered.”
 
   “Everyone stay alert,” Marcus said. “We don’t know what we may find.”
 
   “If we can’t stay alert heading back to a fight with Apollyon, we should retire now,” Ling with a hint of agitation. “Jump already. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12: Twins in Time
 
    
 
   Gabriel didn’t waste time responding to Ling. He reached out to the pottery shard with his time-sense and felt his way to the correct moment, a moment just shortly after he had left the top of the Aztec temple. Blackness and white light followed swiftly, and suddenly they stood in the middle the wide avenue where they had first arrived in Tenochtitlan. 
 
   He was surprised for a moment, and then he remembered that a Time Mage could only use a relic to move to places it had been while it was originally in the timeline of history. This was as close to the temple as the shard had ever been. He looked up the avenue at the Great Temple. There was no sign that there had been a magical battle at its pinnacle. The city still seemed mostly asleep. 
 
   “I’ll take us to the top of the temple,” Gabriel said, his hands still holding those of his companions. He looked at the temple top. He could see it clearly and knew it from memory. A swirl of blackness and blinding white and a moment later they stood on it, staring down at the city. The first thing he noticed was that the two guards were still asleep. That was good. Thanks to Sema’s Soul Magic, they had slept through the earlier battle. He saw that the others had reassumed the guise of Aztec locals, so he focused on the amulet at his neck and did the same. 
 
   They each broke the contact of their hands and moved in unison toward the sanctuary where Ohin and the others had disappeared. Gabriel found the inside of the sanctuary just as he had left it. He couldn’t tell how long it had been since the explosion of magic had sent Ohin and the others through time, but he didn’t think it was more than ten minutes. 
 
   “Let’s get on with it,” Marcus said, taking up a station at the entrance of the sanctuary.
 
   “Yes,” Sema said. “We’d best hurry.”
 
   “Before that bastard Apollyon shows his ugly face,” Ling said.
 
   Gabriel placed the pocket watch and the pottery shard in his pocket and raised his left hand to touch the slanted wall of sanctuary. Reaching out with his time-sense, he sought the faded tendrils of the time-jump that had forcibly thrown Ohin and the others away through time. He could sense nothing, but he hadn’t expected to. He would need the added magical power of the temple to amplify the remaining signs of the time jump. 
 
   He stilled his mind and focused the energy within himself before reaching out to the imprints of the temple. The imprints of the temple were far greater than anything he had touched previously. He had sensed them distantly before. Ohin had explained that buildings and places did not feel the same way as smaller objects did. Something as large and as old as the temple permeated the surrounding space with its imprints to the point where it became like background noise, like the many voices in a crowd creating a wall of sound. It was for this reason that Ohin had been able to block out any interference from the temple’s imprints when he had been attempting to sever the connections between the sacrificial daggers and the concatenate crystals. 
 
   When Gabriel reached out for the power of the tainted imprints of the temple, he was nearly overwhelmed. He staggered slightly. Concerned, Ling put her hand out to steady him. “I’m all right. It’s a little overwhelming, is all,” he told her. 
 
   “Remember to breathe,” Sema said from behind him.
 
   He took a deep breath and focused his own magical energy into that of the temple, feeling it magnified beyond anything he had experienced before. The sickening taint of the negative imprints churned his stomach, but the power he held was immense. He used that power to focus on the slender threads of the time-trail that lingered after Ohin’s forced jump. He could sense them now. He willed them to take shape in his mind. He could feel them like fragments of a shattered glass spread across the room. However, try as he might, he could not make them take shape, could not make them take an intelligible form. He strained, but no image flickered into his mind. Frustrated and nearly ready to vomit from the psychic stench of the temple’s tainted imprints, Gabriel released the connection. 
 
   “I can’t find it,” Gabriel said, letting his arm fall to his side. “It’s been too long. Even with all the power of the temple’s negative imprints, I can’t get a clear image of where they went.” 
 
   “We should leave,” Marcus said, stepping over to join Gabriel. “Now.”
 
   “Maybe if I moved just a few minutes closer to the jump,” Gabriel said, “I might be able to sense the time-threads.”
 
   “Minutes closer to Apollyon, you mean,” Ling said. 
 
   “Marcus is right,” Sema said. “We should leave now. If not back to the castle, at least someplace safe.” 
 
   “The boy is correct,” a voice from the doorway said. “Even I could not sense the threads of time at this distance from the event.”  Gabriel knew the voice, even though he had heard it only once. He spun to see Apollyon striding through the doorway. Sema instantly stepped in front of Gabriel to shield him, but he could easily see around her as Apollyon raised his hand. 
 
   “Do not be senseless,” Apollyon said, his voice deep and resonant. As he stepped out of the doorway, another man entered. One who looked exactly like Apollyon. Gabriel blinked in confusion and he heard Ling gasp. “We thought you might return.”
 
   “Xiéè!” Ling shouted. “Abomination!”
 
   “Worse than that,” Marcus said. 
 
   “No need for insults,” the duplicate Apollyon said with a silky smile.
 
   Gabriel reached for the power of the temple’s imprints, but they slid away from him. He tried again, but he could not touch them this time.
 
   “So you have learned to taste of the dark power,” the first Apollyon said. “Apparently your teachers failed to mention that only one mage at a time may hold the imprints of an artifact.”
 
   “I am a much more learned instructor,” the second Apollyon said. 
 
   “Jump away, Gabriel!” Sema said. 
 
   “Gabriel,” the first Apollyon said. “A perfect name for the Seventh True Mage.”
 
   “The boy cannot jump,” the second Apollyon said. “He has no relic at hand.” 
 
   It was true. While the pocket watch, chunk of amber, and pottery shard were still in his pocket, he was not yet adept enough to make a time jump without actually touching them. And he could not use the temple itself as an artifact while Apollyon held its imprints. Moreover, he could not just leave Sema, Ling, and Marcus behind. 
 
   “Which one of you is the real one?” Marcus asked, his voice dripping with contempt.
 
   “Maybe neither of us is,” the first Apollyon said. 
 
   “You can’t have him,” Ling said, clenching her jaw. “You’ll have to kill us to first.”
 
   “Do you honestly think that will be difficult?” the second Apollyon said.
 
   “And then the boy will have to watch you die,” said the first Apollyon.
 
   “Much better if you simply stand aside,” the second Apollyon added. 
 
   Gabriel suddenly noticed that while Marcus called him ‘boy’ all the time, it didn’t bother him, but instead felt affectionate, like a term of endearment. When Apollyon uttered the word, however, it filled Gabriel with loathing and anger. He wasn’t sure why there were two Apollyons, but he could guess. It had to mean that Apollyon was making copies of himself by creating bifurcations. How that could be done, he wasn’t certain, but what better way to create an army of loyal and powerful Malignancy Mages?  The reason they were there was clear. They wanted him. He would be extremely valuable to them even if only as a hostage. 
 
   How could he get them all away? 
 
   “It’s okay,” Gabriel said. “I’ll go.” As he stepped forward, he placed his left foot so that it touched Ling’s right. 
 
   “No!” Sema said and turned to him.
 
   “The boy is as smart as he is gifted,” the first Apollyon said.
 
   “He knows this can end only one way,” the second one said.
 
   “You have to promise to leave them alone and I’ll go with you,” Gabriel said, staring at the two Apollyons.
 
   “You can’t do that, lad,” Marcus said, grabbing Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “You can’t trust them,” Ling said. “He only tells lies and if there are two of them, then that’s twice as many lies.”
 
   “I won’t allow it,” Sema said, her cheeks flushed with anger. 
 
   “It’ll be okay,” Gabriel said as he gently raised his hand to calm her. He laid his hand on her neck, his fingers touching the glass pendant of her talisman. “I’ll go with him,” he said as he reached for the magic energy within himself even as he threw the full power of his time-sense into Sema’s pendant and focused his magical energy through her talisman. The blackness followed only a moment later. Lightning flashed around him, from one of the twin Apollyons he assumed, but then the white light filled all of existence and when it ceased, he stood in a large plaza, the moon full in the sky above. He looked around quickly. 
 
   Venice, he thought. He knew it from pictures his sister had shown him of her summer spent hiking through Europe. This was the Piazza San Marco, or St. Mark’s Square, as it was known in English. St. Mark’s Cathedral at one end. The canals behind the Doge’s Palace. The square tower of the St. Mark’s Campanile, rising over three hundred feet into the night sky. He saw a few people at the periphery of the piazza and felt Sema’s Soul Magic turning their attention away. 
 
    “Jump again, lad,” he heard Marcus say, and he was already beginning to do so when suddenly the four of them were thrown apart by an invisible force, and Gabriel felt something odd about the fabric of space-time. A wall erected between him and the fabric of time and space within the Continuum. He knew what it was from a description Ohin had given him. A space-time seal. A shield that would prevent time travel. 
 
   Gabriel looked around to see that a least one of the Apollyons had been able to track him through time. He was too far from Sema and the others to make another jump even if he could manage to break Apollyon’s space-time seal. 
 
   Before he had time to think any further, the fighting began. Ling and Sema raised their arms toward Apollyon simultaneously as Marcus clenched his fists at his waist. Apollyon raised one hand toward them all and squinted his eyes slightly. Gabriel could feel the flow of magic passing between his fellow mages and he was amazed not only at the power Sema, Marcus, and Ling wielded, but the ease with which Apollyon was holding them off.
 
   “It is a shame you have such pitiful teachers,” Apollyon said. “I will be sure to better your instruction.” He flicked the open hand of the lowered arm and suddenly Ling was hurtling through the air. 
 
   “No!” Sema screamed, but no sooner had the sound begun to leave her voice than she and Marcus were lifted off their feet and thrown together. 
 
   Gabriel watched in horror as Ling crashed into the side of the Campanile tower with such a force that he could see a crack form along the outer wall of the structure. Ling fell to the ground thirty feet below, her body limp and lifeless. 
 
   Gabriel ran toward Sema and Marcus, thrusting his hand into his pocket and grasping at his grandfather’s silver watch. He could feel the rage within him as he ran. He wanted kill Apollyon. Wanted to engulf him in flame and destroy him. But he knew that was impossible. He knew that he was not nearly strong enough or experienced enough to defeat Apollyon in combat. But he might be able to distract him. 
 
   As he ran, he reached his arm out and a stream of fireballs erupted into the air, shooting forth from his palm and flying toward Apollyon. They were not large, but they were plentiful and the only offensive magic Gabriel knew. He could sense Sema and Marcus hurling magic at Apollyon with redoubled effort. It was not enough to defeat Apollyon, but it was enough to momentarily divert his attention. 
 
   Even as the fireballs sped toward Apollyon, Gabriel felt a flicker in the space-time seal. The fireballs winked out of existence, but it didn’t matter. By then Gabriel had reached Sema and Marcus. As he ran, his hand grasping for the watch had found something in his pocket he had entirely forgotten about. Something he reached out to with his time-sense as he threw his arms around Sema and Marcus. The blackness flowed around them and the white light flooded his existence as he heard Apollyon yell in rage, trying to re-establish the space-time seal. 
 
   Then they were on a beach, the white sands beneath them, the ocean rolling out beyond them for miles, white plaster-covered houses dotting the hillside. And then the blackness and the white light again. And again. And again. He kept jumping. Moving anywhere and everywhere the coin in his pocket had ever been. He would glimpse the scene only long enough to focus and jump again. A dock yard at a Greek port. An ancient city that he could not name. An open field of olive trees. A battlefield. An island again. Over and over, new places. 
 
   Finally, he felt Sema squeezing his arm and Marcus shouting. They came to rest on a deserted stretch of beach, a small Greek town in the distance. He knew the town. Samos. The Greek town that Councilwoman Elizabeth had told him about when she gave him the coin in the Upper Ward courtyard only a few nights past. He unclenched his right hand in his pocket and released the watch and the coin. Sema and Marcus knelt on the sand as they had in St. Mark’s Square moments ago. 
 
   “Ling!” Gabriel said in a strangled shout as he sank to the ground between Marcus and Sema. She placed her arms around him. He could feel her body shaking from the sobs of her tears.
 
   “She’s gone, lad,” Marcus said, placing his hand gently on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “We have to go back,” Gabriel said, tears streaming down his face. “She might still be alive.” 
 
   “She died the moment she struck the tower,” Marcus said, his eyes also filled with tears. “I could feel the life go out of her even from where we were.”
 
   “But you could save her,” Gabriel sobbed. “You’re a Heart-Tree Mage. You could bring her back. You brought me back.”
 
   “It’s different, Gabriel,” Marcus said.
 
   “Even if he could,” Sema said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Apollyon is still back there. And the other one could join him. We were very fortunate you were able to save us.”
 
   “Which was too damn risky, boy,” Marcus said, his voice stern. “You get this through that thick skull of yours right now. We are all expendable if it means saving you.”
 
   “You should have jumped alone if you knew you could,” Sema said. “Marcus is right. You are far more important than any other mage or any number of mages.”
 
   “I couldn’t,” Gabriel said, tears still filling his eyes. “Apollyon placed a space-time seal around me as soon as he found us. It was only by distracting him that we escaped.” He paused for a moment, looking between the elder mages. “And I’m not more important than Ling.”
 
   “You are,” Sema said. “And Ling knew that.” 
 
   “She died knowing she was protecting someone special,” Marcus said, kicking at a newspaper that had been lying on the piazza bricks and had gotten sucked through time with them. “Someone important.”
 
   “She died because of me,” Gabriel said.
 
   “No, she died because of that bastard, Apollyon, and his new twin,” Marcus spat. “And he’ll pay for that. They both will.”
 
   “Apollyon is creating bifurcations in time to make copies of himself, isn’t he?” Gabriel said, desperate to talk about anything other than Ling’s death. 
 
   “He must be,” Sema agreed. “But it’s terribly dangerous and wicked.”
 
   “Describes Apollyon to the letter,” Marcus said, glancing at the Venetian newspaper and frowning. 
 
   “But how could he do it?” Gabriel asked, his breathing starting to return to normal. He could hear the ocean waves gently crashing along the shoreline. It helped calm him.
 
   “He would have to go back to a point when he was living normally in the timeline,” Sema said. “Apollyon is one of the few mages trained before being plucked from the timeline at his death.”
 
   “Elizabeth said that Vicaquirao trained him,” Gabriel remembered aloud.
 
   “Yes,” Marcus said. “He was a fully trained True Mage before he left the timeline permanently to battle Grace Mages. He must have picked a time in his past when he was nearly fully trained and created a bifurcation, a branch at that time.”
 
   “Then he would need to enter that new branch and bring himself back,” Sema said. 
 
   “And now he is making an army of twins,” Gabriel said, imagining what that would look like.
 
   “I suspect it’s more than that,” Sema said. “In the same way that one can connect the energy of an artifact to a concatenate crystal and then link several crystals together, True Mages can connect their power over space and time. It is not easy, and takes a great deal of training. Elizabeth told me she once did this with Nefferati. It might be easier with a twin created from a bifurcation. If Apollyon can connect with copies of himself, it would be like having a series of extremely powerful concatenate crystals all linked together and able to draw power from each other.”
 
   “Apollyon was never going to spare us and let his secret out,” Marcus said. “And the Council surely needs to learn of this. There are probably only two or three copies of him so far, or you would never have been able break a space-time seal he held, but he could be making more even at this moment.”
 
   “What about Ling?” Gabriel said, standing up and facing Sema and Marcus. 
 
   “She died trying to give you time to bring us here,” Sema said.
 
   “And where are we?” Marcus said, looking around. Gabriel could sense that they were both trying to change the subject. 
 
   “Samos,” Gabriel said. “It’s a Greek island. Councilwoman Elizabeth gave me the coin the other night when we talked.”
 
   “Samos,” Marcus said looking around. “I should have guessed.”
 
   “You’ll be safe here,” Gabriel said, stepping back from the other two.
 
   “Gabriel, you must give it up,” Sema said. “There is nothing you can do.”
 
   “Maybe there was a bifurcation created because of us,” Gabriel said. “Because of the magic.” 
 
   “I don’t think so,” Sema said. “I was very intentionally clouding the minds of the few people who were still out that night, and I only wavered for a moment.”
 
   “You’d know,” Marcus said. “You’d have felt it, if anyone could.”
 
   “I didn’t feel anything,” Gabriel said, thinking back to those few seconds of fighting in the piazza. 
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Marcus said, picking up the newspaper. He handed it to Gabriel.
 
   “I can’t read it,” Gabriel said, staring at the Italian prose. While the amulet at his neck could translate spoken words by making a psychic connection with the listener and the speaker, it could do nothing for written language. For that, one needed study. 
 
   “Just look at the date,” Marcus said, pointing to the corner of the newspaper cover. It read July 11, 1902. 
 
   “So?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Ah,” Sema said, seeing the date and seeming to collapse a bit more into the ground. “There really is nothing that can be done.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Gabriel said.
 
   “July 11, 1902,” Marcus said. “The Campanile, the tower that Ling was thrown into, collapsed at 9:45am on July 14th, three days later.”
 
   “History records that a crack in the tower appeared a few days before the tower collapsed,” Sema said. 
 
   “But what about Ling’s body?” Gabriel asked. “Wouldn’t someone notice it? Wouldn’t that create a bifurcation?”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Sema said. “There were many people who threw themselves from the tower. Her clothes are nondescript for a reason. No one can use the amulet, except a mage. The changes might be slight enough that the Continuum simply absorbs them.”
 
   “We could at least go back for her body,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “And if she was always the cause of the crack in the tower and its collapse,” Marcus said, “then there would be no branching in time because this is the way the Continuum was supposed to happen. And her body is supposed to be there.”
 
   “And it would be too great a risk,” Sema said. “Apollyon, or one of his twins, might wait there for you to do just that.”
 
   “You’re right,” Gabriel said, looking at them both in turn as he slipped his right hand into his pocket. “I know you’re right. Everything you say makes sense.”
 
   “Of course it does,” Sema said, her voice soothing.
 
   “But I don’t care,” Gabriel said. “I’m sorry.” He reached out his left hand and Sema’s glass Venetian pendant flew from her neck, the chain breaking with a loud snap. 
 
   “No!” Marcus shouted and he scrambled to his feet trying to reach Gabriel.
 
   Gabriel held the pendant firmly in his hand. The look on Sema’s face was one of shock and horror. Gabriel winced as he reached out to the pendant with his time-sense. Staring at Sema, he felt as though he had just slapped his grandmother. As though he had committed a vile and unforgivable sin. But it was nothing compared with the sin he had in mind to commit. 
 
   “You’ll be safe here,” he repeated as Marcus lunged and the blackness enveloped Gabriel’s world. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13: The Wrong Thing to Do
 
    
 
   When the white light faded, Gabriel stood beside a Venetian canal two blocks from St. Mark’s Square. Then he felt it. The shift in the fabric of space-time that told him his older self had arrived in the piazza with Sema, Ling, and Marcus. The ripple of space-time indicating Apollyon’s arrival came next. He could vaguely sense the space-time seal Apollyon had created. It was too localized to affect him two blocks away. At least he hoped so. Gabriel didn’t have long if his plan was going to work. 
 
    Looking down the canal, Gabriel saw a number of gondolas and small boats. There were not many, but there might be enough. There were few people on the streets this time of night. He didn’t think any of them had noticed him suddenly pop into existence, which was what he had hoped. He had only seconds and not many of those. He needed to do something significant. Faintly he could sense the magic energy from the piazza. He hoped that Apollyon would be too distracted by Gabriel’s older self to notice what he did next.
 
   Clasping the pocket watch in his hand, he raised his arm toward the canal and focused his mind and will, trying to make a burst of magical energy that would be too quick to attract Apollyon’s attention two blocks away. The water of the canal rose up in a wave, the gondolas and boats washing onto the street. The people in the boats screamed and the few Venetians on the street yelled and leapt back to safety. Gabriel wondered if it had been enough. He reached out with his time-sense. Was it there? Had it happened?  Would he know what it felt like to be sure he had done what he needed to?
 
   There. Something like a bending of the fabric of space-time, a sharp rip that seemed to break off in a new direction. Then it felt normal, or almost normal, as though he were looking in a mirror while looking at a second mirror. That must be it. It had to be. He had created a bifurcation, a new branch of time at just the moment before Ling died. And she would die soon if he didn’t act quickly. 
 
   He reached out again with his time-sense. He knew where he needed to go. He focused his own magical energy through the pocket watch and willed himself to that place. The blackness and brilliant white lasted only a moment and then he was two blocks away, standing behind a pillar at the Doge’s Palace, right near the tower of St. Mark’s Campanile. 
 
   He heard a scream and turned to see Ling flying through the air, hurtling toward the tower. He had not released his magical energy and, focusing it again through the pocket watch, he concentrated his will on the force of gravity and the energy of motion and the movement of the air, creating a cushion of wind between Ling and the tower wall. And then she struck. He hoped that his cushion had been enough. 
 
   He could see as she fell, limp as a rag doll, that the force of the impact had still created a crack in the wall of the Campanile. 
 
   He watched her fall, trying to time it perfectly, so quickly Apollyon would not notice. Sema was screaming now. Again, Gabriel willed a burst of air and a reversal of gravity just as Ling neared the ground. Her body paused slightly before striking the earth, and then he released it. Ling hit the ground with a thud. He could see his older self across the piazza, running toward Apollyon hurling fireballs. Gabriel knew this was his chance. 
 
   He was still far enough away not to be affected by the space-time seal, but he could feel it flicker and waver as Apollyon focused his attention elsewhere. Gabriel grabbed the coin from his pocket. Reaching out with his time-sense, he willed himself to move to Ling’s side. Blackness and whiteness and he was kneeling beside her, his hand reaching out to her head, and then blackness and whiteness again, and he was jumping through time. 
 
   There was a strange feeling as he moved back, like turning around a tight corner, and he realized it was the movement back from the alternate branch of reality he had created to the normal sense of space-time within the Primary Continuum. It passed quickly and the hillside in Greece materialized. He did not wait, he jumped again. And again and again, pausing only for moments as each Greek scenery materialized and then was washed away by blackness and brilliant white light. After a dozen jumps, he felt safe. 
 
   They were on a beach. The same beach. He could see the small town in the distance, spreading along the shore and up into the hillside. He could sense that it was later than when he had left Sema and Marcus. The sun was lower in the sky. It was late afternoon. Several hours had passed from their perspective. He looked around, but his attention was drawn downward as he heard Ling moan. She reached up and held his hand. She was hurt. Badly. He could see the whole left side of her body beginning to bruise. He wondered how many bones were broken. She was bleeding from her scalp, as well.
 
   “You’re okay,” Gabriel said to her, stroking her hair, pulling it back to see how deep the cut on her head was. “You’re going to be okay.”
 
   “What happened?” Ling struggled to whisper. “Where are we?”
 
   “You’re safe,” Gabriel said. “We’re all safe.”  He looked around frantically for Marcus and Sema. Where could they be? There in the distance, walking along the water. Could that be them? He looked down at Ling. She didn’t look like she could make another jump. 
 
   “I have to get Marcus,” Gabriel said. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Don’t leave me,” Ling croaked, feebly squeezing his hand.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Gabriel said, pulling his hand free from Ling’s as she moaned. He stood up, reaching for his space-time sense and then suddenly he stood before Marcus and Sema as they came to a halt beside the water.
 
   “Gabriel,” Sema shouted and flung her arms around him. “We thought…”
 
   “Hours, boy!” Marcus said. “You’ve been gone hours. We thought the worst.” 
 
   “I’m fine,” Gabriel said as he pulled back from Sema. He could see tears in her eyes. “There’s no time. Ling needs you, Marcus.” Sema and Marcus had no time for more than a brief exchange of shocked expressions before Gabriel placed his hands on their shoulders. 
 
   A moment later, they were a mile down the beach standing over Ling. She looked up at them and smiled weakly. “I don’t feel so good,” she said and passed out. The three quickly knelt beside her. Marcus took out St. Fillan’s stone and placed his other hand on Ling’s stomach. He concentrated for a moment and then spoke.
 
   “Broken bones, internal bleeding, a ruptured spleen, massive concussion. She’s in a bad way.”
 
   “Will she live?” Gabriel asked, his voice filled with desperation. It was all for nothing if she wouldn’t live. She had to live. 
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Marcus said. “I can keep her stable for now. But it will take time to heal her proper.”
 
   “The tide will be up soon,” Sema said, looking out at the ocean as each gentle crash of waves came a little closer. 
 
   “Those trees over there,” Gabriel said. “Will that be enough shelter?”
 
   “Yes,” Marcus said, “but we can’t jump there. She’s in no condition for it.”
 
   “I can carry her,” Gabriel said as he reached within and focused his energy through the pocket watch and willed the gravity to bend around Ling. She slowly rose a few inches in the air and floated there. She moaned again. Gabriel began walking her through the air over to the small stand of cypress trees at the edge of the beach. Sema and Marcus followed silently. 
 
   As they walked, Gabriel handed Sema her glass pendant. She took it wordlessly. Under the wide branches of the trees, Gabriel gently lowered Ling to a small patch of thin grass. Marcus knelt beside her again, this time clasping the ancient healing stone artifact in both hands as he held them above Ling, slowly moving them from one part of her damaged body to another. 
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what to do, so he sat on the sand beside Ling and tried to focus on what Marcus was doing, how he was reaching out with Heart-Tree Magic and slowly healing Ling’s body. She moaned and moved occasionally as Marcus worked, but she did not regain consciousness. It took Gabriel a few minutes to realize that Sema was also reaching out to Ling with Soul Magic, keeping her unconscious throughout Marcus’s healing. 
 
   He saw fishermen in boats near the shore, but they did not seem to notice the mages. Sema again, he assumed. As time went on and Gabriel concentrated more, he could sense the ways that Marcus was manipulating Ling’s life-energy. Bones were being set back right and mended together. The internal bleeding stopped and Ling’s spleen seemed to begin functioning again. The blood vessels in Ling’s brain contracted and her concussion disappeared. An hour later, Marcus finally stopped. Sweat dripped from his bald head and ran down his face. He sat back and leaned against the thin trunk of the nearest tree, slumping with exhaustion. 
 
   “She’ll recover,” Marcus finally said after a long pause. “But she needs rest. She should have at least the night to recover before we try a jump. A jump would be a tricky thing in her state.”
 
   “I’ve made sure she will sleep until morning,” Sema said. “But we should try to find some shelter for the night.” 
 
   “I can look down the beach,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Sema said, but she made no move to stand. She and Marcus stared at Gabriel. He avoided their gaze. The silence stretched on. Gabriel didn’t want to be the first to speak. What was there to say? He knew what he had done. But as he watched Ling sleeping in the wild grass, he could not feel that that what he had done was wrong. Risky, yes. Impetuous, certainly. But how could it be wrong when she was alive and safe with them? 
 
   Finally, Sema spoke. “We understand why you did it,” she said, speaking slowly as though choosing her words carefully. Gabriel sensed her anger at what he had done, as well as her relief that he had succeeded. “But I do not think you understand the implications.”
 
   “It’s not that we are not grateful to have Ling back,” Marcus said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “But what you have done has placed us all in even greater jeopardy than before.”
 
   “I assume you created a bifurcation,” Sema said, “but tell us exactly what you did.”  Gabriel took a deep breath and then carefully recounted his rescue of Ling. What he had done and how. He had wanted to simply snatch Ling without creating a bifurcation, a new branch of time, but since he knew that Marcus had sensed her death, taking her before she could die in the Primary Continuum would have created a bifurcation anyway. One that Apollyon was more likely to notice. Gabriel finished recounting his actions and waited. There was more silence. When Sema spoke, she sounded weary. 
 
   “You have a good heart, Gabriel,” Sema said, “but you must learn to think with your head as well. Do you not see that you have created another reality where there is a second Sema, a second Marcus, and yet one more Apollyon?”
 
   “To hell with another Apollyon,” Marcus said, spitting into the sand. “He’s created another one of him. You’ve created a second Seventh True Mage who can use the powers of both Grace and Malignancy.” 
 
   “You have given Apollyon exactly what he would hope for,” Sema said. 
 
   “But it was the best I could do,” Gabriel said, feeling defensive and sickened. He had known he was creating a new reality, but he hadn’t really taken the time to think through the implications of doing it. By doubling back on his personal timeline, as well as that of Sema, Marcus, Ling, and Apollyon, he had created doubles of all of them when he had formed the bifurcation. He had known that a new reality meant new versions of himself and the others, but he hadn’t stopped to think through what that would mean. What it would mean to him. What it would mean to the war. What it would mean for Apollyon and what it would mean for the other Gabriel, the one he had created by splitting the reality of the Primary Continuum. 
 
   “The best thing you could have done would have been to do nothing,” Marcus said, his voice more gentle. 
 
   “There is only one course of action open to us now,” Sema said. “We must return to the castle and inform them of what you have done and then the branch of time you created must be severed. It must be cut at the root. The very moment you created it.”
 
   “That will insure the other versions of us are trapped in the severed branch,” Marcus said. “If the cut is made at the same moment as the branch was created, there will be no chance of anyone crossing back. Wait a moment too long after the branch was created, and the other Apollyon could take the other you backward into the Primary Continuum.” 
 
   Gabriel considered this in silence for a moment. “They will all die,” he said. “All of them will cease to exist.”
 
   “Maybe,” Sema said. “Most likely, even. I don’t claim to understand it all, Teresa might be able to explain it, but even if the branch manages to survive being severed and does not immediately collapse, that could potentially be worse than if it simply winked out of existence. We have no way of knowing what horrors could arise in such a reality.”
 
   “What can I do?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “For now, nothing,” Sema said. “Help me find a place for Ling to pass the night.”
 
   They left Marcus with Ling beneath the trees and walked along the beach away from the town. The sun was nearing the horizon. It would set in another hour or so. They walked in silence for a long while. 
 
   “I’m sorry I took your necklace,” Gabriel said finally. He had been thinking about the look on Sema’s face when her pendent had flown into his hand. 
 
   “You did what you thought was right,” Sema said quietly. She was silent for a while before she spoke again. “You saved Ling, but at a terrible price. What you did was unforgivable to the Council, but I can’t say that a part of me isn’t glad you did it. A large part. But if you should ever be faced with such a choice again, no matter who it is, especially if it is me, you must not repeat your actions.”
 
   “I won’t,” Gabriel said. He wondered if that was a promise he could keep. They walked in silence again for several minutes. 
 
   “When I was a girl,” Sema said, breaking the silence, “not much younger than you, I stole some fruit from a vendor in the local market in Istanbul. My family was poor, and we had been eating scraps and begging for weeks. I showed my mother the fruit and she questioned me about where it had come from. I lied and said I had found it. But I could never lie to my mother. She was very sad when I told her the truth. 
 
   “When my father found what I had done, he marched me back to the fruit vendor and made me confess. The vendor was stern, but fair. He accepted the fruit I returned without comment, but I had eaten some dates and these I would have to pay for. So every day from then on, I went to work for the fruit vendor. Once I had repaid the cost of the dates, he kept me on. Eventually, I married his youngest son and we opened our own fruit stand. Ultimately, we had children and prospered to become one of the most successful merchant families in the city.” 
 
   Gabriel said nothing. He wasn’t sure what he should say.
 
   “Do you see why I am telling you this?” Sema asked, looking down at him. 
 
   “Well, because…” Gabriel began and then decided on the truth. “Not really.”
 
   “Because even if we have done things that we know are wrong,” Sema said, “if we set them right, if we make amends, then sometimes the end can turn out for the better.” She said no more and Gabriel added no words to hers. He hoped his actions worked out for the better, as well. 
 
   After about a mile, Gabriel spotted a cave in the rocky hillside near the beach. It was far enough away from the shoreline and high enough in the rocks to avoid the tide, although it seemed a very precarious climb to get up to it. Gabriel jumped them to the entrance of the cave and they peered inside. It was small and filled with the bones of some long dead animal, but it would do. 
 
   Gabriel stepped back, stilled his mind, and gathered his magical energy, focusing it through the pocket watch and willing gravity and the wind to do as he wished, causing a gust of air to burst into and out of the cave, cleaning it as best as possible. Sema nodded and took his hand. 
 
   A moment later, they stood beside Marcus. Gabriel used his magic to float Ling along as they walked down the beach together toward the cave. The sun was nearly down, and there seemed little likelihood of people spotting them. When they reached the place where they could see the cave, Gabriel took Marcus by magic to the entrance and then went back down to Ling, guiding her gently up toward Marcus. Then he took Sema’s hand and jumped through space to join them. 
 
   Gabriel gathered some wood and started a small fire using magic. The air had begun to cool as the sun went down. Sema suggested that the two of them take a quick trip to the small town down the beach and see if they could procure some supplies. 
 
   Leaving Marcus to tend to Ling, Gabriel and Sema jumped instantly to a point a hundred yards down the beach from the edge of the town. As they walked into the town, Gabriel could see people heading home for the night. The town was not large. Maybe a few hundred people in all. By the looks of their dress and the manner of the tools they carried, Gabriel suspected that they were far in the past. Sema thought it must be nearly 300 BCE or more. They both used their amulets to change their appearance and blend in.
 
   “Now watch closely,” Sema said. “You may need to do this yourself one day.” 
 
   Sema walked over to where a fruit vendor packed his goods away for the night. He didn’t seem to notice them at all. Gabriel could sense the way Sema deflected the man’s attention from recognizing he saw them. She took a small canvas sack from near the pile of fruit and began filling it. Gabriel watched as the man helpfully opened a sack of pears he had just closed so that she could take some. 
 
   Gabriel reached out with his consciousness and could feel how Sema had made the suggestion to the man’s mind. Then they were walking along the street again. Sema performed a similar magic twice more, a man sorting his fish by the last light of the setting sun put two of the largest aside. Gabriel picked up the fish without notice. Next came a bottle of wine from the owner of a shop who brought it to the door and left it on the stoop as they passed by. Gabriel could tell that the suggestion had not been specific. Sema had simply planted the idea that someone might need whatever could be provided and spared. 
 
   Suddenly, a small boy of eight or so came running across the street carrying a large melon that was clearly too big for him. He had bright eyes and grinned widely as he struggled to get the melon to what seemed to be his house. Sema laughed as she watched the boy. Once the boy was in the house, they continued on their way. Within a few minutes, they had enough for dinner, breakfast, and maybe even lunch: dates, olives, bread, and grapes. They had even procured two small blankets of thickly woven wool. 
 
   “This is how a Soul Mage goes shopping,” Sema said, looking down at Gabriel, his arms full of the bounty she had acquired. 
 
   “But what if someone needed these things?” Gabriel said. “Couldn’t it create a bifurcation?”
 
   “If they were items in short supply or likely to be missed,” Sema said. “The key is to acquire things that are plentiful so there is some other object to replace them. If there had been only two fish, we would be a little hungrier tonight as I could not have taken them without risking it creating a bifurcation when the person who was supposed to eat the fish could not.”
 
   Gabriel nodded. Small changes. They turned a corner and Sema placed her hand on his shoulder. He took this as a cue to jump back to the cave and reached out with his space-time sense to find it. A second later, they stood beside the fire Gabriel had made. Marcus looked up with a tired smile.
 
   “I was hoping you’d think of some wine,” he said as he licked his lips.
 
   “Even I am tempted to drink after this day,” Sema said, setting the bottles down near the fire. “It seemed cruel to deny you something so small.”
 
   They set about making some dinner, debating whether waking Ling to partake of the food would help her condition. After carefully checking her vital signs, Marcus decided that she needed rest more than nourishment. Gabriel helped clean the fish and cut some fruit with a dagger that Marcus slipped effortlessly from his sleeve. Marcus roasted the fish, skewered by sticks, over the fire, and they ate while watching the stars come out in the sky. 
 
   “Epicurus would have been proud,” Marcus said of the meal as he licked his fingers.
 
   “I think we saw him in the town,” Sema said. 
 
   “When?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “That small boy who ran in front of us with that oversized melon,” Sema said. “I’d recognize those eyes anywhere.”
 
   “Councilwoman Elizabeth said that Epicurus lived on this island when he was young,” Gabriel said.
 
   “He’ll leave in about ten years to begin his studies,” Sema said. 
 
   “So you’ve met him before?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” Marcus said. “It was in an alternate branch of time. We spent a day together, later in his life.”
 
   “You don’t get a chance to meet many famous people with the work we do,” Sema said. “There’s too much risk of creating bifurcations. So you tend to remember the ones you do meet close-up.”
 
   “Particularly if they are handsome Greek men with pretty eyes,” Marcus said, casting Sema a teasing glance. Gabriel thought he could see Sema blushing, but it might have been the warm light of the fire. “This night, the fire, the cave, it reminds of a night I spent years ago hiding from the Queen’s Guard. They were looking for a man who had been robbing noblemen along the main road from London to Cambridge, and he bore an unfortunate resemblance to me. I had a great deal more hair then. It was not an easy time. The poets were far more romantic about it.” Marcus cleared his throat and recited:
 
   “The wind was a torrent of darkness upon the gusty trees,
 
   The moon was a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas,
 
   The road was a ribbon of moonlight looping the purple moor,
 
   And the highwayman came riding,
 
   Riding, riding,
 
   The highwayman came riding, up to the old inn door.
 
   “Of course, Alfred Noyce was born a good one hundred twenty years later, so what did he know? No young Bess for me. Just tending to a companion who had the bad luck of catching a crossbow bolt in his leg. He was always catching some manner of armament. Had more scars than freckles, which says something for a redheaded Irishman. Donovan. Great drinker and a better singer. He had a voice like warm whiskey. Clumsy as a drunken ox in a tea shop, though. I thought for certain his moans would bring the Queen’s hounds down upon us, but by sunrise he was back to cursing and bragging about a new scar, and drinking the last of the brandy. That was a fine night.”
 
   “It sounds terrifying,” Gabriel said, staring at the wide grin on Marcus’s face. 
 
   “Oh, it was,” Marcus said. “But it ended well. That’s what makes a fine night. If the sunrise finds you still alive when you thought you’d be dead.”
 
   “This night is fine,” Sema said, catching Marcus’s gaze and holding it.
 
   “Yes, and the company isn’t bad, either,” Marcus added with a laugh. “This cave isn’t much, but it at least we’ll be comfortable tonight.” 
 
   “Particularly Ling,” Sema said. 
 
   Comfortable? Gabriel cocked his head as he looked up at the stars. Why did that sound familiar? What was that nagging feeling at the back of his mind? Like there was a word on the tip of his tongue that he couldn’t remember. Like he had left the house and forgotten something. Something he would remember only as he was too far away to go back. Go back. Back to where? Back home? Ah, yes. That was it. Comfortable. 
 
   “I know where Ohin is,” Gabriel said in a voice so loud it startled Sema and Marcus, who had both started to doze. “I know where he is and I can take us there.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14: Lost and Found
 
    
 
   The following morning, Gabriel was the last to wake. He stepped out of the cave, blinking with the sudden shift from sleep as much as from the light of the sun, now well above the horizon. Ling sat at the edge of the rocks eating a slice of cantaloupe. Gabriel could see Sema and Marcus walking at the water’s edge along the beach. Ling looked up at him, but said nothing. She took another bite of the melon, sucking the juice from the rind. Gabriel sat down beside her. 
 
   From the look of the remains encircling her, Ling had eaten at least two melons, all the remaining olives, the leftover fish from the night before, and half a loaf of bread. She threw down the well-chewed rind of melon and wiped the juice from her mouth with the back of her sleeve. Teresa had said once that Ling’s name meant ‘delicate’ in Chinese. She cleared her throat, spat, and looked at him. Gabriel wondered if the name had been intentionally ironic on the part of her parents.
 
   “You put Sema and Marcus in one hell of a tight spot,” Ling growled. “When you risked your damn fool life to save them, they felt indebted to you.”
 
   “But…” Gabriel began.
 
   “But they were responsible for you,” Ling said. “You are still only an apprentice, and it is not your place to question the decisions of those who are in charge of the mission, particularly when they have far more experience than you may ever have. Do you think I like every decision Ohin makes?  Well, I don’t. But I follow orders. Why? Because he knows what he’s doing and he’s in charge. Get this through that rock you call a brain right now, this is a war, and people die in wars, and if you don’t follow orders, more people will die.”
 
   “I know that.” 
 
   “Well, you certainly don’t act like it,” Ling said, her voice filled with anger. “What the hell were you thinking, anyway?”
 
   “I thought…”
 
   “I was dead. I was already dead.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Do you know what you’ve done? Do you what we have to do now?”
 
   “I know. I just…”
 
   “Do you think Ohin would have gone back for you? Do you think he would have gone back for any of us?”
 
   “I don’t know. I…”
 
   “Well, he wouldn’t have,” Ling shouted and turned toward the water and the sunrise. She was silent finally and so was Gabriel. He didn’t know what reaction he had expected from Ling, but this wasn’t how he had imagined things would go at all.
 
   “He wouldn’t have,” Ling said again. “None of them would have. But you did.” She stared at Gabriel. “Why would you do that? You barely even know me. Barely even know any of us. Why risk yourself for Sema and Marcus? Why risk so much to save me?”
 
   Gabriel didn’t have to think about it. “Because it seemed like the right thing to do. Because I like you.” And then he spoke aloud what had been his real motivation. The one he had been afraid to admit to himself. “Because you’re all the family I have now.”
 
   Ling moved with the same swiftness and fluidity as she did when fighting, and Gabriel found himself with her arms locked around him in a powerful motherly hug. His head felt like a clay pot trapped in a vice as she pressed him to her chest and held on. He could feel her sobbing. Feel the tears on his neck. And it brought tears to his own eyes. After a long minute, she let go of him and clasped both hands on either side of his head, staring at him fiercely.
 
   “Damn you!” Ling said, her eyes blazing, struggling to speak as though the air in her chest could not rise to become words. She let go of Gabriel and seemed to collapse in on herself. When she spoke, it was in a near-whisper. “My first child, my son Win, he died of fever. We were a fishing family. He caught a chill one day. Too long in the rain. My husband Gu blamed himself. The boy was only ten. Old enough to fish, but not in the rain for that long. I blamed my husband. 
 
   “Win died after a week of chills and sweats. He couldn’t eat anything. And then he died. And I blamed myself then. Because I couldn’t save him. I would have done anything to save him. Anything. No matter what the cost.” She fell silent again. When she looked up into his eyes she spoke loud and clear. “Thank you. Thank you for my life. Thank you for saving me, Dìdi Érzi.” Ling grinned and Gabriel grinned back. “Do it again, though, and I’ll bust your head.” She rustled his hair. 
 
   “But if I did it again…”
 
   “Don’t argue with me. I’m no pushover like Sema and Marcus.” Gabriel’s head reeled trying to contemplate that statement as Ling offered him the last slice of melon. “Sorry. I ate everything. I’m starving. I could eat a horse. And I love horses. Beautiful creatures. But I’d eat one whole. Raw.”
 
   “I’d settle for eggs and bacon,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “And a goat cheese and mushroom omelet,” Ling said. “Marcus said you know how to find Ohin.”
 
   “I think I know where he is.” 
 
   “Then let’s find him and get back to the castle,” Ling said. “If we time it right, we can arrive for brunch.”
 
   Sema and Marcus came back a few minutes later. 
 
   “Everything been said that needed to be said?” Sema asked.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I made my views clear,” Ling said.
 
   “She has a way of saying thank you that you’ll not likely forget soon,” Marcus said, rubbing his elbow. “Damn near broke my arm.”
 
   “You startled me,” Ling said. “I thought I was dead. Again.”
 
   “And this was the face you thought you’d see in heaven,” Marcus said. “I’m flattered.”
 
   “Who says I thought I was in heaven?” Ling said, tossing a fish bone at Marcus.
 
   “You’d think you’d have more gratitude,” Marcus said with feigned indignation.
 
   “I’m just annoyed that I was finally in Venice again and didn’t get to see the Gallerie Dell'Accademia,” Ling said. “We were blocks from one of my favorite museums and all I saw were the bricks of the Campanile. The best part of traveling through time is seeing art I’ve never seen before.”
 
   “If Ling is well enough, we should go," Sema said.
 
   “She’s healthy as a bear,” Marcus said. “And she’ll be hungry like a bear for a few days, but that’s not so different from usual.” Another fish bone flew past his head.
 
   “You’re sure you know how to find Ohin?” Sema asked.
 
   “Positive,” Gabriel said. “Ohin told me that we always feel more comfortable in our own time. But the temple at Tenochtitlan was built much later than his time, so I’m sure that whatever time he ended up in, he would travel to my time to wait for us.”
 
   “And you’re sure Ohin will think of all this?” Marcus asked.
 
   “Pretty sure,” Gabriel said.
 
   “No one has a better idea,” Ling said. 
 
   “But what year do you think he will he go to in your time?” Sema asked.
 
   “Ohin isn’t the sort to sit on his rump waiting for years for us to show up,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Well,” Gabriel said, “I was taken from the timeline in 1980, but the temple was only just being excavated then. So I’m guessing he’ll use the Coyolxauhqui Stone at the base of the temple.”
 
   “It was rediscovered in 1978,” Marcus said.
 
   “So it might have been in a museum when I left the timeline,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “That’s good,” Marcus said. “At least they’ll be comfortable. Teresa is always complaining about the lack of air conditioning in the castle.”
 
   “Let us go, then,” Sema said, extending her hand between the others. Ling and Marcus placed their hands on hers. Gabriel reached into his pocket and withdrew the watch and the shard of Aztec pottery. They would need to go back to the temple at a time when the Coyolxauhqui Stone was still there and then use it to find Ohin. 
 
   He placed his hands around theirs and stilled his mind, searching out a time when the city of Tenochtitlan was not busy, a time at night, a time when they would attract little notice. He found an image in his mind as he used his time-sense to probe the pottery shard. Focusing the energy within him through the pocket watch, blackness surrounded them, and the white light soon washed over everything. 
 
   They stood in a different part of the city. It even looked like a different city under the moonlight of the night sky above. It took Gabriel a moment to realize why. Tenochtitlan was in ruins. Not ancient ruins. Recent ruins. Buildings and temples shattered. Streets deserted. Houses gutted by fire. One of them was probably the last place the piece of pottery he used to travel through time had been whole as a vase. Looking around, he could see what remained of the Templo Mayor a quarter mile away. 
 
   “After the Spanish conquest of the city,” Ling said. “1521.”
 
   “Weren’t the most tolerant lot, were they?” Marcus said as he surveyed the destruction. 
 
   “Spain was the birthplace of the Inquisition,” Sema said, a certain bitterness in her voice. 
 
   “We should go,” Ling said and headed toward the temple. Gabriel and the others followed, using their amulets to alter their appearance. As he walked along the ruined street, he remembered his feelings of disgust for the practices of the Aztecs. The wars to gain captives for sacrifice. The huge numbers of victims. Here and there he passed what could only be bodies still rotting in the streets, others floating, bloated, in the canals. This was just as disgusting. How many times would he see this throughout his time travels? Violence leading to violence. Death bringing more death. It made him tired, and he had only just woken from a full night’s sleep. 
 
   As they walked, Gabriel tried to remember from his studies the series of events that had led to this. This was the time of king Moctezuma II, sometimes called Montezuma. He was the second king named Moctezuma. Moctezuma II had been considered a living god, and it had been forbidden for citizens to look upon his face under penalty of death. He had been extremely powerful, but also extremely religious. 
 
   Like most Aztecs of the time, he was convinced of the truth of his myths, both those that commanded his people to provide blood sacrifice to satiate the gods, as well as those that told of how the god Quetzalcoatl would return from the waters of the ocean to the east. So when Hernán Cortéz, the Spanish explorer and Conquistador, arrived in 1519 on the eastern coast of what would one day be called Mexico, Moctezuma II and many of his people believed it was the return of Quetzalcoatl. The fulfillment of prophecy. It was really the arrival of 530 soldiers in Spanish ships. By August 15th of 1521, the city had fallen, and the Spanish Conquistadors were the new rulers of what remained of the Aztec empire. 
 
   As they reached the base of the temple a few minutes later, Gabriel reflected that there wasn’t much left of the Aztec empire for the Spanish Conquistadors to rule. Although they had seen a few Spanish soldiers and a pair of priests, and even a few remaining Aztecs, no one had so much as glanced in their direction. At the base of the Templo Mayor, the Great Temple, sat the Coyolxauhqui Stone, blackened by the soot of fire, but still intact. 
 
   Gabriel placed his hand upon it, and the others placed theirs upon his shoulder. He reached out with his time-sense toward the enormous carved stone and tried to feel his way forward, or what would be forward if time were straight like an arrow. It was more like being in a spherical room filled with millions of tiny windows, each one leading to a time and place where the Coyolxauhqui Stone had been. He searched and found images of the stone buried beneath rubble and earth. That was no good. It would be most unfortunate to jump into a future where they would be buried alive. If he had been using a fragment of the stone from a future date, he would have been able to move them a short distance away, but by using the stone while still within the natural flow of the Continuum, he would need to stay in contact with it. 
 
   He continued to search for the right place. There it was. An image of the stone unearthed in the middle of a city block. Darkness and whiteness followed, one after the other. 
 
   They stood in Mexico City near an excavation that looked like it had recently been a construction site. Streetlights provided illumination from the distance. Two policemen stood nearby talking quietly and smoking cigarettes. They turned at the sound of Gabriel and his companions climbing out of the pit that the Coyolxauhqui Stone still sat in. Sema raised a hand to them and the policemen turned back to their conversation. 
 
   Marcus was the first to the top of the slight pile of earth and rubble. He helped Sema and Ling on to the stone-paved plaza as Gabriel clambered up to join them. He could see the Torre Latinoamericana building rising straight into the night sky. Nearby the silhouettes of the Mexico City Cathedral and the Sagrario Metropolitano church beside it filled the sky. He remembered the names from his brief study of Mexican history back at the castle. 
 
   “What next?” Ling asked.
 
   “Well,” Gabriel said, “I’m guessing that Ohin will try to go to the exact date that I was taken from the timeline. Which is probably about two years from now. So, we need to find a place where he would wait during that day and we can spot him.”
 
   “It will probably be close to the temple,” Sema said.
 
   “We’ll need to find a way to check the dates,” Marcus added. 
 
   “A news stand,” Gabriel said. “If we find a news stand, I can use it as a relic, and we should be able to see the date on newspapers.”
 
   “It’s worth a try,” Ling said. “It’s better than waiting here for two years.”
 
   They walked out of the construction and excavation site into the city proper. As they walked, they used the concealment amulets to shift their appearance to that of late 20th century tourists. This meant jeans and branded t-shirts. It felt odd to be walking through essentially the same city some five hundred years later. It was incredible to see how the city had changed from its origins. It made him feel out of place even though he was essentially back in his own time. 
 
   Gabriel wondered if it would always feel like this. Like he did not quite belong anywhere or any when. Maybe that was why Councilwoman Elizabeth had insisted on placing the castle so far in the past. Because it could only feel like home if it was distant enough from the lives the inhabitants had lived. 
 
   “Over there,” Marcus said, pointing to a little tobacco shop. “They’ll sell papers there in the morning.” 
 
   “Perfect,” Gabriel said. “We can stand out of the way beside the building and if anyone sees us, we won’t be popping into existence in the middle of the street.”  They stepped over to the little tobacco shop and took positions where they could see the street. Marcus looked longingly through the shop window at a box of cigars.
 
   “Do you know how long it has been since I had a really good cigar?” Marcus said, more to himself than anyone else.
 
   “The smoking physician,” Sema said. “The greatest irony.”
 
   “I’m not saying I want one,” Marcus said. “Just that I miss them.”
 
   “No one made you give up cigars,” Ling said. 
 
   “No, but I can’t stand the looks I get from certain puritans,” Marcus said. Sema made a noise that sounded like a cough, but carried more implications. 
 
   “Ready?” Gabriel said, ignoring the others. He wanted to find Ohin as soon as possible. Then he could confess what he had done and get it over with. He knew Ohin would be unhappy, and he wanted to get that moment of feeling like he had disappointed his mentor behind him. Gabriel leaned his back against the wall of the shop as Sema and Marcus stood on either side of him, hands on his shoulders. Ling stood in front of him, turning to the side so she could see the entrance to the little tobacco shop. She placed her hand on his shoulder. 
 
   Gabriel reached out with his time-sense and saw in his mind’s eye a moment when there were daily papers stacked in front of the shop for sale. Whiteness followed blackness, and they slid to that moment in time. People hurried along the sidewalks and the streets were filled with noisy traffic, but Gabriel could feel Sema extending something that felt like a bubble of Soul Magic, deflecting interest from them. 
 
   “April, 1979,” Ling said. 
 
   “We’re looking for September 17th, 1980,” Gabriel said, focusing his time-sense on the wall of the tobacco shop again. A moment later, they stood in the same place on another day. It was later in the afternoon this time and raining.
 
   “Close,” Marcus said, wiping the rain from the top of his bald head. “August 2nd.” Gabriel reached out again trying to gauge how far a few weeks would be. He didn’t know when Ohin might be waiting for them, so he tried to place them in the early morning of the 17th. The sun crept above the tops of the buildings to the east when they emerged from the blinding whiteness of the time jump. 
 
   “Seventeenth,” Ling said. 
 
   “Now all we have to do is hope Ohin stayed near the temple,” Sema said. “I don’t know how we’ll find him in the city otherwise.”
 
   They walked back along the street the way they had come just moments ago. Or nearly two years ago from another perspective. They found that the excavation had made significant progress. The outlines of the Templo Mayor were visible again, although the Coyolxauhqui Stone was missing, moved by then to some museum or university archeology facility. They walked around the area surrounding the excavation site, but saw no one they recognized.
 
   “You should be able to sense them,” Sema said. “Mages can sense magical ability. That’s how Ohin found you. Just passed you on the street by accident.” 
 
   “Reach out with your magic-sense,” Marcus said. “A mage can sense their own breed of magic easier than others.”
 
   “And since you can conjure all six magics,” Ling said, “you should be able to feel something.” 
 
   Stopping and standing still, Gabriel closed his eyes. He stilled his mind and tried to reach out and feel any magical energy that might be nearby. He could sense Marcus, Sema, and Ling beside him, each radiating a slightly different form of magical energy, like different hues of light. However, that was all. Maybe Ohin and the others were too far away. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Ohin was in some other place and time. 
 
   “Nothing,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Then we keep walking,” Marcus said. 
 
   They walked a great deal that morning. Up and down the streets near the temple excavation site. They walked through the Plaza Manuel Gamio, past the Cathedral Metropolitana, past the Placio National, and around and around, circling the streets nearby the temple site again and again. 
 
   Finally, by mid-afternoon, they were too hungry to go on. While Marcus and Ling waited at an unobtrusive street corner, Gabriel helped Sema procure some food for lunch. Following Sema’s example, and focusing his magical energy through the pocket watch, he found it relatively easy to place a mental suggestion in the mind of a street vendor to prepare a few tacos and set them aside. He also found another street vendor open to the silent suggestion of placing several bottles of lime Jarritos where Gabriel could grab them. 
 
   A few minutes later, the four mages sat on a stone bench, eating a meal amidst the noise and bustle of the city while they watched the excavation site. As Gabriel took a long swig of the Mexican soda, he felt something tickle the back of his brain. Then the tickle became a poke.
 
   “Someone has just moved through time near here,” Gabriel said. Reaching out with his time-sense as well as his magic-sense, he looked back at the Plaza Manuel Gamio in front of the cathedral. “Over there,” he said, leaping to his feet, leaving the soda bottle on the curb and pulling the watch out of his pants pocket as he headed for the plaza. 
 
   The others were right behind him as he quickly walked along the street. He knew it must be them now. He could sense the magical energy of a Time Mage. And the other energies he sensed were those of Fire and Earth Magic. However, he only sensed the energy of three mages, and that worried him. Something must have happened. 
 
   As they came around the corner of the street and got a clear view of the plaza, it was obvious Chimalli was missing. Ohin, Teresa, and Rajan walked away from the side of the cathedral and into the open plaza. Somehow, Rajan had a book in his hand. Ohin must have used the cathedral itself as a relic to move through time. 
 
   Teresa spotted them first and waved. Gabriel waved back. He wanted to run to them, but didn’t know how effective Sema’s Soul Magic protection would be and he didn’t want to risk any mistakes just then. The two groups of mages walked slowly toward one another, meeting in an empty corner of the plaza. As they met, Teresa threw her arms around Gabriel and hugged him tight.
 
   “See, I told you he’d figure it out,” Teresa said as she released Gabriel and they turned to the others.
 
   “It’s good to see you again,” Rajan said. “Do you still have the pouch?” Gabriel handed Rajan the pouch with their relics and talismans in it. Rajan pulled the rabbit’s foot from the pouch and handed it to Teresa, who extended her hand and smiled. Gabriel wanted to smile, as well, but he knew what was coming. Everyone exchanged embraces and congratulations, Ohin patting Gabriel on the shoulder.
 
   “I knew you would figure out how to find us,” Ohin said.
 
   “I thought it through,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Where’s Chimalli?” Sema asked, searching Ohin’s eyes.
 
   “Chimalli is dead,” Ohin said, his voice becoming cold. “He was killed by the trap that was set on the dagger.” Gabriel had known it was coming, but was shocked nonetheless. He had not known Chimalli long, but he had liked the elderly mage. 
 
   “Chimalli betrayed us,” Rajan said, his eyes cold with anger.
 
   “They were holding his wife,” Teresa said.
 
   “I can’t believe Chimalli would betray us,” Marcus said. 
 
   “He admitted it just before he died,” Rajan said.
 
   “But why?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “And who had his wife?” Sema added.
 
   “Apollyon,” Ohin said as though he were saying a curse. “He created a bifurcation so that he could capture Chimalli’s wife.”
 
   “Everyone knew how much Chimalli missed his wife,” Marcus said. “It was all the man talked about with a drink in him.”
 
   “But it wouldn’t really be his wife,” Sema said.
 
   “To Chimalli, it was the same,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Apollyon was torturing her,” Teresa said. “He must have created at least two bifurcations because Chimalli said the first thing Apollyon did was present him with her head.”
 
   “He said Apollyon told him that more heads of his wife would follow unless Chimalli helped him,” Ohin said. “He knew the dagger was booby-trapped to create a warp in time and then explode.” 
 
   “To his credit, he placed himself between Ohin and the blade at the last moment,” Rajan said. “And fortunately the dagger was not originally from the temple, so we won’t need to replace it.”
 
   “He did save my life,” Ohin said. “I can almost forgive him because of that.”
 
   “I can’t,” Rajan said. “He should have gone to the Council. The Council could have helped him.” 
 
   “I doubt the Council could stop Apollyon from creating as many copies of Chimalli’s wife as he wanted for torturing,” Teresa said. 
 
   “We assumed there was a spy when Apollyon appeared at the temple,” Sema said.
 
   “Likely more than one,” Ohin said.
 
   “It was Gabriel who saved us,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Yes,” Sema added.
 
   “Indeed,” Ohin said. “Then we can be very proud of my new apprentice.”
 
   “No, you can’t,” Gabriel said. He had been dreading this, but it would be best to get it over with. Like any truly painful thing, it was better behind you than in front of you. “I’ve done something that you will not be proud of.”
 
   “But he thought he was doing the right thing,” Marcus said.
 
   “It is really my responsibility,” Sema said. “I was the senior member of the team at the time, and it is my fault that it happened.”
 
   “The boy didn’t understand,” Marcus said. “And who can blame him.”
 
   Ohin stared at Gabriel in stern silence, his eyes probing his young apprentice. He glanced at Sema and Marcus. Then at Ling. Ling would not meet his eyes and remained as silent as she had been since they were all reunited. “What have you done?” Ohin demanded. 
 
   Gabriel nearly quailed at the tone of Ohin’s voice. He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “I created a bifurcation.” 
 
   “To save me,” Ling quickly added. 
 
   He told Ohin everything. About the fireball, about being a True Mage, about their escape to Scotland, about returning to the Aztec temple and finding Apollyon waiting, jumping to Venice, Ling’s death, and the escape to ancient Greece. 
 
   Then came the hard part. Telling how he had stolen Sema’s pendant from her neck and gone back to save Ling. How he created a bifurcation with copies of both himself and Apollyon in it, as well as Sema and Marcus. Ohin was silent while Gabriel finished telling the story. They were all silent. Ohin looked at Gabriel and Ling. They both met his gaze this time. 
 
   “I know what I’ve done,” Gabriel said. “I understand what it means and what needs to be done now.”
 
   “What needs to be done now,” Ohin said, “is to inform the Council.” He fell silent again. He continued to stare into Gabriel’s eyes. Gabriel could not break away from his gaze. Doing so would seem like another form of failure. A failure to accept responsibility for his actions. No one spoke. 
 
   Finally, Ohin sighed. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to have Ling back with us.” He placed his hand on Ling’s shoulder. “Her loss would have been nearly too much to bear. But we would have borne it. As we will bear the loss of any of us. None of us is so important that we can risk the stability of the entire Continuum for one of our lives. You, as the Seventh True Mage, may be the exception to that rule, but not the rest of us. 
 
   “What you have done was risky, selfish, shortsighted, and incredibly dangerous. More than that, you may have succeeded in giving Apollyon the one thing he will truly desire now. You. We will speak of this further. For now, we will go back to the castle and report to the Council. They will most likely charge us with the task of severing the branch of time you created. You will not only need to be there, you will assist with the process. Now that you know how to make a new world, you must learn how to end it. And how to bear the burden of it. You have the amber?” 
 
   Gabriel looked to Rajan, who dug into the small leather pouch for the chunk of amber with the imbedded dragonfly that would lead them back to the castle. He handed it to Ohin. No one spoke as each one extended a hand to the center of the group, Ohin placing his palms on either side of the stacked hands. Gabriel stared at the others’ hands. He could not look them in the eyes. Their silence told him enough of what they thought of his actions. But what did his own silence tell him?  
 
   He had not tried to justify his actions to Ohin. He had not told him his motivations at the time. What he had felt in his heart. Why he had thought it was the right thing to do even though it was forbidden. And Ohin had not asked. Gabriel didn’t suspect that the Council would ask these questions, either. He wondered what their punishment would be. These thoughts flooded his mind and threatened to overwhelm him as the familiar blackness surrounded them, and the blazing white light, which he was beginning to even enjoy, washed them away from the late 20th century Mexico City and left them standing in the Lower Ward of the castle once again. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15: The Sword of Unmaking
 
    
 
   A thick fog of silence hung over Gabriel and his teammates as they walked back through the castle courtyards to the living quarters in the apartments surrounding the Upper Ward. Ohin told Gabriel to wait for word from him in Gabriel’s quarters and walked toward the Round Tower and the Council chambers. Teresa looked over her shoulder to watch Ohin go. 
 
   “Now that Mr. Responsibility has left,” Teresa said when Ohin finally stepped out of earshot, “I’d simply like to say that, I, for one, could not be happier that Gabriel saved Ling. Even if it does mean he may have upset the balance of power in the Continuum, which might result in the destruction of everything the Council has been trying to prevent for six hundred years.” She turned to Ling with a playful smile. “See, I do like you.” 
 
   Ling tried to laugh, but it came out sounding too much like the beginning of a sob. Teresa put her arm around Ling as they walked. 
 
   “We’re all glad you’re back,” Rajan added. “I’m sure the Council will go easy on you.”
 
   “What choice do they have?” Teresa said. “He’s the Seventh True Mage. The golden egg. The great prize. The hope of ages and all that crap. If they try to give you any grief, threaten to go on strike.”
 
   “Don’t give the boy any ideas,” Marcus said.
 
   “Yes,” Sema added. “He has plenty of ideas of his own.”
 
   “Ignore them,” Teresa said, giving Gabriel a hug as the group parted ways, each heading for their own apartment. “I think you did a great job for your first mission.” She kissed him on the check and Gabriel felt an unfamiliar flush of warmth well up within his chest. However, his thoughts were already too confused to be even more confused by any complicated thoughts about Teresa. He breathed deep to clear his head. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel whispered. He watched them head for their own apartments, Sema and Marcus in the state apartment wing, and Ling, Rajan, and Teresa in the private apartment wing. Gabriel headed to his room in what had been the visitor wing of apartments. He was lucky to have his own room because he was still new. Apprentices were expected to share rooms, but this rule was lifted for the first month of residence at the castle to give each new mage time to adjust to their new life and the loss of their old one. 
 
   Gabriel undressed and took a hot shower. He let the water run over his head, down his face and along his back. He always did his best thinking while in the shower. The water gently cascading along his body seemed to relax and unlock parts of his mind that were harder to access when he was dry. 
 
   He found himself thinking about the future. His personal future. What did it mean for him to be the Seventh True Mage? He had only just begun to accept the idea of being a Time Mage. What would it mean to be one of only seven people who could use all six magics? Moreover, what would he become if he could access the power of both imbued and tainted artifacts? Had Teresa been right? Was he too important to the war to punish too severely? Was he so important the Council would try to use him like some new and dangerous chess piece able to mimic the movements of all the other pieces? Did he have a destiny? What did it mean that he was the fulfillment of a prophecy? Did he still have control over his destiny, whatever it might be? Did he really have any choices left? 
 
   He had chosen to go back and risk the stability of the Primary Continuum to save Ling. Had that really been the right choice? What would happen to all those people cut off from the Primary Continuum when the Council severed the branch of alternate time he had created? What would happen to the other version of himself?  
 
   The water began to run cold before Gabriel came up with an answer to even one of his questions. He got out of the shower, dried off, and changed into a new set of cotton tunic and pants. He chose the black set this time. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe because it made him more noticeably different. As different as he felt. He had just finished slipping on the matching black cotton shoes when a knock came at his door. It was Ohin. 
 
   “I need to speak with you,” Ohin said. “Inside would be best.”
 
   Gabriel showed Ohin in and sat on his bed. Ohin eased himself onto a slender wooden chair far too small for his large frame. They were both silent for a moment. Gabriel wasn’t sure what was coming next, but he didn’t want to risk getting in more trouble by opening his mouth before he understood the consequences. Finally Ohin spoke.
 
   “The Council held an emergency session.” 
 
   “I don’t even get to make a statement to the Council?” So much for keeping a closed mouth, he thought to himself. 
 
   “No statement was needed,” Ohin said. “The Council has chosen to be lenient. You clearly knew that creating a new branch of time to save Ling was a violation of Council laws, but you are also a very new apprentice under great duress. You will make restitution for your actions by helping Akikane to sever this new branch of time from the Primary Continuum.”
 
   “That’s it?” Gabriel said with a sigh of relief. 
 
   “It’s no light punishment,” Ohin snapped. “You will watch as a world of people you brought into existence are snuffed out for all eternity.”
 
   Gabriel swallowed as Ohin’s words sunk into his heart. His real fear came to his lips. “I thought they might kick me out.” 
 
   “Kick out the Seventh True Mage?” Ohin asked with a frown. “Impossible. They need you too much. So much so, that we have all been sworn to secrecy regarding your true nature. We know the Malignancy Mages have spies among us. You must not reveal yourself to be the Seventh True Mage until it is safe to do so.”
 
   “When do we sever the branch I made?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Soon,” Ohin said. “Akikane has requested to meet you first. He will be one of your teachers now. To help you in becoming a True Mage. He’ll call for you when he’s ready. Until then, remain in your room.” Ohin held Gabriel’s gaze for a moment. There was a great deal said in that silent stare. Gabriel had to struggle both to keep his eyes locked with Ohin’s and to keep back the tears that seemed ready to burst forth. It did not help that Ohin’s eyes revealed a heart in great struggle. 
 
   The elder Time Mage seemed torn between disappointment in Gabriel’s actions and gratitude for saving Ling’s life, much the way that Gabriel’s heart seemed torn between guilt and pride. Ohin sighed and silently stood. Without saying a word, he left the room, closing the door firmly behind him. 
 
   After Ohin left, Gabriel had intended to meditate or study. Anything to take his mind off the events of the past few days. Anything to keep his thoughts from fixating on the events that were to come. Sitting at the small desk, staring out his window onto the fields and forests beyond, he found he couldn’t concentrate. Looking across the room at the bed, he realized how tired he was, even though he had awoken only a few hours before. Lying down on the bed, he told himself that he would just rest his eyes. 
 
   The knock on the door woke him. And a voice. Rajan’s voice.
 
   “Akikane wants to see you.”
 
   Gabriel looked at the clock. He couldn’t remember what time it had been when he had dozed off, but the sun was now considerably lower in the sky. Shaking his head to clear the sleep, he went to answer the door. 
 
   “Decided on a little siesta, did you?” Rajan said, standing in the doorway holding a book in his hand, as usual. “Akikane wants to see you.”
 
   “Do you know what for?” Gabriel asked, closing the door to his room and following Rajan down the hall. 
 
   “Do you honestly think anyone tells me anything?” Rajan asked. “I was sent to fetch you like a pail of water.”
 
   “Why you?” Gabriel asked as they left the old visitor wing and headed for the old state apartments across the Upper Ward courtyard. 
 
   “I volunteered. I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “What about?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “I wanted to tell you what the others won’t.” 
 
   “Tell me what?” Gabriel asked, fearing from Rajan’s words that the others of the team were secretly harboring resentment at his actions. 
 
   “The truth,” Rajan said. “They are not really angry at you. They are angry at themselves.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You did exactly the right thing, for exactly the wrong reasons,” Rajan said. “And those reasons would have kept everyone else from doing what you did. You risked the entire Continuum to save one life, to save Ling. They are all glad that you did so, and now they are angry with themselves for caring more about Ling than about the entire Continuum. And the reverse, as well. In their heads they know you were wrong, but in their hearts they want to believe you were right.”
 
   They walked in silence as they crossed the courtyard. Rajan led Gabriel through the corridors of the state apartments to Akikane’s suite. Finally, Gabriel could resist no longer. “What about you? What do you think?”
 
   “I only hope I have the courage to ignore the rules in a crisis like the one you faced,” Rajan said, a hard look in his eye. “What’s the point of saving the world if all the decent people are dead at the end? In here.”
 
   Rajan opened a door and ushered Gabriel into a large room filled with light and the sound of combat. The same ornately paneled wood so common throughout the castle lined the walls, but the room had been renovated to resemble a Japanese dojo, with padded floors and wood-framed rice paper screens. Japanese ink paintings adorned the walls, bamboo and bonsai plants placed to catch the light from the large windows. 
 
   In the middle of the space, a small Japanese man with closely trimmed gray hair fought five men and three women with wooden swords. Akikane and his students. They were all barefoot and dressed in simple white uniforms. Akikane held a long wooden sword in his right hand and a shorter one in his left. The students surrounding him held only one sword each as they wove in and out of a constant series of attacks. 
 
   Akikane moved through them like smoke flowing around trees, deflecting attacks and delivering unblocked strikes in return. Gabriel had never seen someone move so fast. It seemed impossible how fast he moved. He appeared to know when a blade was going to move toward him before its owner did. The fight was exhilarating to watch, but puzzling. Gabriel noticed that some of the students moved with almost the same speed and grace as Akikane himself. The True Mage glanced up at Gabriel with a smile. Suddenly, a blur of motion flickered around the room and all eight students were lying on the floor. 
 
   Akikane held his swords at the ready for a moment and then lowered them with a bow to his opponents. The students struggled to their feet and bowed in return. As they straightened up, Gabriel could see them rubbing their arms, legs, backs, and heads. Places that had come into contact with Akikane’s swords. 
 
   “Good, good,” Akikane said and smiled. “Much improvement.”
 
   “Yes,” said a tall blond man as he rubbed his head. “We lasted nearly a minute longer.”
 
   “More importantly,” Akikane said, “you and Marie came very close to actually hitting me.”  One of the women smiled and Gabriel guessed that she must the one Akikane had singled out. Akikane looked across the room at Gabriel. “Now I must attend to another student. Out, out. Same time tomorrow. We will work with blindfolds.” Akikane handed his wooden swords to one of the students and waved his hands at them as though shooing small birds out of the room. 
 
   Gabriel turned around to say goodbye to Rajan and discovered he was already gone. Gabriel had been so engrossed in watching the swordfight, he had not noticed Rajan depart. The last student to leave closed the door, and Gabriel found himself alone with Akikane, who stood in the center of the room, his face beaming with a nearly beatific glow. Gabriel had never seen someone who looked so completely happy and at ease with himself. Moreover, the elderly man seemed hardly winded after the fight with his students. Gabriel felt unsure of what to expect, so he said the only thing he could think of.
 
   “Rajan said you wanted to see me.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, striding across the room and grasping Gabriel by the shoulders. His hands seemed incredibly strong, but his grip was merely firm, not painful. “I wanted to meet you before we begin out little adventure together.”
 
   “Adventure?” Gabriel said, wondering if he was referring to Gabriel becoming his student.
 
   “To sever the branch of time you created,” Akikane said. “We will leave in a few minutes.”
 
   “So soon?” Gabriel asked. For mages who could control time, they all seemed to want things done as soon as possible.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “There is no choice.” He walked over to one side of the room where several swords hung on the wall. Gabriel noticed that the opposite wall featured a large statue of the Buddha and a shrine. Gabriel followed Akikane to the wall of swords as the elder mage spoke. “The branch must be severed within thirty-seven hours of its creation. Preferably by the hand that created it.”
 
   “Why thirty-seven hours?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Who knows, who know?” Akikane said with a wide grin. “There are people who like to make theories to explain it, but I prefer to think that it is simply the way it is. Why is the universe here at all?  Why is time travel even possible? Why is the speed of light exactly what it is, never slower or faster? Some people question too much. It is as it is.”
 
   “I still don’t understand,” Gabriel said, trying to get it straight in his head. “If the branch is created, then it exists already in the future. What do thirty-seven hours have to do with it?”
 
   “The branch of time you created only exists as a potentiality,” Akikane said. “After thirty-seven hours, that potentiality will collapse into a reality. For thirty-seven hours of relative time, time as you experience it after creating the branch, the alternate timeline exists only as potential. Like a gift box that has been not yet been unwrapped. Until it is unwrapped, there could be many things in the box. But once it is opened and you see it, the potential becomes reality.”
 
   “So if we sever the branch I created right after the moment of its creation,” Gabriel said, thinking it through as he spoke, “the doubles of myself and Apollyon and Sema and Marcus won’t just cease to exist, it will be like they never existed at all.”
 
   “Exactly, exactly,” Akikane said, poking Gabriel in the chest for emphasis. “Very bright.”
 
   “And if we waited longer than thirty-seven hours,” Gabriel said, “then the branch I created would become a new reality and Apollyon could escape from it with the other version of me.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “This would be unfortunate.” Gabriel thought that was more than a little bit of an understatement. 
 
   “But I took Ling out of that branch,” Gabriel said. “If we sever the branch before it becomes a reality, what happens to her? Does she just disappear?” The idea chilled him. To have caused all this trouble to save Ling, only to have her fade away. 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said, grinning again. “Taking her from the branch of time you created and bringing her into the Primary Continuum collapsed her state of potential being into a state of actual being. Potential became reality.”
 
   “That’s good,” Gabriel said, sighing with relief. Something occurred to him as he thought about the new branch of time. Something unsettling. “Sir,” Gabriel began. He wasn’t sure how to address the True Mage, but using his first name seemed ill-mannered, considering his age and his experience. “Why is Apollyon creating branches of time to double himself if he could just go and pluck himself from branches that already exist?  And if he could do that, can’t he find another branch where I already exist and take that version of me?”
 
   “Good questions, good questions,” Akikane said. “The reason is simple. True Mages can originate only in the Primary Continuum. Only the version of a person in the Primary Continuum can be realized as a True Mage. While versions of you in alternate continuums might become Time Mages, only you could ever become a True Mage. As with much about magic, we do not know why. We suspect it has something to do with the nature of the Primary Continuum. Possibly the alternate branches of time are not stable enough to allow for it.”
 
   “You mean if I die,” Gabriel said, “There will never be another Seventh True Mage?”
 
   “Exactly, exactly,” Akikane said. “Unless you have made a double of yourself in a branch that is allowed to collapse from potentiality to reality. This is why Apollyon is creating copies of himself from the Primary Continuum. Making branches around a time when he was already a mage.”
 
   “How many copies has he made?” Gabriel asked. “How many is he trying to make?”
 
   “Too many, too many,” Akikane said. “I suspect he will be looking to make a hundred and eight copies of himself.”
 
   “A hundred and eight,” Gabriel said with surprise. “So many?”
 
   “Oh yes, oh yes,” Akikane said. “To break through The Great Barrier will require more magical power than has ever been assembled before. Except maybe to create it. And a hundred and eight is a special number. Very special. Many cultures consider it a significant number. Hindu. Buddhist. Many others. Now, a test.” Akikane pointed at the wall of swords. “I have a blade I use for pruning bad branches. Can you tell me which one it is?”  
 
   Gabriel looked at the wall of swords. Twenty-one swords lined the wall, each resting horizontally on a pair of wooden brackets. In the center, stacked one atop the other, sat seven long swords. On either side of the long swords sat a row of seven shorter swords. The long swords had blades nearly three feet long, while the blades of the shorter swords ranged from a foot-and-a-half to two feet in length. 
 
   “The long swords are called daito-katana, and the short swords are called shoto-wakizashi,” Akikane said. “But can you tell me which one is the sword we will use today?”
 
   Gabriel centered his mind and extended his magic-sense, feeling the imprints of the blades. Several of the blades had no imprints at all. He wondered if they were ceremonial rather than practical swords. From one of the longer swords and one of the shorter, he could sense deep negative imprints. He wondered why Akikane would keep such tainted swords. The rest of the swords had positive imprints, and Gabriel remembered the story Councilwoman Elizabeth had told him, of how Akikane had use a sword defensively without ever taking a life with its blade. It was clear which of the swords that was. The one at the top of the wall.
 
   “That one,” Gabriel said, pointing at the sword resting on the wall seven feet above the floor. 
 
   “Very good, very good” Akikane said, smiling his gentle smile again. “Can you get it for me?”  There was no ladder, no steps, and no stool, so Gabriel reached into his pocket and clasped his hand around the silver pocket watch, reaching for the magical energy within himself. A second later, the sheathed sword rose out of the wooden arms that cradled it. Gabriel focused his mind and the sword flew toward him a little faster than he had intended. He tried to raise his left hand to catch the flying blade and would surely have been struck in the face had Akikane’s hand not flicked forward and snatched the sword at the last possible moment. 
 
   “Good, good,” Akikane said. “A little less thinking next time. Too much thinking leads to too much magic. Magic is like salt. Always use just the right amount. Not too much, not too little.”
 
   “I haven’t had much practice,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Slowly, slowly,” Akikane said. “Each day you will be a little better than the last.”  He unsheathed the sword so that Gabriel could examine the blade. “This I call my Sword of Unmaking. I only ever use it now to sever a branch of time.”
 
   “Is this the sword you used when you stopped being a monk?” Gabriel asked as he examined the edge of the sword’s blade. It looked sharp enough to sever a branch of time. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, resheathing the sword. “But I never stopped being a monk. Once you take the vows, they are for life. Even if your life changes the way you must live them. I was a warrior long before I was a monk. And I was a monk for many years. Many peaceful years. But they were years of peace only for me. There came a day when I could no longer sit and meditate while other warriors were taking innocent lives. 
 
   “There was a village near the monastery that came under attack by bandits. I was there in the village square when they came, swords drawn and demanding food and money. I had come to beg for rice for the temple. One man stood up to the bandits. A simple farmer selling his vegetables. They killed him and his daughter. As I watched their bodies fall to the ground, I realized that my vow of nonviolence could not have been intended to be a vow of non-action. It was then I took up the sword again. And left the monastery. 
 
   “A monastery is no place for a monk with a sword. There is no good place for a monk with a sword. Except in battle.” Akikane paused as he stared at the sword in his hand. His smile faded slightly. Just for a moment. Then it was back, and he was beaming at Gabriel. “Now we should go. Ohin is waiting. There is work to be done.”
 
   Gabriel followed Akikane to the door. As he left the room, he asked the question that had been on his mind since he entered it. “Will you teach me to fight with a sword? Like I saw earlier?”
 
   “To be sure, to be sure,” Akikane said, placing his arm around Gabriel’s shoulders as they walked. “But the sword is the least of what I will teach you.” He handed Gabriel the Sword of Unmaking as they walked, and Gabriel held it gently in his hands, like something alive that must be treated with great respect. It felt right to hold it. It felt very right. 
 
   When they met Ohin in the Lower Ward courtyard, Gabriel was surprised to see the entire team assembled. “You’re all going?” he asked.
 
   “We’re like your bodyguards now,” Teresa said with her usual broad grin. “We go wherever you go from now on. Rajan’s on bathroom duty.”
 
   “I think he can manage that alone,” Rajan said, raising his eyebrow at Teresa. Sema patted Gabriel’s shoulder, Marcus rustled his hair, and Ling slugged him in the arm. The usual greetings.
 
   “I’ll wait for you here,” Ling said.
 
   “You’re not going?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Too dangerous,” Ling said.
 
   “Potential dysphasic reality collapse,” Teresa said. Gabriel cocked his head in silent question.
 
   “Get too close to the place where you made the branch while it’s severed and I might wink out of existence,” Ling said. 
 
   “Unstable probability determinates,” Teresa said.
 
   “Unsafe,” Marcus added.
 
   “Unwise,” Sema said.
 
   “Unlikely,” Ling said, clearly unhappy to be left behind.
 
   “Unbelievable,” Rajan said with a frown at Ling’s stubbornness. 
 
   “The plan,” Ohin said loudly, gathering everyone’s attention, “is simple.” Teresa rolled her eyes. Ohin pretended not to notice, but Akikane smiled at her with his gloriously peaceful smile, and she fidgeted with her hands in embarrassment. “Gabriel will take us back to the moment just before he created the alternate branch of time. Hopefully close enough so that we can see the exact moment he created the bifurcation. At that moment, Akikane will sever the new branch of time from the Primary Continuum. There should be nothing for anyone else to do except watch.”
 
   “Wish we got jobs like this more often,” Marcus whispered to no one in particular. Akikane beamed at him and Marcus coughed.
 
   “Sema,” Ohin said, nodding toward her. Sema stepped forward and handed Gabriel the Venetian glass pendant she normally wore as a talisman. He noticed a string of prayer beads wrapped around her wrist as a replacement. 
 
   “I will expect this back,” Sema said as Gabriel took the pendant. 
 
   “Of course,” Gabriel said, looking around as everyone formed a circle around him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “When you are ready, Gabriel,” Ohin said, his voice calm enough to help ease Gabriel’s nerves. “I will lend my power to yours for the jump. It is a large group to jump at once.”
 
   Gabriel nodded as he took his pocket watch out and held it together with the glass pendant. He reached for the magical energy within himself and focused it through the pocket watch as he opened his time-sense to the glass pendant, searching for just the right moment. A moment memorable, but just slightly different from the last time he had experienced it. He could feel Ohin’s magical energy blending with his own. Then blackness surrounded them and the familiar white light washed everything out of existence. 
 
   They stood on a street at night in Venice. The same street where he had created the bifurcation of time to save Ling. The canal was there, just as before, but they stood farther along it. He felt the hands of his companions leave his shoulders. Everyone stepped into the shadows just as Gabriel saw his previous self appear down the street. 
 
   “Soon,” he said, pointing to his earlier self at the end of the street. He could feel the bend of the space-time fabric as the even older version of himself must have appeared in St. Marks Piazza two blocks away with the other, original versions of Sema, Ling and Marcus. Akikane stepped up beside Gabriel and withdrew the sword. 
 
   “Here, here,” Akikane said. “Hold the hilt with me. I will show you how it is done.” Gabriel took hold of the hilt of the sword even as he watched the older version of himself raise his hand and the water of the canal explode. He could sense the fabric of space-time twist and rip away. He also sensed the flow of time slow down. He realized that Akikane was helping him, reaching out to him with Soul Magic and assisting him to better observe what the elder True Mage was about to do. 
 
   Gabriel could almost see the rip in the fabric of space-time now, he felt it so clearly. And he could also feel the power that Akikane channeled through the Sword of Unmaking. Only when he had touched the tainted imprints of the Aztec temple had he felt more power. 
 
   While that power had been like swallowing a barrel of thick, crude oil, this was like ingesting the purest of spring waters. As he extended his time-sense, he could feel Akikane focusing that power, like brilliant sunlight through a magnifying glass, on a very specific portion of the fabric of space-time. Not a portion really, not a location, not a place, not even a moment, but an aspect of its being, a point of potentiality. Gabriel could feel that point, that facet of space-time possibility beginning to form, beginning to branch away from the stability and seeming solidness of the Primary Continuum. In some ways, it was like looking through a portal, a doorway to another dimension of yet unrealized reality, another world, another possible timeline. 
 
   Just at the point where its being began to become, began to be realized, Akikane unleashed a focused burst of magical power, and like a sharpened blade sliding through a slender thread, the alternate branch of time was gone, the portal slipped shut and the world beyond it was no more. The world that might have existed there had vanished, and all the potential people of that world were snuffed out in an instant, an alternate version of himself included. No wonder Akikane called it the Sword of Unmaking.
 
   Gabriel realized he was still staring at the blade. He looked up. They were firmly in the Primary Continuum, the scene as it had been when they arrived. A few people walking the streets on either side of the canal. Two gondolas and a small boat slowly gliding through the water. His previous self was gone now, as that reality had dissolved with the severing of the alternate branch of time. Gabriel looked back to see Akikane smiling yet again. 
 
   “Good, good,” Akikane said. “Clean cut. Very fine.”
 
   “Well done,” Ohin said, placing a gentle hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “What now?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “We wait,” Ohin said. “We need to wait for the events in the piazza to play out.”
 
   “For you to rescue us,” Sema said as she looked at Marcus.
 
   “For Apollyon to leave,” Akikane said. 
 
   Gabriel heard other words between those that had been spoken. To wait for Ling to die again, he thought. As he extended his magic-sense, he could feel the fight going on in the piazza two blocks away. If he focused intently, he could almost discern the type of magic being used. The Wind Magic Apollyon used to hurl Ling into St. Mark’s Campanile. The Fire Magic he used while running toward Sema and Marcus. 
 
   Gabriel looked up at Sema and Marcus, standing beside the canal with him, glad they were here with him now. He knew from their faces they could sense the magic, even if he didn’t think they could tell which beyond their own form of magic was being used. And then the sense of Time Magic as the fabric of space-time warped slightly, and the previous version of himself jumped away with Sema and Marcus. He felt the fabric of space-time warp again, only a fraction of a second later, and he knew that Apollyon was gone. 
 
   “It’s safe now,” Gabriel said, wanting to speak before anyone else, to make sure they knew he was paying attention to what had happened.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “I’ll take us back.” Everyone reached out a hand, placing them on Ohin’s broad shoulders as he removed a piece of amber from his pocket. A moment of blackness and whiteness and they stood in the Lower Ward Courtyard again. Ling leapt up from a bench and ran over to them. 
 
   “You’re still here,” Marcus said with a sigh of relief.
 
   “Of course she is,” Teresa said. “I told you there was nothing to worry about. Cross-temporal stability quotient. You’re feeling solid, aren’t you?” Teresa tried to poke Ling with her finger, but Ling caught it and held it firmly, making a noise that sounded like a growl. “Hardly any risk at all of her disappearing. Even for a few minutes.” Teresa pulled her finger free from Ling’s hand with a grin. 
 
   “Did everything go as planned?” Ling asked, looking at Akikane, Ohin, and Gabriel.
 
   “For once,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Everything has been set right,” Ohin said. “The alternate branch will never be.”
 
   “But you will,” Akikane said, eyes twinkling peacefully. “You will.”
 
   “I think we should celebrate over dinner,” Rajan said. 
 
   “How surprising,” Teresa said. “Rajan wants to eat.”
 
   “And wine,” Marcus said. “I know the perfect bottle to open for a celebration.”
 
   “And Marcus wants to drink,” Sema said. “Again, how surprising.”
 
   “That is a good idea,” Ohin said. “We need to discuss the next steps and the next mission.” 
 
   “We need to find the place where Apollyon is making his copies,” Gabriel said, assuming that was the next step.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, beaming as he walked toward the Waterloo Chamber across the castle grounds in the state apartments. “And to do that, we will need to find Nefferati.” 
 
     The statement left Gabriel so stunned he stood rooted to the spot while the others walked away. Ling gave him a push in the middle of the back. He stumbled forward to catch up with the group, Ling at his side. 
 
   “Nefferati?” Gabriel asked, not knowing what else to say.
 
   “Ohin says she is the only one with enough experience to locate the place in time that Apollyon is using to make his duplicates,” Ling said. “It will be hidden with powerful magic.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said, wondering just how powerful Nefferati was if True Mages like Akikane and Elizabeth could not find the spot in time where Apollyon was hiding his illicit activities. They walked on in silence behind the others for a moment. Then Ling rustled his hair and laughed. 
 
   “What?” Gabriel said, wondering at the source of her amusement. 
 
   “It’s funny,” Ling said. “When I first met you, I figured you’d be a troublemaker. From further up the timeline than nearly everyone. An annoying know-it-all making my life difficult.”
 
   “I wonder who you could be talking about,” Gabriel said, looking ahead to see that Teresa was too far away to hear their conversation. 
 
   “Exactly,” Ling said, following his line of sight. “She’s like a daughter in that way. I had two daughters back before all this, as well as my son. She’s like a combination of both of them in one. They never listened to me, either. But you. You listen to everything everyone says, you’re sweet and polite, and even manage to be modest about being the fulfillment of the prophecy. Humble about being the Seventh True Mage. And yet you cause more trouble than anyone!” Ling laughed again and slugged him in the arm as they walked. From her, this was like being showered with hugs and kisses, and Gabriel felt his cheeks grow hot as he smiled back. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16: The Best Laid Plans
 
    
 
   Dinner that night was the usual affair: scrumptious food, plenty of wine, at least for the adults, boisterous banter from Marcus, Teresa, and Rajan, and cordial conversation among Sema, Ling, and Ohin. Gabriel felt happy for the first time in days. He noticed the rabbit’s foot switch hands between Teresa and Rajan again and asked a question that he had been wondering about for some time. 
 
   “What happens if you lose a bet and you don’t have the rabbit’s foot to hand over?”
 
   “Why don’t you make a bet and find out?” Teresa said with a look of innocence.
 
   “Don’t take the bait, lad,” Marcus said. 
 
   “I think I’ll pass,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Not a betting man?” Rajan asked.
 
   “I think I’ve gambled enough lately,” Gabriel said, and the others laughed. 
 
   After dinner, Gabriel took a nighttime walk with Ling and Sema through the castle grounds. They walked several paces behind him, talking between themselves. Gabriel had wanted some time alone to think things through and clear his head, but Sema and Ling had volunteered to go with him. When he had suggested he might want to be by himself, they had seemed oddly deaf. Apparently he was to have bodyguards even within the castle walls. At least for the time being. Until it was known who the spy was. Or spies. 
 
   He was desperate to try more magic, to practice with Fire Magic or Wind Magic, but he had been cautioned not to try any magic that might reveal his status as a True Mage until it was known by everyone in the castle. 
 
   He walked through the grounds, staring up at the stars in the sky above, wondering what his future would hold. He seemed to spend a lot of time doing that lately. Wondering what would come next. Stopping Apollyon from making more copies of himself was the first mission, but what would come after that?  Would he even be allowed on any missions?  Councilwoman Elizabeth had been of the opinion that he should not be risking his life even on the mission to find Apollyon’s secret branch of time where he copied himself. She felt that he was too valuable to jeopardize in such an endeavor. 
 
   Akikane had apparently been insistent that his new apprentice train to the fullest extent possible. Gabriel was thankful for that. He had no idea what dangers he might face, but being the Seventh True Mage probably meant he would face more than most, and it would be best to have as much training and experience as possible. It had helped that Akikane made it clear that he would personally accompany Gabriel on this mission. 
 
   Figuring that if he couldn’t practice magic out in the open, he could at least practice it in his room, Gabriel decided to say good night to Ling and Sema. They insisted on accompanying him to his quarters. As they bid him goodnight, Sema gave him a light kiss on the forehead and Ling gave him a wink and whack on the arm. In his room, alone for the first time in hours, Gabriel practiced making fireballs fly around his quarters, making several books that Ohin had brought him levitate at the same time, trying to swirl them around in a controlled dance of paper and light. When one of the books collided with one of the fireballs and burst into flame, Gabriel released his concentration. The burning book fell to the floor, along with the others, as the fireballs winked out of existence. 
 
   Staring at the book as it burned, Gabriel tried to think of what to do. How could he use magic to put the fire out?  The flame from the book grew larger and began to threaten the faded Persian rug. He was about to grab a glass of water from his dresser when something occurred to him. 
 
   Focusing his mind again, he concentrated on making the flame smaller and smaller until it finally flickered out. He picked up the book as he used magic to open the window and air out the room. Many of the pages at the beginning were beyond recovery, but most of the latter half of the book was still legible. He looked at the title. Flames from Nowhere: An Apprentice Guide to Fire Magic. Gabriel laughed as he went to bed. Maybe Teresa would tell him what the front of the book had said. At least the most interesting part, the advanced Fire Magic, was still readable. 
 
   Before breakfast the next morning, Gabriel met Ohin at a bench in the courtyard of the Upper Ward. Ohin had asked him to be there when the sun came up. Gabriel wasn’t sure why people who could control time needed to get up so early, but he didn’t complain. It had never done him any good to complain to his mother about what time he needed to get up, and he doubted that Ohin would be any more flexible than his mother had been. 
 
   Gabriel sat down next to Ohin. 
 
   “Morning,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Good Morning,” Ohin said, handing Gabriel a small leather-bound book. For a second, Gabriel thought the book was a copy of the one he had burnt the night before and wondered how Ohin had known, and wondered even more so if he was in trouble for damaging a book from the castle library. Then he read the title. A Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History, Third Edition, edited by one William Mackel. Gabriel paged through the book. It had a detailed timeline in the front and sections with illustrated entries in chronological order, as well as a section at the back with names and places arranged alphabetically. It was small, but incredibly detailed. Idly, Gabriel realized there must be a printing press somewhere in the castle to be making all these specialized books. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said, looking from the book to Ohin.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Ohin said. “I thought it might be helpful until your studies of history are complete. I kept it in my pocket for years while I was an apprentice.” 
 
   “I have trouble imagining you as an apprentice,” Gabriel said, flipping through the pages of the book again. 
 
   “I was an apprentice for a long time,” Ohin said with a sigh. “More than once. Before I was plucked from the timeline, I was a stonemason, and I apprenticed with my master for ten years. They were hard years, filled with long hours and backbreaking work, but good years, as well. He was a kind teacher, patient with a slow learner, and forgiving of mistakes. I was an orphan and he and his wife were like the family I had never known. She used to bake spiced-honey bread and serve it with fresh cream from goat’s milk. I miss the taste of that. 
 
   “It was a long apprenticeship, but not one where I learned to read. You are lucky to have been taken from a place and time when reading was common. I came from a land with a written language, but a long oral tradition. The written language was called Ge’ez, but an apprentice stonemason had little time for learning to read. It took a great deal of effort to learn English, which Councilwoman Elizabeth has established as the common language for the castle. At first, it was actually easier for me to memorize the book from someone reading it to me than to read it myself.”
 
   “You memorized this whole book?” Gabriel said, his eyes widening.
 
   “That and many others,” Ohin said. “It’s not that hard once you learn how. People in your time had gotten lazy about using their memory, but for a time traveler, it is essential to have a powerful recall. While that little book will slip in your pocket, you cannot hope to carry all the books with all the knowledge you are likely to need.”
 
   “I have a pretty good memory for names and dates,” Gabriel said, sliding the book into one of the deep pockets on the side of his pants. It was a perfect fit. 
 
   “I’m sure you do,” Ohin said. “And I’ll help you to improve it. I have something else for you.” Ohin handed Gabriel a small piece of amber. Gabriel held it up to the light and could see a beetle suspended in the orange-brown fossilized tree resin. “This relic is yours to keep. It will allow you to make your way back to the castle in the event of an emergency. I want you to keep it on you at all times.”
 
   “Thanks,” Gabriel said. It felt like someone had given him a key to the castle. 
 
   “Follow me,” Ohin said as he stood.
 
   “Where to?” Gabriel asked, sliding the amber-encrusted beetle into his pocket as he stood.
 
   “To see about finding Nefferati,” Ohin said.
 
   Gabriel followed Ohin through the grounds to the state apartments and a large wooden door that led to what used to be called the King’s Drawing Room. Ohin knocked and Gabriel heard Councilwoman Elizabeth’s voice beckon them to enter. 
 
   Councilwoman Elizabeth’s office was decorated much the way Gabriel had imagined. It looked like the sitting room of British royalty. A white marble fireplace sat behind a large gilded desk of elm in the middle of the room, a large oriental carpet covered the wooden floor, and paintings by Peter Paul Rubens decorated the walls. Ling had mentioned the painting of St. George and the Dragon as being one of her favorites in the castle. Now that he could see it, Gabriel understood why she liked it. It exuded an extremely attractive sense of power and purpose. Several large leather chairs surrounded a low, ornately carved wooden table. A silver tea service sat on the table with four delicately made china teacups. Elizabeth and Akikane sat in two of the leather chairs.
 
   “Thank you for joining us,” Elizabeth said, pouring tea into two of the empty cups.
 
   “Thank you for inviting us,” Ohin said as he made a slight bow and took a seat. Not knowing what was expected of him, Gabriel imitated Ohin’s bow and sat next to him. Akikane gave Gabriel one of his characteristically beatific smiles. Gabriel couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
   “After some considerable effort,” Elizabeth said, “Akikane and I have been able to locate the time and place of Nefferati’s retreat.” She held up a stone arrowhead. “She left me this to find her in the event she was needed.”
 
   “Without Nefferati, we have little hope of finding where Apollyon is making his bifurcations to twin himself,” Ohin said
 
   “The magic that cloaks the branches is too strong,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “Even for us,” Akikane said. “Even for us.”
 
   “But we believe Nefferati may be able to sense where the branches are being made,” Elizabeth said. “A Time Mage, or a True Mage, can use a relic to scan through history and sense disturbances in the Primary Continuum. In a similar way, we used this arrowhead to discover where Nefferati has sequestered herself.”
 
   “Where is she?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Neolithic China,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Which is where you will be going,” Elizabeth added. 
 
   “I will accompany you,” Akikane said. 
 
   “You aren’t going?” Gabriel asked Elizabeth, surprised that she would not want to see her old teacher. 
 
   “That might prove to be unhelpful,” Elizabeth said. 
 
   “Most unhelpful, most unhelpful,” Akikane said. 
 
   “When Nefferati departed the castle,” Elizabeth said, seeming to choose her words carefully, “we were not on the best of terms.” Ohin made a noise that sounded like an abortive snort of laugher. Elizabeth shot him a glance, and he cleared his throat. 
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking,” Gabriel said, “why did Nefferati leave?”
 
   “That is Councilwomen Nefferati to you,” Elizabeth said. “The boy sits quiet like a mouse and only opens his mouth to ask the one question I don’t want to answer,” she continued, speaking to no one in particular.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Gabriel said. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”
 
   “It’s not rude at all,” Elizabeth said. “If you’re going to meet her, you should understand why she left. And sending you will be our best hope of ensuring her cooperation.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t she want to help?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “She left the Council and the castle because she wanted no more part in the war,” Elizabeth said. “She said she could not live with the actions she felt she had no choice but to take, and so she went away. When she departed, we had words.” Elizabeth did not attempt to elaborate on what those words might have been, but Gabriel assumed that if she wasn’t going to accompany them to find Nefferati, the words probably had not been pleasant. 
 
   “But how can I convince her to help?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Because of the prophecy,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Nefferati is the one who made the prophecy of the Seventh True Mage,” Elizabeth said. “Meeting you may convince her that it is time to return to the Council and the war.”
 
   “We hope, we hope,” Akikane said. 
 
   Silence surrounded them for a moment. Ohin broke it by standing up. “We should meet the others for breakfast,” he said. “Then we will leave.” 
 
   “I will meet you in an hour by the Great Oak,” Akikane said, standing. 
 
   “And I will await your return with good news,” Elizabeth said, remaining seated. 
 
   Gabriel found it hard to concentrate on breakfast. He couldn’t think of food when he knew that in less than an hour he would be meeting the most famous mage of all. He found himself staring around the Waterloo Chamber absentmindedly instead of eating his porridge. 
 
   “I wonder what she’ll look like,” Teresa said, taking a bite of an apple muffin.
 
   “Old,” Marcus said, buttering his second slice of bread. 
 
   “Will she help, though?” Rajan said around a mouthful of eggs.
 
   “Of course she will,” Sema said, taking a sip of her favorite Turkish coffee.
 
   “She damn well better,” Ling added, biting hard into a cranberry scone. 
 
   “More important than what she will do, is what we must do,” Ohin said, wiping his chin with a napkin. “I want to make sure that two of us are close to Gabriel at all times.”
 
   “How close?” Gabriel asked. He was beginning to resent being treated like a fragile child. 
 
   “As close as possible,” Ohin said, staring Gabriel down. “Councilman Akikane will be joining us, and I doubt we will have anything to worry about with Nefferati present, as well, but I want everyone to spread out and assume defensive positions when we arrive.”
 
   Which is exactly what they did twenty minutes later when they met Akikane in the Horseshoe Cloister and he took them through time to the edge of a clearing in the middle of northwestern China just south of a place that would one day be called Beijing, somewhere near the year 12,000 BCE. Gabriel stared at a small hut in the center of a clearing of low grass. Marcus moved to the right, Sema to the rear, and Ling left, making sure the clearing was safe. Rajan and Teresa stayed near Gabriel while Akikane and Ohin strode toward the hut. 
 
   A gentle breeze rustled through the wild grass of the quiet clearing, the sun high and hot in the cloudless blue sky above. Gabriel guessed it must be midsummer. Marcus and Ling moved to the edges, circling to the back of the hut as Ohin stepped up to the wooden door. He paused a moment and then knocked. There was no reply. He took a moment to look through a small window at the side of the hut. 
 
   “Empty,” he said. 
 
   “Nothing in the back,” Marcus said as he and Ling reappeared from behind the hut.
 
   “Just a table, a goat, and a few chickens,” Ling added. 
 
   “Where could she be?” Akikane wondered aloud. “Where could she be?”
 
   “Picking berries,” a sharp, low voice said from the edge of the forest. A tall, thin African woman with a halo of near-white hair stepped from the trees, branches rustling around her. She wore a simple gray cotton dress and carried a bucket of red berries. She crossed the grass in long graceful strides, ignoring the party of mages as she walked behind the hut and disappeared around the back. Everyone looked around at each other in confusion. Except Akikane.
 
   “Same, same,” Akikane said. “Nothing changes.” Akikane walked around the hut and the others followed.
 
   When Gabriel came around the edge of the hut, he saw the woman who he assumed must be Nefferati sitting on a stump at the head of long, crudely hewn wooden table pouring small red berries from a simple wooden bucket into a shallow clay bowl. 
 
   “Don’t just stand there with your mouths open drawing flies,” Nefferati said, “sit down and have some berries.” She popped one into her mouth. 
 
   Slowly, Gabriel and the others sat on the benches around the table, each reaching into the clay dish and drawing out a berry. Gabriel sat between Rajan and Teresa at the far end of the table. 
 
   “Now,” Nefferati said, “let’s skip the usual polite manure about how happy everyone is to meet me and get to the point. Why are you here, Akikane?  And since when do you need an entourage?”
 
   “We are here because we need your help,” Akikane said. He still smiled, but it seemed strained for the first time since Gabriel had met him. 
 
   “Really,” Nefferati said. “And here I thought you came for the berries.”
 
   “This is Ohin and his team,” Akikane said, gesturing to those seated around the table. “Marcus, Rajan, Gabriel, Teresa, Ling, and Sema.” 
 
   “Names I will soon forget,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Not likely, not likely,” Akikane said. 
 
   “What are you playing at, Akikane?” Nefferati said as she snatched a handful of berries from the bowl. 
 
   “Apollyon,” Ohin said, interjecting himself into the conversation. 
 
   “What about him?” Nefferati said. “Not my problem. He’s the Council’s problem now. Speaking of which, where’s my famous apprentice? Couldn’t find the time to call?”
 
   “She has a council to run,” Akikane said. 
 
   “Too busy, my bony butt,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Apollyon is making copies of himself with bifurcations,” Ohin said. He kept his eyes on Nefferati. She eyed him back. 
 
   “Interesting,” she said finally. “But how is that my business?”
 
   “We are having trouble locating the point in the timeline where Apollyon is creating the branches,” Akikane said. 
 
   “And you thought to drag the old woman out of her hole to help,” Nefferati said.
 
   “We hoped, we hoped,” Akikane said.
 
   “Your war, your business,” Nefferati said. “Berries are my business now.”
 
   “Things have changed,” Akikane said. 
 
   “Same Council, same ideas, same war,” Nefferati said. “Nothing changes.” 
 
   “The Seventh True Mage has been revealed,” Ohin said. Nefferati raised her eyebrows and stared at Ohin.
 
   “True, true,” Akikane said when Nefferati looked to him. 
 
   “Who? Where?” Nefferati asked. 
 
   “Him,” Ohin said, gesturing toward Gabriel. Gabriel met Nefferati’s gaze as she snorted. 
 
   “A boy!” Nefferati said. 
 
   “The Seventh True Mage, even so,” Akikane said. 
 
   Nefferati fell silent as she stared at Gabriel. All other eyes were on her, but she didn’t seem to notice. “What’s Apollyon playing at, making copies of himself?” she said finally. 
 
   “We believe he is trying to acquire the power to destroy The Great Barrier,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Hmmm,” was all Nefferati said. 
 
   “Will you help us?” Akikane said. “The entire Continuum is at stake.”
 
   “That’s what they always say when they want something,” Nefferati said. “The Council,” she added, clarifying what she meant. “I’ll think about it. I want to talk to the boy first.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” Akikane said. 
 
   “Alone,” Nefferati said. She still stared at Gabriel. He tried to stare back, to match her gaze, but eventually he broke away to look at his teacher. Ohin nodded to him, and Nefferati stood up. 
 
   “Nothing to fear, boy,” she said as she saw the nervous look on his face. “I’m not a cannibal, just an old woman. Give me your arm. I know a nice deer path we can follow.” Gabriel looked behind him at the table of his companions. Akikane was smiling, as ever, while Ohin squinted, whether from concern or the sun, Gabriel could not tell. Marcus gave an encouraging nod of his head, and Teresa gave him a thumbs-up gesture. He took Nefferati’s arm and followed her into the forest. 
 
   They walked along a thin dirt path that meandered through the trees. The scent of pine filled Gabriel’s nostrils and reminded him of his grandparent’s farm. They had planted pine trees along the edge of the fields, and his grandmother and he would collect the pine needles each Autumn to boil them down for homemade cough syrup. Although she appeared as old as his grandmother, her face wrinkled and sun-worn, there was nothing remotely grandmotherly about Nefferati. 
 
   “Where did they find you?” Nefferati asked, pulling a branch aside so they could pass. 
 
   “In 1980,” Gabriel answered, assuming she was referring to the time more so than the place. 
 
   “Close to the Barrier, then. How old are you?”
 
   “I’m thirteen-and-a-half,” Gabriel answered.
 
   “A man in some cultures.”
 
   “I suppose.” 
 
   “And Ohin?”
 
   “My teacher. For Time Magic.”
 
   “And you’ve been trained in the other magics, have you?”
 
   “Not yet. Akikane is going to be my primary teacher. And the rest of the team will help.”
 
   “The serial repeater and that slack-jawed lot sitting around the table? Fat lot of good they’ll be, teaching you magic.”
 
   “They’ve done well so far,” Gabriel said with a slightly defensive tone. Whatever had made Nefferati unhappy all those years ago seemed to have kept her unhappy. 
 
   “And who’s teaching you to use the dark imprints?” Nefferati said. 
 
   “No one. I don’t want to use dark magic,” Gabriel said, remembering what it felt like to touch the imprints of the Scottish sword and the Aztec pyramid. 
 
   “I suppose Queen Elizabeth supports this foolish notion,” Nefferati said with derision.
 
   “We haven’t actually discussed it,” Gabriel said. “I made the decision on my own.”
 
   “How the hell do you expect to fulfill the prophecy of the Seventh True Mage if you don’t use dark magic?” Nefferati asked. 
 
   “I thought I had fulfilled the prophecy,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Only the first part, boy,” Nefferati said. “The easiest part.” Nefferati glanced behind them. “Do you have a talisman yet?” 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, looking behind. He wondered what was living in the forest they walked through. Were there people nearby?  It seemed unlikely, but it would be just his luck to run across some ancient Neolithic Chinese hunting party and inadvertently create a new timeline.
 
   “Let me see it,” Nefferati said, holding out her hand. Gabriel dug in his pocket and retrieved the silver watch, placing it in Nefferati’s outstretched palm. She looked at it and sniffed. “Is that it?  No others?  Nothing hidden in your sock for emergencies?”
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, realizing as she spoke that it might not be such a bad idea to keep a spare Talisman handy. Sema, at least, had more than one talisman. 
 
   “Good,” Nefferati said taking one more glance behind them at the path leading back to the hut. They had walked nearly half a mile while they talked, and Gabriel could not even see the hut through the trees any more. As he looked back from the trail behind them, he saw Akikane standing in the path ahead. Nefferati saw him as well.
 
   “Release the boy,” Akikane said, drawing his sword from the sheath strapped to his waist in one silent and elegant motion. 
 
   “You always were the quickest one of the lot,” Nefferati said, taking a small coin from a pocket of her dress. “But not quick enough.” Then the all-too-familiar blackness surrounded Nefferati and Gabriel and her hand clutched at his arm like a vise. Gabriel didn’t understand what was happening. He barely had time to struggle when the whiteness overtook everything. 
 
   They stood in a field near an ocean. Gabriel tried to break free of Nefferati’s grip, but it was useless. She was incredibly strong for someone so aged. The blackness followed swiftly by the whiteness again, and they stood outside a ruined castle. Nefferati jumped again. And again. Gabriel lost count and began to get dizzy. It was much more difficult to make repeated jumps as a tagalong rather than as the Time Mage doing the jumping. Finally, they came to a stop in the middle of another forest. The trees were thicker this time. And taller. Oak and hickory, Gabriel thought as he looked around. It seemed like it must be midday, but very little light fell through the canopy of the trees. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Gabriel shouted as he finally broke free of Nefferati’s gasp. He stepped back several paces as she released him. “What are you doing? We didn’t come to hurt you!”
 
   Nefferati laughed. Then her body began to morph, her skin changing color, the shape of her face altering, her hair becoming long and straight and night-deep black. Gabriel stared in shock. Several seconds later, he was looking at an Indian woman nearly half a head shorter than the woman she had been a second before. She had a thin face with a strong jawline and deep set eyes. She smiled ominously at him. “They could not hurt me if they tried,” the woman said, her dark brown eyes filled with a mixture of contempt and pleasure. “I wonder how that old Japanese fool figured it out. No matter. He will not be able to follow us where we go next.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you,” Gabriel said, beginning to suspect the full implications of what had just happened and exactly how much danger he was in. “I know who you are.”
 
   “Well, at least they’ve taught you that much,” the woman said. “But your education will be under my supervision from now on.”
 
   “What do you want?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I have what I want,” the woman said. “And it is time we were gone.”
 
   “I won’t go with you,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Oh, I think you’ll do exactly as I say,” the woman said. “Now sleep.” She waved her hand before her, and Gabriel felt his eyes flutter and his mind fade to blackness. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17: Palace of Light Darkness
 
    
 
   The fog of sleep slowly dissipated, gradually replaced by greater and greater clarity until one thought finally managed to solidify in Gabriel’s mind. 
 
   Kumaradevi. 
 
   That thought brought him to full consciousness in an instant. He kept his eyes closed and pretended to still be sleeping, listening for any sign of where he might be and what might have happened to him. He was lying on his back in a bed, it seemed, with a heavy blanket drawn up to his chin. The glow on the back of his eyelids told him there was light entering from somewhere, possibly a window. He could hear nothing except his own breathing, which had quickened its pace considerably since he regained his senses. 
 
   He opened his eyes. What he saw was not at all what he had expected. 
 
   He was in an enormous four-poster bed with soft pale sheets and a thick down comforter with a black and red design of seven intersecting swords embroidered on it. Sitting up, he saw a window letting light into the room, its long velvet drapes cast aside. There were several windows, in fact, for the room was large and opulently furnished. 
 
   Climbing from the bed, he examined the room more closely. A large mahogany desk and two huge leather chairs sat beside a small couch and a low table. Near this sat a dining table with a wooden top and slender, ornately carved stone legs. On top of the table lay a silver serving tray with several plates topped with silver covers. A crystal pitcher of water rested beside the tray with a crystal goblet. Behind the table, near the far wall, sat a large copper tub for bathing. On the wall opposite the windows were two tall and well-polished oak dressers between which stood an enormous walnut armoire. Wide and intricately woven rugs with abstract and repetitious patterns covered the stone floor and long tapestries depicting colossal and violent battles draped the walls. There was a lone door, carved from a single piece of wood with large iron bands bolted across it for reinforcement. The inside of the door had no handle and no hinges. Gabriel wasn’t getting out until someone came for him. But getting out of where?  Where was he?
 
   As he looked down, he realized that he wore black silk pajamas. His clothes had been taken. His chunk of amber, his only way home. He got up and went to the armoire, opening the carved wooden doors wide. Inside were several sets of clothes, all identical. Black pants and black shirts with a red symbol of a sword woven into the chest. And several thick, wool jackets with the red sword sewn on the right breast. The floor of the armoire had three pairs of black leather shoes. He opened the drawers of the dressers. Underclothes and socks were all he found. There was no sign of the pocket watch or piece of amber that could take him back to the castle or the book that Ohin had given him, The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History. He had hoped they might leave him the book. If it had been printed at the castle, it might have been able to take him back there. 
 
   With a sudden flash of thought, he placed his hand to his neck and found the amulet still there. Surely the amulet had been made at the castle. He pulled it out and his hopes evaporated. It was not the same amulet. This one was a piece of flat, circular obsidian. He had nothing to link him back to the castle. And Kumaradevi had his pocket watch. If he managed to retrieve the pocket watch, could he use it to escape? It was just one small question among far too many larger ones. Where was he? What had happened to the real Nefferati? What did Kumaradevi want with him? What would happen next? 
 
   He was thankful when his stomach rumbled to voice its unhappiness at being empty. It distracted him from his thoughts. He walked over to the dining table and lifted the edge of the silver cover from the large china plate. Underneath sat an omelet with bacon and fried potatoes. Under the silver cover of a smaller plate, he found a large, thick-cut piece of toasted wheat bread. Beside the plate sat a glass jar with some sort of dark berry jam and a small silver spoon. Gabriel’s stomach growled again. Looking up from the plate of food, he realized the one thing he had not done, the one place he had not looked. He went to the nearest window. 
 
   The sight through the window filled him with despair. He was in a tower of some sort in the middle of a large and sprawling palace. Looking down, he could see that the window of his tower chamber resided at least two hundred feet above the palace buildings below. He thought about cutting the drapes and tying them together to create a rope, but there was no way to open the window. He would have to break the thick and heavily leaded glass to escape through the window. It was a possibility, but one that would have to wait for a later time. 
 
   Staring out the window again, he tried to get a sense of when and where he might be. The palace was like none he had ever seen in any book. The buildings were of gray and black granite blocks of various sizes and shapes. If the walls of his room were any indication of the masonry used to construct the rest of the palace, the blocks fit together without the benefit of mortar. It reminded him of the construction of Incan stone masonry he had read about, but the style and design of the buildings was wholly different from any he was familiar with. 
 
   All of the buildings were built to a scale that implied giants might be housed within, although he could see people walking along the wide internal streets of the palace. The shorter buildings had a circular shape with domed roofs, while the taller buildings were composed of different-sized square blocks, welded together at the seams. From another window, Gabriel could glimpse the edge of what might have been a pyramid of some sort. Beyond the palace, a city of short and squalid buildings spread out for miles. The city was a complete contrast to the palace in every way. The palace was haunting in its stark, colossal design while buildings made from scraps of wood, mud, stone, and grass lined the city. It looked like a good stiff wind could blow the city away at any moment. 
 
   Gabriel sighed, his fears and suspicions overwhelming him for a moment. If he was right, he was very far from home. Very far indeed. And it wouldn’t matter if he had his pocket watch at all. His stomach rumbled again. He looked back to the table with the breakfast that had been prepared for him. At least his captor wanted him to be well fed and comfortable. He tried not to think about his captor. Not just yet. Not until he had eaten. And it would be best to dress before eating. Who knew what might happen after breakfast? 
 
   Dressing took little time. There was no choice in what to wear. He pulled on a tightly tailored black wool jacket and slipped on his black leather shoes, idly wondering how his captor had known his sizes so well. His clothes and shoes fit perfectly. That could not be simple chance. How long had he been asleep?  How much had they known about him before his kidnapping? How much more did they know about him now? 
 
   Before eating, he moved the serving tray to the opposite side of the table so that he could see the door. He didn’t want to spend his time thinking about what might come through the door while his back was to it. This way he could face the door as he considered his predicament and try to remember as much as he could about Kumaradevi. He knew she had been an Indian princess of some sort. That she was dangerous. But what else? 
 
   He realized that she was right about one thing at least; his education under the Council’s guidance had been woefully incomplete. But then again, he doubted that Councilwoman Elizabeth or Akikane or anyone else on the Council could have anticipated this. Or could they? Only his team and the council knew that he was the Seventh True Mage. Was it possible that one of the Council members was a spy for Kumaradevi?  Or maybe an assistant to one of the council members. The only other possibilities were the members of his team, and he refused to believe that any of them could have sold him out for any reason.
 
   As he finished the last bite of his omelet, there came a soft knock at the door. It didn’t strike him as coincidence, and he quickly scanned the room for places where someone might be able to spy on him through a peephole. There were too many likely spots, and he had no time to consider the question as the door opened. Gabriel pushed the chair back from the table and stood up. It might be a good idea to be on his feet. Just in case.
 
   A young woman in a long, rough-spun, brown wool dress entered with her head bowed. The first thing Gabriel noticed was her bare feet. The second was the thick iron collar that she wore. It fit snugly around her neck, and Gabriel could see where it had chafed her dark brown skin raw. She kept her eyes down as she entered and did not look up until she stopped a few feet away from him. She had deep blue eyes, which contrasted with her dark black hair. She had smooth skin and a narrow nose, but her eyes seemed tired, and her hunched shoulders gave her a fearful look. Although she had looked up, she did not meet his eyes. 
 
   “I am Pishara,” the woman said with a curtsy. “I am to be your server.”
 
   Gabriel looked at Pishara for a moment and then past her to the open door. Beyond the doorway lay a corridor filled with shadows. Something else was out there. Someone else. He could sense it. Now might not be the best time to make a run for it. “What does that mean?” Gabriel asked, wondering if she had come to take the empty plates away. 
 
   “I am to be your servant here in the palace,” Pishara said. “If you have need of anything, I will provide it for you.”
 
   “I had a piece of amber with a beetle trapped in it inside in my pocket,” Gabriel said.
 
   “That you may not have,” Pishara said. “Are you finished with your meal?” 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, stepping from behind the table.
 
   “Was it to your liking?” Pishara asked. 
 
   “It was very good,” Gabriel said, wondering where this conversation might head. 
 
   “And you rested well?” Pishara asked.
 
   “Fine,” Gabriel said. “Slept like a baby.”
 
   “That is good,” Pishara said, almost smiling. “Now it is time I take you to see the Empress.” Gabriel had a very good idea who the Empress was. “You will follow me.” Pishara walked to the door, not bothering to see if Gabriel would follow. He wondered just what sort of servant she was. The sort who could give him orders as well as bring him breakfast, he guessed. 
 
   Following Pishara out the door of his room, he discovered that he had been right, there were people in the corridor. Two very large and pale men wearing leather and mail armor and holding long metal spears stood on either side of the doorway. One reached out and closed the door, but otherwise neither acknowledged his presence. 
 
   The corridor darkened immediately, but a dim light glowed ahead, and Gabriel followed the silhouette of Pishara toward it. The source of the light was another corridor where two more men stood. These men were dressed in clothes much like his own. The taller one had deep black hair and a red flame embroidered on his left jacket breast, while the shorter one had reddish hair and a red circle on his left jacket breast. They caught Gabriel’s eye with a look of contempt, but fell in step, without a word, behind him and Pishara. She led them to a flight of spiral stairs that seemed to go down forever. 
 
   “This is Viktor and Seamus,” Pishara said, indicating the men who followed them with a raised hand. “They will be your bodyguards. To protect you.” To make sure he didn’t escape was more like it. 
 
   Gabriel followed her around and around and down and down the stairs for several minutes before they reached what he assumed was the ground level. While he wasn’t winded, he wasn’t looking forward to climbing those stairs to get back to his room. Then it dawned on him that he might never see that comfortable room again. That was a thought best pushed aside, which is exactly what he did. 
 
   Pishara led Gabriel and his guards through corridor after corridor, some wide, some slender, some lined with paintings and tapestries, some lined with windows that looked out over the rest of the palace. Finally, they arrived before two enormous bronze-clad doors that rose some thirty feet above the floor. On either side of the doors stood four guards with spears. They looked much like the men outside his tower cell. They stared straight ahead with a look that implied instant death for anyone who was not supposed to enter. 
 
   The redheaded guard to Gabriel’s right extended his hand and the huge doors swung slowly open. As the doors glided inward, Gabriel felt gently with his magic-sense and realized that the redheaded guard was a Wind Mage. A Malignancy Wind Mage. That explained the dagger on his belt. Probably his talisman, Gabriel thought. The red circle on his jacket must mark him as a Wind Mage. The red flame embroidered on the other guard’s jacket probably meant he was a Fire Mage. These were good things to know. Things he might be able to use later. At least he would know what a mage was without having to probe them with his magic-sense. 
 
   As the doors continued to swing open, Pishara led the way into a room so large that Gabriel had trouble believing his eyes. Gigantic stone pilasters set into the granite walls and a long row of free-standing columns supported a vaulted ceiling some one hundred fifty feet above. Between the pilasters stood thin windows that rose from twenty feet above the floor nearly all the way to the roof. Ornamentation of gold and silver decorated the stone of the walls and the support columns. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling, each with a thousand candles burning, casting a warm glow to the room. The stone floor was a continuous mosaic of different-colored granite stones, making a pattern of seven swords crossing at the hilt. 
 
   Statues lined the walls of the room, although Gabriel could not figure out what they were supposed to represent. Each was more grotesque than the last and it took him a moment to realize that they depicted humans in various states of agony. He let his eyes slide away from the statues and settle on the center of the room. At the far end of the chamber, some two hundred feet from the door, was a raised dais with an enormous chair of what seemed to be polished white marble. In the throne chair sat Kumaradevi. Hundreds of men and women dressed in black wool jackets lined the audience chamber, each with one knee touching the floor, their heads bowed. 
 
   Kumaradevi looked resplendent in a long, flowing gown of crimson silk with black trim. She seemed relaxed and radiant, her left hand hanging languidly over the arm of the throne, her eyes shining with a brightness that amplified the elegant features of her face. A necklace of seven concatenate crystals strung together with a fine web of gold rested on her collarbone. Gabriel guessed that each of those seven crystals linked to a separate chain of six more crystals. The necklace represented forty-nine crystals — an unbelievable store of tainted and malignant magical power. She looked smug and satisfied, but something about her spoke of hunger to Gabriel. A hunger for something he was supposed to provide. 
 
   As they reached the base of the throne, Pishara and the two guards quickly knelt and bowed their heads. Now that he was closer to it, Gabriel realized why the throne looked so much like ivory from a distance. Kumaradevi sat upon a throne made of human skulls and bones, cut and fitted together like some intricate jigsaw puzzle, polished to a pearly white sheen. 
 
   “You must kneel,” Pishara whispered from beside him
 
   Gabriel looked at the throne and Kumaradevi seated upon it, staring down at him with a wicked smile, and made a decision: he would not kneel. 
 
   As he stood there the smile faded from Kumaradevi’s face, and her eyes changed from wide and joyous to narrow and angry. 
 
   “Why do you not kneel before your Empress?” Kumaradevi said, the anger of her face flickering away to be replaced with a charming gaze. 
 
   He knew it was the wrong thing to say, but for some reason he couldn’t help himself, and even as he spoke the words, he knew he would regret them. 
 
   “Because I am the Seventh True Mage, and you are not.” 
 
   The pain seared into his head like a white-hot blade driven into his skull. He tried to cry out, but the sound caught in his throat. He tried to bring his hands to his head, but they would not move. His arms were as frozen as his voice. He knew through the blinding pain that there was only one movement his body could make. Only one action that would stop the pain. Tears filled in his eyes, and he felt them running down his face, but it didn’t matter. The pain became so intense that he could no longer see the throne room or Kumaradevi or anything else. He knew what would stop the pain. Knew what would make it cease immediately. But he didn’t do it. He wouldn’t do it. He could feel the pain beginning to peak, and he knew he would pass out in a matter of moments. 
 
   “You are a very stubborn little boy.” He heard the words in his mind, echoing like a foghorn in a giant cave. “You seem to think you still have a choice in obeying me. Let me show you how many choices you have.”
 
   Gabriel felt a pressure through the pain. A pressure on his shoulders, pushing him down. He struggled against it, but his legs were no longer his own. His right leg bent and his left even more so as the pressure on his shoulders pushed him to the ground. Kneeling on one leg, the pressure continued to press at him, forcing him to bow his head in imitation of the hundreds of others behind him. 
 
   “That is better,” Kumaradevi said. “We would not want people to think you were ungrateful for your rescue.” 
 
   The pain vanished as quickly as it had come, but Gabriel still could not move, even to raise his head. The same invisible force that had pushed him to his knee still held him in place. Seething at Kumaradevi’s words as much as her actions, he found he could speak. 
 
   “I am most grateful for my rescue,” Gabriel said, staring at the granite mosaic at his feet and knowing he was again about to say something he would probably regret. “One day, I will be sure to reward you for it so you will know my gratitude.”
 
   Gabriel felt his head pulled back by the invisible force until he stared at Kumaradevi’s face. It was a beautiful face, he thought. The only pleasant thing about her. He noticed that those beside him looked up at her. Kumaradevi ignored his words as she spoke. 
 
   “It is with great pleasure I present to you the Seventh True Mage, Gabriel Salvador,” Kumaradevi said, her voice ringing unnaturally loud through the cavernous audience chamber. “The forces of darkness have been allied against us for centuries, but now, with the power of the Seventh True Mage at our side, we shall once again reach forth from our sanctuary of light and claim that which has been denied us for so long. Soon, once his training is complete, we shall free ourselves from the shackles that the so-called Council of the Continuum has placed upon us, and we shall destroy the usurper and his mindless minions, and we will take our rightful place as the ruler, the Empress of All Time.”  The assembly behind him raised their voices in a cheer. Gabriel stayed silent. He wondered what sort of world considered the Council a force of darkness and Kumaradevi the embodiment of light. 
 
   “You have all served the Empire with great skill and devotion,” Kumaradevi said, “and when we have taken the Continuum, you will have your reward of the spoils. There will be hundreds of worlds like this one created, and those of you who please the Empire will have your kingdoms there.” Another cheer arose from the assembly of mages, and Gabriel felt his stomach turn to ice. Hundreds of worlds like this? And she planned to use him to accomplish it? And if he resisted? He brought his mind back to the present as Kumaradevi spoke again.
 
   “When our champion, the Seventh True Mage, the Destroyer of Worlds, the Breaker of Time, has brought us our victory, all those who have opposed us shall suffer for their crimes. Just as others, who once opposed us, suffer now.” As she spoke, Kumaradevi raised her eyes toward the ceiling of the chamber. Gabriel followed her gaze upward. A gasp of shock escaped his lungs. He had not noticed it when he entered the chamber, his eyes distracted by too many things, but near the chandeliers hovered a woman encased in a sphere of flickering yellow and red electric bolts of light. She looked frozen, as though suspended in motion. Suspended in the act of screaming. Suspended in agony. 
 
   Nefferati. 
 
   Gabriel’s mind reeled. He had wondered what might have happened to the real Nefferati. She had been captured to become a display piece for Kumaradevi’s palace. A reminder to all who came to seek audience with her of what became of her enemies. At least she was still alive, Gabriel thought. He doubted that Kumaradevi would have killed Nefferati when she could keep the Grace Mage alive in anguish. As Gabriel brought his gaze back down to meet Kumaradevi’s eyes, something she had said gave him almost as much discomfort as having seen Nefferati dangling in the air above. She had called him the Destroyer of Worlds. The Breaker of Time. 
 
   That could not be good. 
 
   “Our day is upon us,” Kumaradevi said. “Our victory is at hand. Now we prepare for the Great Battle.” She rose from the throne and glided down the steps to the floor of the audience chamber. The cheers continued, but no one rose to their feet as she passed. Everyone stayed kneeling. Gabriel found himself dragged to his feet by the invisible force of Kumaradevi’s magic after she had walked past him. He heard her voice in his mind. “Follow me.” He felt an invisible hand push him forward, and he followed her down the long black carpet, through the audience chamber. Glancing behind, he saw that Pishara and his guards followed. 
 
   As Kumaradevi exited the audience chamber, several servants in long gray robes stepped behind her. A man carrying a small stack of books joined a woman holding a tray with goblets of wine, followed by a thin man holding a tray of cheeses, breads, and fruits. Beside him walked another woman carrying a small table with paper and pen. Behind all of them all walked a woman holding a bowl of water and a small towel. Apparently, Kumaradevi believed in having her needs met at any moment wherever she went. And she liked supplication wherever she went as well. No matter who they passed, each and every person dropped to one knee and bowed their head. 
 
   She led the procession through the main corridor and down another, up three flights of stairs, and through a wide courtyard filled with small gnarled trees and tall statues similar to the ones he had seen before, looking like half-human creatures twisted in pain. Past the courtyard, they came upon a wide stone terrace with a marble railing carved to resemble a snake writhing atop a string of sword tips. The terrace held a raised platform and a throne chair similar to the one in the audience chamber. Carved from a solid piece of granite, this one resembled a mass of human bodies bent beneath a great weight. Gabriel ignored the throne as he stepped up beside Kumaradevi at the railing. 
 
   “Behold the Palace of Light,” Kumaradevi said, spreading her arms wide to indicate the size and opulence of the palace grounds. The balcony offered a good view of the rest of the palace. Gabriel could see hundreds of buildings, dozens of courtyards and gardens, and the pyramid temple he had glimpsed earlier from his room. He could also see a building that looked like a coliseum and a smaller arena directly below the terrace that looked like it was used for fighting. As he saw what filled the arena, he could not help but jump back from the railing in surprise. Kumaradevi laughed and pushed him forward again. 
 
   “Is…is that…” Gabriel stuttered. “Is that a dragon?” 
 
   “What does it look like?” Kumaradevi said.
 
   “It looks like a dragon,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Then I suppose it is,” Kumaradevi said. 
 
   “How is that possible?” Gabriel asked as he stared at the dragon. It must have been nearly a hundred and twenty feet long and thirty feet tall at the shoulders with a neck that stretched well beyond that. Its leathery wings clung tight to its blue and green-scaled body, held close like a cloak wrapped against a chill. It swung its head around, and Gabriel could see that its eyes were glazed and milky. The way it moved made him realize that it was blind. He looked more closely at the dragon’s scales and the way it shuffled slowly, dragging tree-thick chains connected to huge metal shackles around its legs. Gabriel suspected that the dragon was very old. 
 
   “It is possible,” Kumaradevi said, “because I made it possible. I see your magical education has been limited to say the least. I will teach you, in due time, how to create dragons if you wish. It is not all that hard. Once you find the proper beasts to alter and blend together. They are marvelous creatures, if fashioned properly. Difficult to keep fed, but wonderful to watch in battle.”
 
   Gabriel tore his eyes away from the dragon and noticed for the first time that people stood in the sunken stone arena. Three people tied to large wooden stakes with kindling wood piled to their chests. Gags filled their mouths, but their eyes were not covered. The woman bound between the two men could not look at the dragon, keeping her head turned completely to the side. In contrast, the men on either side of her could not take their eyes off the beast, their heads weaving back and forth with every movement of the dragon’s long neck, large mouth, and man-sized teeth. The three looked thin and bruised. It seemed they had been starved and beaten for weeks.
 
   Gabriel found his stomach suddenly queasy and his legs weak. He did not have to be told what was coming next. He looked away from the scene below as Kumaradevi’s voice drew his attention. 
 
   “Your insolence today was unacceptable,” Kumaradevi said with a hard look in her eye, “but I blame myself. It was not properly explained to you how to behave in my royal presence. You were uninformed. So, I will inform you now of how you must behave. And to drive the lesson home, I will show you what happens to those who displease me.” She gave Gabriel a sparkling smile. She might have been offering to make him cookies from the way her lips curled. “You will always kneel upon greeting my royal presence, in the audience chamber or anywhere else. You will speak only when given leave to do so, and you will stand only when I request it of you. As you are to be my apprentice, when we are not in formal situations, you need not be so formal. However, you will request permission to approach me and to speak to me. When you address me, it will always be as Empress, or Your Royal Highness, or Your Grace. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. “Your Grace.” He tried to keep his face neutral, but it was a struggle. He had never really felt hatred for anyone before, but he was beginning to feel something hot and unpleasant burn in his heart for Kumaradevi. 
 
   “Now then,” Kumaradevi continued, “violation of these very simple principles will be punished. Severely. Below us, you can see three people who have displeased me. I want you to watch what happens to them.”
 
   “May I ask a question, Your Grace?” Gabriel said. He wanted to proceed cautiously. 
 
   “You may,” Kumaradevi replied, tilting her head with curiosity. 
 
   “What did they do to displease Your Grace?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   Kumaradevi’s eyes narrowed, but she replied. “That man on the end, he disobeyed a direct war command to slaughter a village. He seemed to think that sparing the village was the noble thing to do. When I want nobility, I will order it. The woman was caught trying to poison my food. While we are True Mages, even we can fall prey to poison if it is the right kind. I forced her to eat poison herself for the past month. A slow poison. Very painful. But she seems likely to die soon, and I know for a fact that she fears dragons more than anything else. Her family was killed by dragons when she was a child. She still has the burns along her back from her escape. She’ll soon have burns on the front to match. 
 
   “The other man was a great disappointment to me. I had charged him personally with increasing the imprints of a certain sword, and he used that blade to defend a woman and her child from his own men. It completely warped the imprints of light and contaminated them with darkness.” Gabriel knew that by darkness she meant positive imprints of Grace. The men were being killed for showing compassion, and the woman for trying to put an end to the horror of Kumaradevi’s world. 
 
   “Empress,” Gabriel began, “would it not be more fitting to suspend these traitors in time the way you have Nefferati?” They might remain trapped in a moment of agony for years, but they would be alive when Kumaradevi was defeated. And he already nurtured a strong seed of determination to see Kumaradevi defeated. 
 
   “How did you know Nefferati was held in time stasis?” Kumaradevi asked. 
 
   “I could sense it,” Gabriel said. “Your Grace.” He was trying desperately to remember to add that sickening phrase whenever he spoke.
 
   “Really?” Kumaradevi said. “I’m surprised, given the paucity of your education to date. But to answer your question, if I imprisoned every slave, soldier, and servant who displeased and betrayed me in a time-stasis bubble, I would have the entire palace lit up like a bonfire.”
 
   “May I ask, Your Grace, why you have imprisoned Nefferati rather than killing her?” Gabriel said. Maybe he could postpone the execution long enough for him to think of a reason for Kumaradevi not to kill the people tied to the stakes below. 
 
   “I imprisoned her because she does not deserve death,” Kumaradevi said. 
 
   “What did she do to displease Your Grace?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “She killed my son, for one,” Kumaradevi said, her voice suddenly filled with bitterness. Gabriel had not expected this, and he could see the anger rising in her eyes as she thought of it. 
 
   “I am sorry to hear that, Your Grace,” Gabriel said. “You must have loved your son very much to be so wrathful.” He could barely imagine Kumaradevi loving anyone, but he supposed that she could be as possessive about people as she was about things. Kumaradevi opened her mouth as though to respond to Gabriel’s sentiments, but closed it instead. “May I ask where we are in time, Your Grace?” Gabriel said quickly, hoping to change the subject.
 
   “We are in a world of my creating,” Kumaradevi said. “In a branch of time I have made and altered to suit my purposes. It is hidden by magic more powerful than you can imagine, so you need not bother wondering if your friends on the Council will find you. And you need not worry your head with fancies of escape because there are only a handful artifacts still remaining in this world that also exist in the Primary Continuum. As your precious Ohin may have told you, one can only jump between the Primary Continuum and an alternate branch of reality with artifacts that exist in both. So, unless you happen upon a fossil of great age, you will be going where I tell you and when. Now, we will cease this pointless distraction and proceed with the act you so obviously dread.” 
 
   Raising her hand, lightning leapt forth from Kumaradevi’s palm and crackled through the air, striking the dragon in the center of its scaled brow. The dragon roared with pain, its bellow echoing throughout the palace grounds as it belched a stream of coral-colored fire across the arena, engulfing the prisoners in flame. Gabriel looked away, but Kumaradevi grabbed his jaw in her slender hand and forced him to face the arena. He closed his eyes, but the screams of the prisoners were as bad as what he had seen. 
 
   “Open your eyes and look,” Kumaradevi growled. “Look and see what disobedience will bring. While I will not burn you at a stake, I will make branches and branches of time to bring versions of your loved ones here, your mother and father and sister, and I will roast as many of them as it takes to ensure your obedience. Now open your eyes, or you will be dining on the charred carcasses of those three traitors for a month. And do not doubt that I can make you chew and swallow.” 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes, and he looked, and he listened, and he let the flame of hatred in his heart fill him to burn as brightly as the dragon flames sweeping the arena below, consuming everything in their path, just as he hoped his anger would one day consume Kumaradevi. As he glanced aside, he saw Pishara give him a quick look of sympathy that swiftly faded behind a mask of indifference. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18: Battles and Honors
 
    
 
   Hours later, Gabriel still seethed in silence, following Kumaradevi through the palace from one errand to another. She was a tyrannical ruler, to be sure, but not indolent about it. She personally attended to many of the details that could easily have been delegated to a lesser functionary. It was hours before Gabriel realized why the Empress was so involved in the minutia of running her kingdom: She did not trust anyone else to make the decisions that needed to be made. Whether that was because she had no room for trust in her heart, or because the people who ran her Empire were untrustworthy, Gabriel was not sure. Either way, it was a weakness he could exploit, given time. And it looked as though he would have plenty of time. He could think of no way to jump away from this world of horrors. He was trapped in a bizarre circus where everything was reversed, the clowns bringing tears instead of mirth, the audience suffering instead of laughing. 
 
   Finally, when it seemed there were no more documents to sign, no more servants to upbraid, no more soldiers to punish with lashes of a whip, no more engineers to chastise for failure to complete construction of buildings on time, Kumaradevi made an announcement. 
 
   “I am hungry,” she said, her voice imperious as ever. “How would you like to see a dragon in battle?” 
 
   It took Gabriel a moment to realize that she spoke to him and another second to stop himself from saying what he really wanted to say and frame what he hoped was the proper response. “If it would please you, Your Grace.”
 
   “Then we shall see how my nations fare in the War of the Colors,” Kumaradevi said as the familiar blackness wrapped around her, Gabriel, and all of the attendants. When the whiteness bled away, Gabriel found himself standing on a hilltop overlooking a wide-open plain between a mountain range and a forest. In the valley below battled two armies, one with deep red banners, red armor, and red shields battling another army similarly colored in dark green. 
 
   Gabriel could hear the cries of the men even from where they stood on the hilltop nearly a mile away. In the sky above, he could see four dragons clashing in combat, a man strapped to the back of each. The colors of the dragons, like the men, matched the army they defended — two crimson and two green. The beasts snapped at each other as they flew past, diving to strafe the troops of the opposing side with jets of molten hot flame. Even in his darkest dreams, Gabriel had never imagined such a scene of devastation and horror was possible. 
 
   Disgusted, he looked away to see Kumaradevi walking toward a large tent, open on all four sides. A meal of various meats and vegetables lay on a long wooden table beneath the canvas canopy. He walked away from the edge of the hillside and joined Kumaradevi at the table. Two men joined them, one clothed in blood red armor and the other in deepest emerald green. Everyone waited until Kumaradevi had been helped into her seat by her attendants before taking their places at the table. Gabriel sat beside Kumaradevi.
 
    The servants quickly filled Kumaradevi’s plate. No one made a move to touch the food on the table. Gabriel kept his hands in his lap. He knew instinctively that his survival, if not the survival of everyone he cared about, would depend upon him watching and learning quickly. Kumaradevi ate in silence, smiling at those around the table as they averted their eyes. Finally, when her plates had been removed, the servants stepped forward to serve the meal, placing sliced roast beef and potatoes upon Gabriel’s plate, along with some green things that he hoped were vegetables.
 
   As those around the table ate, Kumaradevi allowed the two generals to boast of their strategy and what each assured her would be the imminent success of their respective army. “I certainly hope one of you is successful soon,” she said with what might have been a laugh. “I grow weary of this stalemate, and I am sorely tempted to bring the Indigo Army into the fray and force a conclusion.” 
 
   Both generals protested that such an action, while surely her prerogative, was wholly unnecessary. Each man vowed to bring the other to heel before her next visit. She said nothing, but graced them each with a smile. Gabriel couldn’t smile. He knew these armies were slaughtering each other so Kumaradevi could link more concatenate crystals to the battlefields and weapons and increase her power. 
 
   She smiled at the generals once more and then, without warning, she suddenly swept her arms wide and a swift billow of blackness engulfed the table. A burst of white followed and Gabriel, Pishara, and the attendants stood in what Gabriel assumed were Kumaradevi’s personal suites. A series of large rooms, one set for dining, another for sitting, another that seemed to be a library, a fourth that had a large desk in the middle of it, and another with a massive mahogany bed seemingly carved from a single piece of wood. 
 
   Kumaradevi swept down the hallway connecting the various rooms and stepped into the writing room. Three men and three women waited for her there, standing at attention. Gabriel got the impression they had been standing in the room for a considerably long time. As he followed Kumaradevi into the room, he noticed the insignias emblazoned on the breasts of the six people standing there. Each one was different. The flame for Fire Magic, a solid red circle for Wind Magic, a tree growing out of a heart for Heart-Tree Magic, an open circle with three wavy lines inside for Earth Magic, a red eye with the center left black, to represent the pupil, for what Gabriel guessed was Soul Magic, and an infinity symbol for Time Magic. He knew who these people were, but Kumaradevi confirmed it as she turned and spoke to him.
 
   “These are your new tutors,” Kumaradevi said, raising her hand to indicate the six black-clad mages. “They will be instructing you in the various magics and how to use them. When you have exhausted their knowledge, I will find more knowledgeable instructors to train you.” She pointed to a tall man with the Time Magic symbol who might have been Indian or Pakistani. “This is Malik,” Kumaradevi said. “He will teach you Time Magic.” She continued around the room. The petite Thai woman, Malee, would teach him Fire Magic. Heinz, the broad shouldered German, Earth Magic. Wind Magic would be taught by the sharp faced Korean woman, Jin. Heart-Tree Magic, by the bone-thin African woman, Malawi. Finally Bob, the slightly overweight American, would teach him Soul Magic. It was like his team from the castle seen through a funhouse mirror. While none of them met Kumaradevi’s gaze, they each stared at him. It gave him an unpleasant feeling in his gut. 
 
   “You will begin your training tomorrow in the arena,” Kumaradevi said. “It should be clean by then. You will afford each of your instructors the same courtesy you extend me. If they are unhappy with your performance, I will be unhappy with your performance, and I trust I have made it clear that my happiness is your paramount concern. Tonight you will join me for a state dinner in your honor. Now, go and change into something more befitting the occasion.” With a wave of her hand she dismissed him. Gabriel did not wait for a second dismissal. 
 
   “Thank you, Empress,” Gabriel said as he bowed from the waist. He spun smartly on his heel and followed Pishara out the door, trailed in turn by his two bodyguards, Viktor and Seamus. The door closed behind them, though no hand touched it. As he followed Pishara down the hallway and out into the corridor beyond Kumaradevi’s apartments, he tried, as he had all day, to make a mental map of the palace. It would be important to know where things were and how to get to them if he was ever to have any hope of escaping. 
 
   Following Pishara, he realized it would be knowledge long in coming. He was already lost, confused by the constant twists and turns of the corridors and the stairs that led up only to lead down again. The palace seemed designed to frustrate easy navigation. Gabriel did not have to wonder whether this was accidental. 
 
   When they finally came to the spiral staircase that he knew would lead them to his tower prison, he was almost relieved. At least he had a sense of where he was. The climb up the stairs took much longer than the walk down had earlier that day. By the time they reached the top, Gabriel was well winded, although neither Pishara nor his two bodyguards seemed to be breathing heavily. The two guards still stood on either side of the door to his room. The door to the room was open, but Gabriel could see three large steel bars in brackets bolted to the wall. Each one could slide over to block the door closed. His only hope to escape from the room would have to be through the windows. He wondered how long it would take him to learn to fly and how long it would take to steal an artifact strong enough to manage it. 
 
   As he entered the room, he saw that the large copper tub in the corner had been filled with water. Apparently, someone had drawn him a bath. He couldn’t imagine anyone bringing water up those long stairs in buckets, so there must be pipes of some sort in the palace tower. He made a mental note to try to find out where they were. Every little bit of knowledge about the palace could prove useful for an escape. 
 
   “You will bathe,” Pishara said. “You will find a long coat in the armoire. I will return for you in one hour to escort you to dinner.” She bowed slightly before pulling the door closed as she left. He could hear the three steel bars swinging into place. 
 
   Gabriel collapsed into one of the leather chairs, exhausted. Not from the climb or the day’s events, but from the emotional impact of all that he had seen and heard. He was a prisoner in an alternate world so vile and disgusting that it was hard to comprehend the magnitude of the suffering taking place every moment throughout the land, solely for the purpose of tainting more artifacts and places with negative imprints so that Kumaradevi could amass more power. 
 
   Frustrated with himself for letting despair grip him so tightly, Gabriel got up and began to check the room again. Maybe there was something he had missed. Something he could eventually use to escape. There was a small closet hidden behind a tapestry he had missed earlier. It turned out to be a privy. Unfortunately, the stone chute that carried the waste straight down was too small to possibly fit in. He sighed as he realized he had been momentarily excited by the idea of escaping through the sewers. 
 
   He took the opportunity to relieve the pressure in his bladder and then continued to examine the room. There was little more he had not noticed that morning. He discovered another small closet hidden behind a tapestry. It was a simple wash room with a small sink and a copper pipe that descended along the wall from the ceiling. At least he knew where the water came from. And if it came from the ceiling, then maybe the top of the tower held a water cistern that could be ruptured to create a diversion at some point. Everything was a potential component of an escape plan. 
 
   He examined the windows again, just because it made him feel he was being thorough, but they had no hinges, and he doubted they could be opened without breaking them, which would surely bring the guards. If he could secretly get his hands on an artifact, he could overpower the guards, but where to get an artifact that would not be missed? Maybe he could steal one from one of his tutors. He sighed. Any artifact that went missing in the palace would immediately draw suspicion to him. Realizing there was nothing else he could do, he stripped off his clothes and slid into the tub. 
 
   The water was still very warm and must have been near scalding when first poured into the copper basin. He could see a drain at the front of the tub, but did not see how the water could have been heated. Then he remembered where he was. A palace filled with mages. A bar of honey-scented soap sat on the lip of the tub, and he scrubbed himself as he mulled over the twin thoughts that consumed him: where to find an artifact, and how to escape. As he rinsed off, he remembered something that Ohin had said back at the castle. Just thinking of him and the rest of the team, how much he had grown accustomed to them, how much he had come to care for them, nearly drove the idea that had blossomed in his mind straight out of it. 
 
   Clenching his teeth and wiping what might have been soap from his eyes, he tried to remember exactly what he had been told. An artifact could gain imprints by close proximity or use by a person taking actions that were either negative, like killing someone, or positive, like saving someone’s life. However, an artifact could also be intentionally imbued with imprints by concentrating one’s mind and will upon it. This was essentially how prayer beads became imbued with positive imprints, priests and monks praying and meditating over the beads. If he could find some innocuous object, one that no one would suspect if he carried it with him, he could intentionally imbue it with enough imprints to use as a talisman. Of course it could take years, but a least it was a plan. He would have to be cautious, however. 
 
   While a Malignancy Mage could tell that an artifact had been imprinted from a short distance, they would have to touch it to know that it was imbued with positive imprints. It would need to be something common, but something he could keep in the open. He was almost certain his room would be regularly searched while he was away from it. However, if he found the right object, he might be able to leave it in the room while he was gone. As long as the room was not searched by a Malignancy Mage, or as long as that mage didn’t touch every object, he might get away with it. But what object? 
 
   And if he could get out of the castle, how could he get back to the Primary Continuum? Kumaradevi had said that only a few artifacts still existed in both worlds. He would need to find out what and where at least one of them was and when he could get access to it. And then another thought occurred to him, one that made him place his hands on his head in despair. He couldn’t just leave the palace alone. If he did find a way to escape, he would have to find a way to release Nefferati, as well. If he was found missing, Kumaradevi might kill Nefferati to ensure that a rescue party from the Council could not free her. His escape could be a long time in coming. Unless he could think of something brilliant. 
 
   A knock on the door brought him back from his reveries. 
 
   “Are you ready?” he heard Pishara say from the other side of the door. 
 
   “Almost,” Gabriel called out, grabbing a nearby towel and wrapping it around himself as he ran to the dresser. 
 
   “Would you like some help dressing?” Pishara said as he heard the steel bars outside the door sliding open. 
 
   “No,” he said, hastily drying himself with one hand has he pulled clothes from the dresser. He managed to get his pants on before Pishara entered. 
 
   “You are tardy,” Pishara said. “We will need to walk quickly to arrive at the dinner on time. It is unwise to make the Empress wait.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said pulling on a boot. “Sorry. I dozed off in the tub.”
 
   “You must gain more stamina,” Pishara said. “You will need it in the coming days.” 
 
   Pishara led Gabriel through the labyrinthine corridors of the castle to the great dining hall. An impossibly long table filled the center of the opulently decorated room. The guests for dinner were already present. Nearly a hundred men and women in black lined the table, each wearing the red insignias that denoted their status and rank as mages in Kumaradevi’s forces. Along the center of the table sat a wide variety of foods on large silver trays. A roasted boar, a large apple in its tusked mouth, roasted ducks, various vegetables, stacks of breads and cheeses, bowls of fruit, and bottles of wine. The food seemed to go on and on. An attendant showed Gabriel to his place just as Kumaradevi arrived. He waited until Kumaradevi had been seated by her attendants before taking the one remaining seat to her left. 
 
   As at the lunch earlier that day, Kumaradevi ate first and alone. The table remained silent as her attendants sliced a piece of boar for her and cut it into small pieces. She poked at them causally with her fork, delicately placing them in her mouth and chewing with a wide smile for Gabriel. She seemed immensely pleased. That was good, Gabriel thought. The happier she is, the less she is likely to notice me. 
 
   When she had finished eating, Kumaradevi spoke. “This meal is to consecrate a covenant between our royal person and the person of the Seventh True Mage, who is very lucky we have rescued him from his servitude at the hands of the Dark Mages of the Council of Night. Gabriel will be our servant, our first among servants, our right hand in the battle to end all battles, our sword, our shield, and our champion. With this food, we all enter into this covenant. You shall serve him, he shall serve me, and I shall serve the greater calling. Now, eat your fill, and remember that each bite symbolizes the contract that binds us together. Each sip of wine a symbol of your commitment. Your flesh is my flesh. My will is your desire. My victory shall be your victory.” 
 
   She raised her glass and all those at the table raised theirs in response. Gabriel held his high. The men and women along the table smiled back as deeply as Kumaradevi smiled at them, but Gabriel could see a few glance at him with looks in their eyes that were anything but signs of servitude or pleasure. Kumaradevi took a long swallow of wine and placed the goblet on the table. 
 
   “Let the feast begin,” she said in a melodious voice that echoed throughout the dining hall. 
 
   Gabriel looked down as a servant placed a slice of roasted boar on his plate. He thought of Kumaradevi’s words and all he had seen since she had brought him to her world. He had never felt less like eating. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19: Lessons in Light Darkness
 
    
 
   That night, after the endless dinner finally concluded and Pishara escorted him back to his rooms, Gabriel lay in bed thinking about how he could find an artifact to imbue with positive imprints. He needed to think of something that would take his mind off the horrors he had seen throughout the day. And the longer he could think about the artifact, the longer he could postpone sleep, because he knew what sort of nightmares waited for him when he closed his eyes. 
 
   Artifacts. 
 
   He considered the amulet at his neck, but it was already an enchanted artifact forged by a Malignancy Mage. Trying to imbue it would be unwise. Besides, he would need something that he could hide in plain sight in his chamber. It would need to be something he could be seen to hold, in case someone entered the room unexpectedly. And it would be best if they saw what they expected to see. 
 
   Why hadn’t he thought of that? He looked around the room to see if there was something there he might use. A small pewter candleholder sat next to his bed. He could even reach his hand out to touch it with his head on the pillow. If someone came in, it would look like he had fallen asleep with his arm over the bed. He reached his hand out and placed his fingers on the base of the candleholder. It felt cool to the touch. It had a dish-like base to catch the fallen wax and a looped handle to make it easier to carry. He slid his index finger through the handle loop. 
 
   He had his artifact. Now, how to imbue it? He had received no instructions on imbuing artifacts. Like all other aspects of his magical education, this area lagged. Ling, or was it Teresa…He smiled inwardly thinking about them…One of them had said you needed to use your conscious will to intentionally imbue an artifact. 
 
   He closed his eyes and tried to calm his mind with the meditative techniques his mother and then Ohin had taught him. It took a while, the images of the day’s events fighting to displace his focus on his breath. 
 
   Many minutes later, with his mind stilled, he felt within himself for his subtle energy and as he grasped it, he filled his mind with thoughts of love and compassion, willing this mix of mind and energy to enter the candleholder. For nearly twenty minutes, he concentrated his mind on the energy within himself, focusing it and guiding it into the candleholder. Finally, he had to stop. He was dozing off. And to be honest, he wasn’t even sure if what he was doing was working. He tried to use his magic-sense to determine if the candleholder had acquired any imprints, but if they were present, he felt too exhausted to sense them. He blew out the candle and rolled over. He fell asleep within moments, dreaming nightmares of nightmares within the nightmare he was living. 
 
   He woke to a knock on the door. 
 
   Pishara entered the room carrying a silver tray with covered plates and a small oil lamp. She placed it on the table as Gabriel sat up. The smell of bacon wafted through the air and Gabriel’s stomach groaned. Darkness still clung to the windows. 
 
   “What time is it?” Gabriel asked, getting to his feet.
 
   “Time for you to begin your day,” Pishara said. “Your tutors will be waiting for you in the training arena at sunrise. You will eat now. Dress quickly. I will return shortly.”  Pishara bowed slightly and walked from the room, closing the door as she left. Gabriel splashed some water on his face from a basin on a table in the corner of the room. Drying his face, he sat down at the dining table and lifted the silver cover from the plate. Eggs, bacon, fresh sliced strawberries. Better than he had expected. He wolfed the food down and then changed into his now standard black clothes. 
 
   Pishara knocked and entered shortly after he had pulled his boots on. She said nothing, gesturing him to follow, so he did so in silence. She led him back down the stairs and through the corridors of the palace. Gabriel tried to guess which turn would be next, which led to the arena. He found he was right less than half the time. 
 
   He noticed that palace servants and soldiers they passed all gave them a wide berth, stepping to the sides of the halls, servants stopping and bowing their heads, soldiers staring straight ahead, and the few mages they encountered looking at him with a mixture of distain and sometimes outright hatred. Gabriel assumed it was because he was Kumaradevi’s favorite pet now and that meant there would be fewer opportunities for any of them to become her pet. He would have gladly traded places with them. When Pishara delivered him to the training arena, he saw no evidence of the previous day’s execution. His six tutors waited for him in the sunken, sand-covered pit. 
 
   “You will need this,” Pishara said as she removed a dagger from her pocket and handed it to Gabriel. Gabriel held it in his hand. The sheath was fashioned of hardened leather and the handle of simple serrated wood for a better grip. He slid the blade out slightly, touching the blackened steel. He didn’t need to be told that it held numerous negative imprints. He could sense them even before he touched it. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I am told that it has slit the throats of over a hundred men, women, and children,” Pishara said, her voice betraying no emotion. He wondered how she really felt about Kumaradevi and her palace and her world, but he knew better than to ask. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer, even if it was the truth. 
 
   “It will be your talisman today,” Pishara said. Gabriel wondered how much she knew about magic and why she was the one to hand him the dagger. 
 
    Pishara motioned for him to descend the stone steps that curved along the arena wall and to the floor below, but she did not follow him. As he walked down the steps, he noticed another mage standing along the top of the arena walls. His insignia identified him as a Time Mage. Gabriel probed the dagger and was surprised to find that it was not nearly as powerful as his pocket watch. Great. His first lesson and already he was being hobbled. As Gabriel stepped into the arena floor, Malik strode forward. 
 
   “You are the Empress’s new pet,” Malik said, “so we will train you like one.” Gabriel almost laughed at the mention of the word ‘pet,’ but he knew that would be the wrong way to start the day. No sense giving them the idea that the pet might be mocking them. “Do you know how to use that?” Malik said as he looked at the dagger in Gabriel’s hand. 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, he hands tightening on the dagger instinctively. 
 
   “Good,” Malik said. “Then we begin.”  Before Gabriel could blink Malik had disappeared and Gabriel felt a boot in his back trusting him forward to the ground. Wiping the sand from his face, he looked up to see Malik grinning. “Too slow. Maybe you are not awake yet. Maybe you need something to stimulate you.” Malik nodded to Malee, the Thai Fire Mage. A moment later, the ground around Gabriel exploded with bolts of lightning. 
 
   Gabriel leapt to his feet, reaching for the magic within and focusing it through the blade, the taste of its imprints on his mind like thick black oil over sweet, ripe fruit. He tried to jump through space to the top of the arena, to get a better view and assess the situation, and honestly, to get as far as possible from the Dark Mages. He flickered at the top of the arena wall and found himself back where he had been, standing in the sand. A space-time seal. If he hadn’t been so distracted he would have sensed it. The ground beneath his feet welled up and erupted, throwing him through the air. He landed on his shoulder and heard a popping noise as he dropped the dagger. 
 
   “You cannot jump out of the arena,” Malik said in a booming voice. Gabriel now knew why a Time Mage stood on the arena walls. “And you must never drop your talisman.” The talisman flew through the air and struck Gabriel in the stomach as he sat up. He groaned as the air rushed out of him. As he scrambled to his feet, he tried to wipe the tears of pain from his eyes without letting his tormentors see. He saw Heinz laughing as he stood up. For the first time he noticed Kumaradevi seated on her viewing throne on the balcony above. He turned his eyes away from her and focused on the six mages spread out around him. His arm hung uselessly from his shoulder, the pain making it nearly impossible to keep from crying out. However, he knew that would not be a useful thing to do. 
 
   “I think his shoulder is dislocated, Malawi,” Heinz said. “Maybe you should help him with that.” 
 
   “Certainly,” Malawi said, “Maybe you could assist me.” A pain that made the pain in his shoulder seem like a gentle caress suddenly racked Gabriel’s body. He felt his shoulder pop back into place, but the pain did not end. He felt his body go rigid, his breath becoming quick and short and then he did cry out. He screamed, the pain seeming to grow with the volume of his voice. Then he felt himself being lifted in the air and hung upside down. 
 
   “Enough,” Malik said, and Gabriel fell six feet to the ground. He managed to tuck himself into the fall and roll to avoid injury this time. “He doesn’t seem to know how to defend himself. Your previous instructors were very poor indeed.”
 
   “Seventh True Mage, my ass,” Bob the fat American said. 
 
   Gabriel knew he needed to do something, anything, to fend them off for a little while. Pretending to struggle to his feet again, he reached for the magical power within and focused it through the dagger. A windstorm of sand erupted from the floor of the arena, a whirling tornado trapped in the circular stone walls. A bolt of lightning struck out for him, but he was no longer where he had been standing. He appeared behind Malawi and as he focused again, she flew through the air, smashing into Heinz. Another bolt of lightning struck near where he stood, but he already stood across the arena again, balls of fire erupting from his hands to join the vortex of sand spinning through the air. He felt Malik appear next to him, but he jumped again and again as Malik followed, swinging his fist at Gabriel’s head. 
 
   Gabriel focused the next time he jumped, and Malik flew into the wall of the arena. A lightning bolt from Jin’s hand burst toward him, and he caught it in his own hand, a blaze of light connecting them for a moment, then he flew backwards, falling in the sand. He jumped through space even as he fell, coming to stand behind Jin and focusing his Wind Magic to throw her through the air. Then his head split in two by the pain that suddenly tormented it, like a knife twisting deep into the frontal lobe of his brain.
 
   “Pretty good, boy,” Bob the Soul Mage said, “but not good enough.” The wind storm collapsed, sand falling to the ground as the other mages got to their feet. Gabriel struggled against the pain in his head, but like the bolt of lightning that had been too strong for him, he couldn’t resist it, falling to his knees. The dagger he had been given simply wasn’t powerful enough. He noticed now that the bright spheres that each of the Dark Mages wore at their necks were not amulets. They all wore a concatenate crystal, each likely linked to one of Kumaradevi’s battlefields. They each had access to far more magical power than he could muster. As the pain ceased, he fell backward to sit on the ground. 
 
   “Better than I thought you could do,” Malik said, “but not well enough. On your feet. Let us see how you defend against simultaneous attack.” 
 
   The rest of the morning was more of the same. Gabriel being attacked by several vastly more knowledgeable mages with far more powerful talismans, trying to defend himself, or simply trying to evade their attacks. Lunch was a simple meal of meat, bread, and cheese served in a plaza above the training arena. Gabriel noticed that his meal looked considerably less appetizing that that of his tutors. 
 
   The afternoon was reserved for one-on-one instruction. He trained with Malik, who taught him how to slow his perception of time in battle. This mostly involved Malik entertaining himself by whacking Gabriel with a wooded staff while jumping from position to position around him. During the one-on-one sessions, Gabriel was forbidden from using any magic other than the one he was being taught. He was only allowed to use multiple magics when facing multiple opponents. Although he was tempted to violate this stricture, he refrained from doing so out of fear that the punishment for infraction might be worse than the training itself. 
 
   By dinner, he was more bruised and exhausted than he had ever been in his life. Most annoying, the dagger was taken from him each time he left the arena, so there was no chance for using his powers to heal himself, much less escape. Dinner that night was served in the main dining hall, where all evening meals were held. Although Gabriel sat at Kumaradevi’s side as usual, she did not speak to him. She carried on conversations with others at the table, but he was invisible to her. No one else spoke to him, either. He ate in silence, and was happy for it. He also noticed that the attendants served him the smallest, worst portions of everything at the table. Apparently, his performance in the arena dictated the quality and quantity of the food he might receive. 
 
   That night in his chamber, he rubbed his shoulder as he concentrated on imbuing the candleholder with positive imprints. He lasted only a few minutes before collapsing in the sheets, which were noticeably less soft. He dreamt of fighting shadow-clad warriors each holding swords while he brandished a butter knife. 
 
   He woke to Pishara bringing him a bowl of cold porridge. He grimaced as he ate it, dressed, and followed her to the arena where the day unfolded very much like the day before. The day after that was similar, and the day after that and so on for week after week, the only variation being the quality of the food he earned and the artifact that he could use as a talisman. Some days it was the dagger, other days a sword, one day an axe, but they were never as powerfully imprinted as his pocket watch. If he performed well, his reward was an edible meal. If he did badly, he received some manner of indigestible gruel on his plate. 
 
   He took solace in the knowledge that after nearly six weeks, the imprints of the candleholder were nearly half as strong as the talismans he practiced with each day. He calculated that if he could manage to continue to imbue the candleholder for six months, it would be nearly powerful enough to use in an escape attempt. However, an escape looked less and less likely each day. As he had continued probing his chamber for possible flaws he could take advantage of, he had discovered that the walls, door, and windows were reinforced with magic. It would take a great deal of magical power to break out of his room. That meant attempting escape outside of his chamber and that would be very difficult as Pishara and his two guards followed him everywhere. 
 
   He lay in bed each night going over various options and possible plans. It helped buoy his spirits and keep his mind off the torments of the day. He made a strict rule with himself that he would never let the Dark Mages see him cry while he suffered at their hands. No matter what they did, he would not let them see a tear on his face. 
 
   However, alone at night in the darkness, he could not stop the tears from coming, could not hold them back. He felt helpless while in the arena, and he was just as helpless in the bed at night, but at least he could admit his fears for a few minutes. The strain of holding his fear at bay all through the day, day after day, felt like a balloon resting on the tip of a knife. Like he would burst and disintegrate at any moment. But the tears helped. They calmed him. And gave him enough clarity of mind to continue imbuing the candleholder. 
 
   The near impossibility of escape, and the steady daily abuse at the hands his instructors, left him in an almost constant state of depression. Pishara stayed with him one morning as he tried to force himself to eat the cold and hardened oatmeal she had brought him for breakfast. He had been knocked unconscious the day before, and this was his reward. 
 
   “You are no longer making progress,” Pishara said quietly. Gabriel raised his head as he smashed the tasteless oat paste into his mouth and swallowed. It was odd enough for her to have stayed, but even more unusual for her to speak of his training. She rarely said anything that was not an explanation or an order. 
 
   “I’m doing the best I can with the talismans they give me,” Gabriel said, his voice angry as he glared at her. How could she possibly understand what he faced every day in that infernal arena? 
 
   “You must try harder,” Pishara said, “or they will have no respect for you. And if they do not respect you…” She let the rest of the sentence fall away. He knew what the unspoken words implied. If he could not make them respect him, the abuse would only continue and likely worsen. He needed them to see him as the Seventh True Mage instead of an apprentice-pet to be bullied and beaten. 
 
   “They each have linked concatenate crystals,” Gabriel said, putting his spoon down forcefully. “If I had one of those, I could beat them.” It was true, he thought. If he had one of the crystals, he could best them. But he knew better than to ask Malik for one. And in a way, he was thankful not to have one. It unsettled him enough to touch the tainted imprints of the talismans Pishara gave him. He did not want to think about the wave of revulsion that would flood him if he linked his mind through a concatenate crystal to one of Kumaradevi’s battlefields. 
 
   “That is unfortunate for you,” Pishara said, almost sounding like she cared. “There are whispers that you are not what you have been said to be.”
 
   “Hand me a talisman with Grace imprints, and I’ll prove it,” Gabriel said, his voice as bitter as the taste in his mouth. Pishara said nothing in response. She smiled slightly and bowed her head toward the door, indicating for him to follow her to his lessons. Gabriel pushed the chair away from the table, stood, and followed her out the door. 
 
   It had taken him a few days to realize it at first, but Pishara never took him to the training arena the same way twice in a row. There were dozens of ways to navigate through the palace corridors from the tower to the arena, and she choose a different one each morning and each night. But after so many weeks, Gabriel was confident he knew where he was and how to get where he wanted to be in the palace if he needed to. He knew the way to the coliseum where he attended violent games with Kumaradevi twice a week and the paths to the temple where helpless villagers were sacrificed to the Empress, who Gabriel had discovered was worshiped like a god by the people of the Kumaradevi’s world. Naturally, she demanded sacrifices to bestow her grace.
 
   He pushed away the thoughts of his mental map of the palace and his plans for escape as they came to the top of the arena stairs. As usual, Pishara handed him his talisman for the day. It was a sword again, but not one he had held before and he sensed something different about it at once. As she laid it in his hand, he knew immediately that this was a very unusual sword. It held imprints of both grace and malignancy. Pishara said nothing to him, only bowed her head, and walked away. As he walked down the stairs, Gabriel examined the sword. It had a leather-and-wood sheath and a leather-wrapped handle. Pulling it slightly from the scabbard, he examined the double-edged blade. As he stepped into the arena, he unsheathed the blade entirely, holding the sword up in the early morning sun, watching the light play along its polished surface. He knew what sword this was. 
 
   “The boy bares his steel today,” Heinz said with a laugh.
 
   “He must mean to challenge us,” Malik said. “We have apparently been too easy on him.”
 
   “Then we should show him the respect of honoring that challenge,” Jin said with a wicked laugh. 
 
   Gabriel looked up and for the first time in nearly two months of captivity and cruelty, he grinned. He reached into himself for his magical power and focused it into the sword, the sword once wielded by the man he had seen executed the first day of his confinement. The sword used to defend the innocent as well as to kill. The sword that was at once tainted and imbued. 
 
   A lightning bolt from Malee struck the wall behind him, but he already stood on the other side of the arena. He risked a quick glance at the balcony above before jumping through space again to another spot by the walls. The balcony was empty, as he had hoped. Kumaradevi had given up watching his training after the third day, and he did not want her to witness what he was planning to do for fear it might arouse her suspicions of him, if not outright jealousy. 
 
   As he jumped through space yet again, fireballs and a small sandstorm erupting where he had been standing, he felt Bob the Soul Mage’s assault. With the power of the sword’s dual imprints, he easily rebuffed the attack. In fact, the strength of the sword surprised him. The man killed for imbuing it with positive imprints must have been working at it for nearly as long as he had been killing people to give it tainted imprints. Because of the double imprints, the sword would have been nearly useless in the hands of either a Grace of Malignancy mage, but as Gabriel had suspected, he could wield both of the sword’s imprints simultaneously to focus and amplify his own magical energy. 
 
   He jumped through space yet again and felt Malik trying to impose a space-time seal. Gabriel had been shielded enough times to know what to do now that he had the power, and he found it easy to dissolve the space-time seal and jump again, this time to the exact center of the arena. For what he had in mind, it would be best to be in the middle of his opponents. The ones behind him would think they had an advantage because he could not see them, but weeks of practice had helped him hone his space-time sense to discern where someone was regardless of whether or not he could see them. And what he had in mind required his tutors to think they had the upper hand. 
 
   Of course, he could not do what he really wanted to do, even though the sword was clearly powerful enough to accomplish it. He needed to defeat the Dark Mages completely, to gain their respect through their own submission, but he could not defeat them so badly as to make Kumaradevi fear him. The more she feared his power and abilities, the less likely she was to leave him alive. 
 
   “You are finally learning a little,” Malik said, his voice betraying his annoyance at Gabriel having deflected his magic. “I think it is time for you to have a real lesson!”
 
   Gabriel was expecting it, hoping for it, in fact, but the power of the simultaneous attack of all six mages focusing the full strength of their concatenate crystals upon him took him by surprise nonetheless. Focusing all of his will into the sword, he held the various magics at bay. The ground beneath his feet trembled, but did not move, regardless of how much Heinz cursed and swore. 
 
   The invisible force field of gravity Jin tried to use to throw him through the air instead flowed around him like water around a stone. The space-time seal that Malik attempted to place on him crumbled. Malik tried to jump behind Gabriel, only to find himself locked in a space-time seal. Gabriel easily deflected American Bob’s Soul Magic attempts to cause him pain and create hallucinations. He felt his body begin to weaken, but immediately it grew stronger as Malawi’s dark Heart-Tree Magic came undone. 
 
   This all happened in a matter of seconds and a second later, the six Dark Mages went rigid, their heads snapping back as Gabriel raised the sword above his head, focusing the entirety of his will upon the multiple magics he commanded. A moment later the Dark Mage’s mouths opened in synchronous screams as some invisible pain gripped their minds. 
 
   Gabriel’s lungs exploded with a yell as he struggled to control the powers he had unleashed. The air burst alive with a blaze of lightning bolts, the ground swayed and rippled like water, the six mages, still ramrod straight, rose into the air and began to spin in place as the sand of the arena swept up into a funnel cloud rising up and beyond the top of the circular walls. Then with an enormous burst of light, the six Dark Mages flew back like leaves caught in a mighty wind and struck the curved wall of the arena, falling limply to the ground, sand raining down everywhere. Everywhere except where Gabriel stood, slowly lowering the sword to his side, holding it casually in one hand. 
 
   The Dark Mages lay upon the ground barely conscious. Gabriel looked up to the single Time Mage at the top of the arena wall. The man looked panic-stricken. Gabriel realized that he could easily break any space-time seal the man might create. He could escape the arena now if he wished. The Dark Mage looking down at him seemed to have realized the same thing. He stood frozen, like a rabbit hoping to escape the notice of a nearby wolf. Gabriel looked back down at the six Dark Mages scattered on the ground around him. Some of them tried to stand up, but had little success. Gabriel opened his left hand, and the sword sheath flew to it. Slowly, he resheathed the blade. 
 
   “I think our lesson is over for today,” Gabriel said, letting his anger and contempt fill his voice fully for the first time since his captivity in the palace began. “I wouldn’t want to wear you out.”  Turning away from them, ignoring them as though they were too insignificant to be a threat, he jumped through space to the top of the stairs. Pishara and his bodyguards awaited him. They had seen everything. The guards looked wary, concerned Gabriel might continue to take his vengeance out on them. They backed away as Gabriel approached. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said, softly so that the guards could neither see nor hear him as he handed Pishara the sword.
 
   “I cannot imagine what for,” Pishara said quietly as she smiled and bowed her head. “What would you like to do now that your lessons have ended early?”
 
   “I want to have a real breakfast,” Gabriel said, beginning to feel good for the first time in nearly two months as he imagined his victory meal. “Eggs, bacon, fried potatoes, and pancakes with fresh berries and lots of syrup.”
 
   “I believe that can be arranged,” Pishara said. “Please follow me.” She led him back into the palace. He had breakfast on a balcony overlooking a grand garden. It was the best meal he could remember having in a long, long time. It reminded him of the meals in the Waterloo Chamber back in Windsor Castle. His Windsor Castle. He offered for Pishara to join him, but she demurred, insisting that the meal was his and well earned. 
 
   “They will respect you now,” she said as he ate. His guards kept a good distance from him after his display in the arena. 
 
   “As long as I have that sword,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “That can be arranged,” Pishara said, with her usual smile and bow. A messenger arrived shortly thereafter and handed a note to Pishara. She read it quickly and then folded it and placed it in her pocket. “Your meal is finished. The Empress wishes to see you immediately. She is headed to the audience chamber. We will meet her on the way.” Gabriel felt suddenly deflated, the excitement and exhilaration of his victory evaporating like rubbing alcohol in the sun. 
 
   He wiped his lips with his napkin as he stood up, trying to hold on to the flavor of the food and the moment just passed, hoping they would not both turn sour. Silently, he followed Pishara back into the palace proper. 
 
   As they walked through the corridors of the palace, Gabriel tried to calm his breathing, his body, and his mind. He felt like some invisible demon chased him, his legs weak and unsteady, his stomach churning the recently eaten breakfast, and his breath catching in his throat, unable to make it all the way down into his lungs. Kumaradevi had certainly heard about his defeat of the six Dark Mages, his so-called tutors. What if she had learned about the sword he had used?  What would she do?  Would she punish him?  Or worse yet, would he be forced to watch some version of his mother or father being punished for his actions?  How would she respond to what he had done and how could he convince her that it would not happen again? He had been impetuous. He hadn’t thought it through. Displaying too much power had been dangerous. But he had so wanted to give back to the Dark Mages who had tormented him for nearly two months just a little of their own vile medicine. He smiled despite his worries. He had certainly given Malik and the others a lesson they would not soon forget. And it had felt good to wield that much magical power. 
 
   Another worry crossed his mind. Had the use of the tainted imprints begun to change him?  Had they begun to alter who he was and what he might do? Had the constant embrace of evil contaminated him? Had he been absorbing some of their effects? Could that happen?  
 
   It had felt very good to smash the Dark Mages against the arena walls. It had felt good to let his anger explode and lash out at those who had abused him. But would it stop there? What would happen if he began to enjoy the feeling of the power and anger as much as Kumaradevi did?  Maybe that was her plan all along. Maybe she told Pishara to give him the sword with the mixed imprints. There were too many questions again and too many worries. Gabriel barely managed to get his breathing calmed before Kumaradevi strode across a wide garden courtyard. 
 
   As they approached, Gabriel sank to his knee and bowed his head in unison with Pishara and his guards. Kumaradevi barely slowed as she said, “Follow me.”
 
   “Yes, Empress,” Gabriel said, rising quickly to his feet and walking behind Kumaradevi and her entourage of attendants. 
 
   “At my side,” Kumaradevi said, and Gabriel quickened his pace to walk next to her. “I hear that you have taken to declaring the hours of your instruction.”
 
   Gabriel wasn’t sure how to respond, so he went for the middle ground between truth and apology as he said, “Only this morning, Your Grace.”
 
   Kumaradevi favored him with a smile. Gabriel almost smiled back in response, it was so glowing. It was the first smile she had offered him since his initial day of imprisonment. “I am pleased that you have finally begun to show the potential I had hoped you possessed,” she said as they walked down another corridor. “As a reward, this afternoon you will accompany me to a special audience with the eight kings of my empire. Now that you have begun to show some promise, I want to make sure that my subjects are familiar with you.”
 
   “Thank you, Empress,” Gabriel said, stifling a sigh of relief. He wasn’t going to be punished. He should have known. Kumaradevi always rewarded conquest. 
 
   “Tomorrow you will be given new tutors,” Kumaradevi continued. “Tutors who will have two concatenate crystals rather than one. You will be granted one crystal to use for training. Your old tutors will become your servants. You must learn to be a lord, and a lord must have servants. They will see to washing your clothes and sheets from now on. Pishara will continue to bring your food, however. It might not do to trust them with your meals.” 
 
   Gabriel closed his gaping mouth. Again, he should have known. He began to see the glimmers of an escape plan. If he defeated enough tutors, he might be trusted enough to be given freer reign of the palace. Freedom that could lead to escape. How many tutors and how many years might that take? He had no time to consider these thoughts. They had reached the audience chamber. 
 
   “The kings will arrive shortly,” Kumaradevi said, the enormous doors seeming to open of their own volition as she waved her hand before them. “The royal person must always be seen on the throne when her subjects enter the chamber. This way they are more aware that it is they who come to me. Possibly, I shall make them crawl the length of the chamber. That always helps them remember their place. Sometimes kings begin to believe they are more than pawns.”
 
   A loud crash erupted behind them, shaking the room and sending vibrations along the floor and up Gabriel’s legs. He spun on his feet to see that the enormous chamber doors had been slammed closed. He glanced at Kumaradevi and saw that she was just as surprised as he was by the closing of the doors. 
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Kumaradevi shouted at her attendants, her face contorted with rage. 
 
   “I have come to settle the check for my stay,” a voice said, ringing throughout the chamber so loudly that Gabriel threw his hands over his ears instinctively as he looked around for the source of the voice. A woman’s voice. A voice he remembered. 
 
   “No!” Kumaradevi screamed, and Gabriel followed her gaze back around to the carved throne of bones at the front of the chamber. There on the throne sat Nefferati, holding a small crystal, cupped gently in her hands. 
 
   “The bill is due,” Nefferati said, her voice still echoing throughout the chamber like a clap of thunder, “and I intend to pay in full.” 
 
   Kumaradevi raised her hands, and Gabriel could feel the power she began to focus through the seven concatenate crystals around her neck, but before she could fully grasp that power, an enormous explosion of light filled the chamber and he flew through the air. As he landed, he rolled and came to his feet in a crouch. He had received plenty of practice recovering from explosions in the last few weeks. Kumaradevi and the others did not recover so quickly. In fact, he and Kumaradevi were the only ones to get to their feet. The others seemed unconscious. Without thinking, Gabriel scanned the unconscious forms looking for Pishara. He didn’t know what would happen next, but he did not think she deserved to be trapped here in the middle of a battle. 
 
   Nefferati walked down the central aisle of the audience chamber now, and as Kumaradevi brushed disheveled hair from her face, the room erupted in bolts of lightning and fireballs. Stones fell from the ceiling and rose from the floors. The windows exploded, and shards of glass flew through the air like a mad flock of glittering birds. 
 
   Gabriel spun and ran. He heard Kumaradevi screaming behind him as he dashed down the aisle, trying to stay low and avoid the flying glass, leaping this way and that to avoid stones as they burst forth from the floor or came crashing down from above. He could hear Nefferati shouting curses, swearing in a rage of anger that had been kept boiling for years while she had been trapped in Kumaradevi’s prison of warped space-time. As he ran, he noticed a man running beside him. As Gabriel looked, his heart constricted in his chest and he nearly stumbled. Apollyon.
 
   “Come with me,” Apollyon said, reaching out his arm. “To safety.”  
 
   Gabriel did not hesitate, he ran for his life, ignoring the falling stones and the flying glass, running as fast as he could, away from Apollyon. 
 
   “Well, it was worth a try,” Gabriel heard Apollyon say behind him. Then he flew backward through the air, his mind falling into darkness, into sleep. His last conscious thought was to wonder why Apollyon’s hands seemed so gentle when they gripped him about the shoulders. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20: Out of the Fire and Into…
 
    
 
   The sound of birds chirping. 
 
   Insects buzzing through the air nearby.
 
   A soft breeze caressing his face.
 
   A gentle swaying motion that seemed to rock in time with his breath.
 
   Gabriel was awake, but he did not want to open his eyes. Once he opened his eyes, it would begin. It would begin all over again. His captivity. This time at the hands of a man he feared as much, if not more than Kumaradevi. He had fallen from the frying pan to the fire to the jaws of the wolf. But his captivity wouldn’t really begin until he opened his eyes. Until then he could pretend he was somewhere safe. Somewhere like the castle. Or his old house. He could pretend he was lying on the grass in the backyard, dozing beneath the twin hickory trees that draped their branches over the back of the house. 
 
   “Ah, good, you are awake,” a man’s voice said. It was a lighter voice, not the gravelly voice of Apollyon that Gabriel had expected. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes and saw a brown-skinned man with close-cropped gray hair and dark brown eyes setting a tray with tea down on a small wooden table. The man was not tall, barely taller than Pishara, only a little taller than Gabriel. The man smiled as he poured two cups of tea and sat in one of two wicker chairs. Gabriel looked around his surroundings. He was lying in a hammock, which explained the gentle swaying motion he had felt. The hammock hung from the support posts of a spacious wooden porch that wrapped around a large log cabin. 
 
   As he rotated his head, Gabriel saw that the cabin sat on the wide plateau of a mountain. A long valley, surrounded by deep green a forest of pine trees, spread out below the mountain range. The sky above was a vast azure blue, spotted here and there with small white clouds. He wondered where he was. Moving slowly, he eased himself around in the hammock and lowered his feet to the floor. The man with the gray hair was smiling at him again. He was handsome, but the smile wasn’t like Kumaradevi’s smiles had always been. This man seemed genuinely happy. But happy at some success or because of someone else’s suffering? That was the question. Gabriel stood up from the hammock and walked over to the empty wicker chair. 
 
   “Sit,” the man said. “Please.”
 
   Gabriel sat down, keeping his back straight and avoiding the cup of tea. He noticed that his aches and pains were gone. So too were the bruises on his arms. Someone must have healed him while he slept. He also noticed now that the serving tray held two sandwiches and a cup of blueberries. His stomach gave a grumble, but he ignored the food. He wondered how long he had been unconscious for his stomach to be so empty. He had eaten only a few minutes before accompanying Kumaradevi to the audience chamber, the thought of which brought back other thoughts as well. 
 
   “Where is Apollyon?” Gabriel said, trying to keep his voice calm. 
 
   “Nowhere near here, thankfully,” the man said. 
 
   “But I saw him in the throne room,” Gabriel said. “He took me.”
 
   “You saw what you were intended to see,” the man said. “What others were intended to see. Especially our beautiful friend with the fondness for thrones made of her enemies’ bones.”
 
   Gabriel was confused. “If Apollyon didn’t capture me from Kumaradevi, who did?”
 
   “A very good question,” the man said with a wide grin. “Why do you not see if you can puzzle it out?”
 
   Gabriel looked around the porch of the cabin again. There was no one else in sight, and he could see no signs of others being present. He thought about his captor as he looked at him. Was this the man who had rescued him from Kumaradevi?  And would he now be this man’s prisoner instead? The man wasn’t from the Council, that was fairly certain, or Gabriel would be back at the castle. He clearly had no love for Kumaradevi and didn’t seem too fond of Apollyon, either. That narrowed down the possibilities considerably. 
 
   “Vicaquirao,” Gabriel said, knowing that the man who sat across from him was the one he’d named. 
 
   “Very good,” Vicaquirao said. “I had heard you were quick-minded. I am glad to see it is true.”
 
   “You freed Nefferati,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I needed a distraction,” Vicaquirao said. “What better way to keep Kumaradevi busy than to release her ancient nemesis?”
 
   “What do you want with me?” Gabriel said, deciding to get to the point of this conversation as he grabbed a half sandwich and took a bite. Vicaquirao wasn’t about to poison him, and he would need a full stomach and a clear head to face this particular adversary. 
 
   “What do I want?” Vicaquirao said, sounding as though he were musing about the question for the first time. “I want the same thing all the others want, Gabriel. I want to use you to accomplish my own goals. I do not just want to make you my pawn. I want to make you my knight, my bishop, and my rook, all rolled into one.”
 
   “I’m not going to be anyone’s pawn,” Gabriel said. “Or any other piece on the board.”
 
   “You already are,” Vicaquirao said, with a hint of sadness in his voice. “The Council intends to use you to destroy Apollyon and Kumaradevi, and myself if they knew I was still around. Apollyon wants to use you to destroy The Great Barrier and help him gain control of the entire Continuum. And Kumaradevi would use you to destroy the Council and Apollyon as well. You see, no matter who holds your hand, they will all put a sword in it and point you where they want you to go.” 
 
   “The Council isn’t trying to make me do anything.” Gabriel said. He knew it was a lie as he said it. 
 
   “They will not make you do anything,” Vicaquirao said. “They will appeal to your better nature and convince you it was your idea.”
 
   “And how do you want to use me?” Gabriel said, putting the remainder of his sandwich back on the plate. He had lost his appetite.
 
   “If I told you that, it would spoil the surprise,” Vicaquirao said, suddenly smiling again. “Rest assured that no harm will come to you while you are in my care. Let me simply say that while Kumaradevi sees the battle, and Apollyon sees the war, and the Council sees the end of the war, I see the war after the war, and the war after that.”
 
   “If you’re not going to tell me how you plan to use me,” Gabriel said, “then you can at least tell me what you really want. The Council wants to protect the Primary Continuum, Kumaradevi and Apollyon want to rule it. What do you want?”
 
   “Two things,” Vicaquirao said, “and I am hoping they are not mutually exclusive. Can you guess what the first is? How much has the Council told you about me?”
 
   Gabriel thought about the second question and realized he knew the answer to the first. “You want revenge,” Gabriel said, suspecting for the first time that he might have an inkling of Vicaquirao’s plans. 
 
   “A dish best served with your enemy’s head on a platter,” Vicaquirao said. “Yes, I want revenge. There are few things that really upset me, but trying to kill me is one of them.”
 
   “Why did Apollyon try to kill you?” Gabriel asked, hoping he could gain some useful information that he might be able to use later to his advantage. 
 
   “Why does any boy rebel against his father?” Vicaquirao said with a rhetorical tone. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” Gabriel said. “You weren’t his father. Apollyon was born in Macedonia in 300 BCE.” 
 
   “Which is where I found him trailing behind Alexander’s army hoping one day to be a soldier,” Vicaquirao said. “Of course he went by the name Cyril then. I saw him for what he was immediately, but I decided not to jump ahead in his timeline and try to pluck him out at his death. He was young at the time, only 13, and I felt an affinity for him. I had been a young boy once wishing to be a soldier. I thought that if I took him from time to time and trained him I would gain his loyalty. I would enchant his memory when I put him back in the timeline, moments after I had taken him. He only knew he was a True Mage when he was with me. 
 
   “When I finally took him from the timeline at the moment of his death, he was already fully trained. Eventually, he saw me as just as great a threat to himself as the Council. Which I still take as an insult. I am far more dangerous than the Council will ever be.” Gabriel found himself inclined to believe Vicaquirao when he smiled as he did just then. “And so he tried to kill me. I will not bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, I found it expedient to appear to be dead for some time.”
 
   “So,” Gabriel said, hoping Vicaquirao was telling him the truth and would continue to, “you want revenge against Apollyon. What else do you want?”
 
   “To be honest,” Vicaquirao said, “I would be happy to be left alone.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Just what I said,” Vicaquirao said. “I was never interested in dominating the Primary Continuum or destroying The Great Barrier. What would be the point?  I am already more powerful than most gods in any mythology. And who wants to be in charge of all that? What a nuisance. You have seen Kumaradevi, running from meeting to meeting. And the Council. I’m sure you’ve seen them at work. Late nights and long hours, for what?  To rule? I have no interest in ruling. Quick way to put yourself in the way of someone else who wants power. No, I would just like to be left alone to sit in my little world and do as I please.”
 
   “Then why kidnap me?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “I prefer to think of it as a rescue,” Vicaquirao said, taking another sip of tea. “Allow me simply to say that I would not have brought you here if I did not think it would benefit me.”
 
   “So this is an alternate reality, this place?” Gabriel said, gesturing slightly to indicate the mountains and the forest valley. 
 
   “Not so brutal and barbaric as Kumaradevi’s world,” Vicaquirao said, “but just as well hidden. I have eliminated all but a handful of artifacts that might exist in this world and the Primary Continuum, but other than that, I largely leave this world to its own devices.”
 
   “You mean you don’t try to milk it for malignant imprints?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “What would the need be?” Vicaquirao said. “I assure you, human beings are sufficiently cruel and evil on their own. They need no encouragement from me. I stay out of the way and let the world run as it will.”
 
   “But you still link concatenate crystals to the artifacts and places that people taint with their actions,” Gabriel said, his tone accusatory.
 
   “Of course I do,” Vicaquirao said. “Why let all that power go to waste?”
 
   “Because of what they are and how they were made,” Gabriel said, thinking about all the times he had been forced to touch the tainted imprints of various artifacts in order to defend himself in the arena of Kumaradevi’s palace. 
 
   “I am a Dark Mage,” Vicaquirao said, his tone sounding defensive for the first time. “I gain my magical power from dark imprints. That is the way of the universe. I did not make it such, and I have no control over it. Do you think I chose to be a Dark Mage? You have the luxury of choosing the imprints you use, but the rest of us, every other mage in existence, must use the imprints we are drawn to.”
 
   “You can always choose not to use magic,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “True,” Vicaquirao said, his smile returning. “But that is a choice open to all of us, even you. No one forced you to use dark imprints to defend yourself in that arena. You choose to use them.”
 
   “That was different,” Gabriel said, his cheeks flushing. “I was being attacked.” 
 
   “If you were really a man of your convictions, you would have turned the other cheek,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “They would have killed me,” Gabriel said, feeling now much like he had in that arena: beset upon from all sides. 
 
   “Do you really think Kumaradevi would have killed the Seventh True Mage?” Vicaquirao asked. “At the very most she would have held you in stasis like Nefferati. She might even have chosen to ransom you for someone else she could use more easily. No, the truth is, you have not yet realized what you are and what you mean to the balance of the Continuum. There is a reason you are able to use both dark and light imprints. Look at the history of any timeline in any reality and as long as humans are present, there is always a struggle between darkness and light, between grace and malignancy. You are at the very center of that struggle. And that means you have more choices than anyone else. It also means that your choices are more important than anyone else’s.” 
 
   Gabriel was silent. It was too much to think about all at once. Vicaquirao was right. He did have a choice. He didn’t have to use malignant imprints. He didn’t even have to use grace imprints. He could choose not to use magic at all. But what would the result of that choice be?  And if he did choose to use magic could he really avoid using tainted imprints? Could he say no to malignant imprints if using them meant the difference between people living and dying? Could he say no to using malignant imprints that had their source in the suffering of others if it meant he could use those imprints to stop someone else from being made to suffer?  What if he had the chance to destroy Kumaradevi’s rule, but could only do so by using artifacts with malignant imprints?  Could he justify that? 
 
   It was a choice that no one on the Council would ever have to make. It was a choice that only he would ever be faced with. Could he justify the choices he had made already? Would he make the same choices again? And then he saw it. Why Vicaquirao wanted him. 
 
   “You want to control my choices,” Gabriel said, blinking with the sudden clarity of the statement.
 
   “Not control them,” Vicaquirao said, smiling wider than ever, “merely influence them. They will always be your choices. But if I can have a say in how you make those choices, at least as loud a voice as the Council, then maybe the Continuum will be able to remain whole.”
 
   “What do you mean, remain whole?” Gabriel asked. “What’s wrong with the Continuum?”
 
   “They have not told you?” Vicaquirao asked. “Even Kumaradevi was afraid to speak of it.”
 
   “Who hasn’t told me what?” Gabriel asked, feeling once again like everyone was keeping him in the dark about things he should have been told of from the start.
 
   “The prophecy,” Vicaquirao said. “No one has told you the prophecy, have they?”
 
   “They told me the prophecy spoke of a Seventh True Mage who could use both positive and negative imprints,” Gabriel said, trying to remember if he had been told anything else. What had Kumaradevi called him the first day?
 
   Vicaquirao leaned back in his chair and recited:
 
   “He shall come without warning
 
   And leave without sign.
 
   His coming shall mark the dawn of the endless night.
 
   He shall walk among them, but be not of them.
 
   He shall bestride the night and day.
 
   Twilight shall be his world,
 
   And all lands shall be his domain.
 
   He shall pick of both trees
 
   And eat of all fruits
 
   He shall plant new seeds 
 
   And harvest new crops
 
   He shall be the Breaker of Time
 
   And the Destroyer of Worlds        
 
   And all things shall hang in his balance
 
   Until he is no more and yet is again.”
 
   Gabriel was silent, the words ringing in his head like the bells of a cathedral all sounding at once. The words were not entirely clear, but one thing was. He was far more dangerous than he had imagined. More dangerous to everyone. 
 
   “You can hardly blame them for not telling you,” Vicaquirao said. “I am sure they only wanted to spare you the trauma of wondering every night if you would be the undoing of the entire Continuum.” 
 
   “How could I?” Gabriel asked. “I’m just a kid.”
 
   “Today you are a youth,” Vicaquirao laughed, “and you are already as powerful as six mages at once. In a few years, maybe ten, maybe five, you will become the most powerful mage that has ever existed. Assuming you live that long.”
 
   “Assuming Kumaradevi or Apollyon or you don’t kill me,” Gabriel said, his tone defiant.
 
   “If I wanted you dead, you would be,” Vicaquirao said. “You are not seeing the full picture. All things have their place, their purpose. I know what mine is. You will need to discover what yours is. I cannot show you that. Neither can the Council. You are on your own. The most any of us can do is try to influence your final decisions. For instance, the Council would destroy Kumaradevi’s world if they could find it, but would you? Would you condemn all those innocent lives to sudden nonexistence because of Kumaradevi’s cruelty? How many lives will you end to save the stability of the Primary Continuum?”
 
   Gabriel thought about the world he had created when he had saved Ling and how he had helped Akikane sever and destroy it to keep another version of himself from being created. This brought a question to his mind.
 
   “Why didn’t Kumaradevi create an alternate reality with me in it and double me the way Apollyon is doubling himself?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “For the same reason she does not double herself,” Vicaquirao said. “She trusts no one, not even a double of herself. Now stop avoiding my question.”
 
   “I will destroy only the worlds that I absolutely must,” Gabriel said, making it a promise and a pledge to himself as he voiced the words. 
 
   “A good enough answer for now,” Vicaquirao said, standing up and stretching. “I think tomorrow I shall show you something that will help clarify the choices you will need to make in the future. For now, feel free to wander around the grounds. Please do not be foolish enough to try and flee. I can find you wherever you go. And you cannot get far in this terrain. Dinner will be at sun down.”
 
   With that, Vicaquirao made a slight bow and walked back into the main room of the cabin. Gabriel watched him go, but lost sight of him as Vicaquirao moved deeper into the shadows of the house. Not knowing what else to do, Gabriel got up and walked down the steps of the porch. Running away would probably be futile, but at least he could take a walk and clear his head.
 
   Gabriel strolled down the grassy slope of the hill the cabin sat on. He soon came to a path that led into the woods. As he walked, he tried to consider his options. Did he have any options?  He could run now, but to where? How far could he get on foot?  Vicaquirao was right. The landscape was much too formidable for an escape. He was trapped here until he could think of something. He would have to start planning an escape from scratch. He would need to find a new object to begin imbuing and hope for clues from Vicaquirao that would tell him how to escape from this world and get back to the Primary Continuum. For the moment, however, he could do nothing. Which left him little to occupy his thoughts other than his conversation with Vicaquirao. 
 
   How much of what Vicaquirao had said could he trust?  How much should he believe? Gabriel had the distinct feeling that Vicaquirao had not lied to him, but had phrased his arguments in such a way as to sway Gabriel’s thinking closer to his own. He had admitted that he wanted to influence Gabriel’s choices. Which was ironic, as Gabriel hadn’t had any real choices lately, not since he had been plucked from that bus at the bottom of the river. Or was that true?  
 
   He had choices. He could have chosen to become a castle servant rather than a mage. He could have refused to go on missions. If he had, he might never have been revealed as the Seventh True Mage. And he was the only one who made the choice to save Ling. Vicaquirao was right. Gabriel had even made choices while held captive by Kumaradevi. He might not have been able to refuse training without risking the lives of his parents, but he could have failed at it instead of succeeding. He could make that choice now. He could refuse to help Vicaquirao with his plans, whatever they really were. But how would he know that he wasn’t making exactly the choice Vicaquirao wanted him to? Did Vicaquirao truly want to be left alone after he had achieved his revenge? Somehow Gabriel couldn’t really imagine it. 
 
   The path Gabriel had been walking along came out of the forest and deposited him back in the clearing, well down the hill from the cabin. He looked at the sky and saw the sun slipping behind the western mountains. As he walked back to the cabin, he wondered what mountains these were. It looked like Colorado. Maybe these were some alternate-reality version of the Rocky Mountains. If he knew where in the world he was, it would help him know where to go when he had imbued an object enough to jump somewhere. 
 
   Even before he entered the cabin, his mouth started to water from the smell of the food. Stepping through the door, the smell of garlic, onions, and a tangy hint of tomatoes filled his nostrils. The cabin had a large open design, with a kitchen on one side, a dining area in the middle and a living room in the back. A set of wide, rough-hewn stairs led up to the second floor. The first thing to grab Gabriel’s attention was the presence of light bulbs. Electric light bulbs. 
 
   “You have electricity,” Gabriel said as though he’d never seen it before. It had been a long while since he’d seen an electric light bulb. Kumaradevi’s world had only oil lamps, candles, and torches for light. 
 
   “Yes,” Vicaquirao said. “I believe in the creature comforts. There is a solar power array on the backside of the roof. This little world of mine is not anywhere near that level of technology yet, but I detest the way oil lamps and candles stain the ceilings. And electric lamps have a warm, soothing glow that is difficult to achieve with magic glow bulbs. Have a seat. Dinner will be up shortly.”
 
   Gabriel took a seat at a long dining table of thick cut oak planks lacquered and polished to a high sheen. Two glasses of red wine, an open bottle, simple glazed clay plates, and a wooden bowl with salad sat on the table. 
 
   As Gabriel pulled his chair in and placed his napkin on his lap, Vicaquirao entered from the kitchen carrying a tray containing a large bowl of steaming linguine and a smaller bowl with tomato sauce. The tray also contained a basket overflowing with thick-cut, garlic-topped slices of bread. Gabriel’s stomach rumbled as he began to lick his lips in anticipation. Until he remembered something. This was his favorite meal. Right down to the cherry tomatoes in the salad. Had the meal been made by anyone else he might have chalked it up to coincidence, but not with Vicaquirao. And why had Vicaquirao made the meal himself? Were there really no servants? Or were they hidden?
 
   “You made dinner yourself?” Gabriel said as Vicaquirao sat down. 
 
   “I love to cook,” Vicaquirao said. “I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
   “You don’t have any servants?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “No,” Vicaquirao said. “I prefer solitude. Fewer chances for betrayal. It is just you and me. So you will do the dishes.”
 
   Vicaquirao served Gabriel the pasta and sauce, placing a small portion of salad on the side of his plate and handing him a piece of garlic bread. When he had served himself, he raised his glass of wine. Gabriel did the same. He was very conscious of the choice. 
 
   “To the future,” Vicaquirao said. Gabriel touched his glass to Vicaquirao’s and took a sip. It was very good, but it went straight to his head. He decided to avoid any more of it until he had a full stomach. He would need his wits about him to have dinner with Vicaquirao. 
 
   “It’s very good,” Gabriel said, between bites of linguini. It was always best to compliment the chef, especially when he was the jailer. 
 
   “Thank you,” Vicaquirao said. He had still not given any hint as to how he knew this was Gabriel’s favorite meal. Gabriel could only think of one possible explanation. Vicaquirao had spent some spying on him in the Primary Continuum before his near-death there. Which meant Vicaquirao might know as much about Gabriel as he knew about himself. 
 
   He could see that Vicaquirao would be a much more difficult adversary than Kumaradevi had ever been. She was cunning, but in a cruel and crude fashion compared to Vicaquirao. It would be best to try to steer the conversation in directions that might he might use himself, Gabriel thought, before Vicaquirao could steer them elsewhere. 
 
   “I was wondering something,” Gabriel said as he took another piece of garlic bread from the basket. “When I was brought to Kumaradevi’s world, did that create a bifurcation? Does she now have two worlds to rule?”
 
    “Interesting and perceptive question,” Vicaquirao said, taking a sip of wine. “The simple answer is no, your presence did not create a new bifurcation.”
 
   “But what happens to the people in the future of a branch that has its past changed?” Gabriel asked. “Do they suddenly forget things that have happened? Do they suddenly cease to exist?”
 
   “Essentially, yes,” Vicaquirao said. “A change in the past of an alternate reality could mean that someone is not born or that someone does not meet their future spouse. The potentiality of the branch will reorganize to accommodate this new reality. Therefore, people will cease to exist or forget what they had known. Unless the alteration to the branch is too large to allow its reality to reorganize, in which case a new branch will be formed.” 
 
   “And that new branch will be even less stable and have an even more flexible reality,” Gabriel said, seeing it in his head like an endlessly tall tree of ever-branching possibilities. 
 
    “Exactly,” Vicaquirao said. “Very astute. You really are as bright as everyone says.” Gabriel felt his face warming and hated himself for it. That was the danger of Vicaquirao. He was so likable that the things he did and said almost seemed reasonable. Gabriel took a sip of wine to cover his face and tried to focus on the fact that he was a prisoner of the man sitting across the table. 
 
   The rest of the meal passed in idle conversation, Gabriel trying his best to glean any information he could with obscure questions. He had hoped that his original line of questioning would have given him some more information about Vicaquirao’s world, but the older mage proved very adept at being informative while revealing nothing useful. After dinner, Gabriel washed the dishes and set them to dry on a wooden rack near the sink. When he had finished, he returned to the main living area to find Vicaquirao reading in a large leather chair near a fire. 
 
   “I think I’ll go to bed,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “A wise idea,” Vicaquirao said, looking up from the book. Gabriel tried to get a look at the author, but could only see a title that said Thus Spake Zarathustra. “You will find your room on the right at the end of the hall upstairs. The bathroom is across from it, if you wish to shower. We will leave early tomorrow after breakfast. I have something I want to show you, and I like to get an early start. You should be used to that. I will wake you at dawn. And please, do not try to imbue any of the things you might find in your room. I will know of it if you do. Your bedside lamp is a little more cumbersome than a candleholder in any case. 
 
   “Beside your bed, you will also find your copy of The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History. Your study of history was sorely neglected under Kumaradevi’s tutelage. I will not be so lax. Do not bother trying to use it as a means to travel back to the castle. The time shield that prevents the castle from falling permanently into the timeline of the Primary Continuum also prevents any objects created there from being used as relics for time travel. It is just a book. It will not take you from this cabin. Besides which, we will not be staying in any one place for very long. Make yourself comfortable in my homes and in my presence, but do not try to leave without my permission. While your time with me will be far more comfortable than it was with Kumaradevi, you no more want to cross me than you would her.” 
 
   Vicaquirao paused a moment to make sure his words had been heard. Gabriel said nothing in response. 
 
   “Good. We understand each other. Sleep well.” 
 
   Gabriel chose to say nothing. Instead, he climbed the stairs, walking down the hall to his room at the end. A large bed covered in a patchwork quilt of colored squares sat near the window. There was a closet, a dresser, a small desk against a window, and a table near the bed with an electric lamp. The dresser and closet held clothes similar to those that would have hung in his closet back in his bedroom at his parent’s house. Gabriel suspected Vicaquirao was trying to make him feel comfortable. 
 
   On the bedside table, Gabriel found his copy of The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History. He sat on the bed and picked up the book. He flipped through the pages in the moonlight, not bothering to flick on the lamp. He had missed the book. It was like being reunited with an old friend. With all of his friends. The book was the only real connection to the castle and his life there. 
 
   Setting the book back on the nightstand, Gabriel lay down on the bed and stared at the darkened ceiling. Turning his head to look through the window, he could see the stars in the sky above the mountains. How had Vicaquirao known about the imbued candleholder? And more importantly, how much more did he know about Gabriel? And how had he come to have Gabriel’s copy of The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History? Could it really be the same book? Gabriel had little time to contemplate these questions as sleep took hold of his thoughts and cast them into a dream world, a deserted island, shadows and shapes following him along the beach and into the jungle. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21: Grace and Atrocity
 
    
 
   Gabriel woke to a knock on the door. As he raised his head, he saw Vicaquirao entering with a wooden tray that held a bowl of fruit, a cup of tea, and a slice of toasted bread with a thin slab of butter melting in the middle of it. A dim light filtered through the window. He sighed. He hated getting up early. 
 
   “A light breakfast,” Vicaquirao said. “Eat and shower and meet me downstairs in half an hour. And I assure you, the sheets are clean.” Vicaquirao smiled and walked back down the hall. 
 
   Gabriel realized he had slept in his clothes on top of the quilt all night. He started to wonder what his dreams had been about, but his dreams had been unpleasant for so long that he had no real desire to relive them. 
 
   Gabriel ate, showered, and dressed exactly as instructed. As much as Vicaquirao liked to talk about choices, Gabriel realized that his were very limited. He dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a blue t-shirt covered by a long sleeve flannel shirt. Sliding on a pair of sneakers, he stuffed The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History into his back pocket, picked up the serving tray, and carried it downstairs. Through the windows, he saw Vicaquirao sitting in a chair on the porch. Setting the tray in the kitchen, he joined Vicaquirao outside. 
 
   “Good,” Vicaquirao said “You look well rested. We have a bit of traveling to do today. There are some things I want to show you. To continue the conversation we started yesterday afternoon.” Vicaquirao took a concatenate crystal from his pocket and held it gently in his hand. “First though, I am afraid you will need to take a quick morning nap. The pathway into my world is a maze filled with traps, and I would not want to tempt you to retrace our way.”
 
   “But…” Gabriel said, as a cloud of insensibility rolled over his mind. The last thing he felt were his knees buckling and two strong hands taking hold of him. 
 
   It could have been a moment later, or it could have been hours, when Gabriel opened his eyes to find Vicaquirao holding him upright. 
 
   “We have arrived,” Vicaquirao said. Seeing that Gabriel was steady enough to stand on his own, he stepped back. Gabriel looked around. They stood in some sort of jungle. 
 
   “Where are we?” Gabriel said, seeing houses and a village through the trunks of the jungle trees. 
 
   “The Primary Continuum,” Vicaquirao said. At Gabriel’s widening eyes, he continued, “but please do not see this as more than an educational excursion. Your freedoms are dependent upon actions, and they can be eliminated as easily as they are granted.”
 
   “I get it,” Gabriel said with a frown. “Don’t try to run.”
 
   “Precisely,” Vicaquirao said, as he began to walk from the jungle. Gabriel followed him, and in a moment, they walked through a small field of low grass and into the village. It was oddly quite. A mismatched collection of houses, some built of mud bricks, some of wood, some with thatched roofs, and some with roofs of tin, lined the streets of the village. The sun sat well into the sky, but Gabriel saw no people walking the dirt-packed central street. As they walked around the corner of a house, he saw why. 
 
   There were people in the village. Spread at odd angles along the ground, mangled and disfigured, some with limbs missing and a few with missing heads. Gabriel turned and retched his breakfast into the ditch at the side of the dirt road. Vicaquirao placed a comforting hand on his back. Gabriel shrugged it off and stood up, looking around again. The bodies of the villagers were clearly African. Some were in the road, some in their yards, some had died in an attempt to reach their homes. 
 
   “What is this place?” Gabriel said, spitting to clear the taste of vomit from his mouth. 
 
   “Rwanda,” Vicaquirao said. “A tiny central African country in the spring of 1994. A little after your own time, but I thought it might be instructive to see.”
 
   “What happened here?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Genocide,” Vicaquirao said. “In the short course of three months, from April to July, between 800,000 and a million Tutsis will be slaughtered by their Hutu neighbors. Mostly by being hacked to death with machetes.”
 
   “Why would they do that?” Gabriel asked, beginning to feel a powerful anger arise in his gut. 
 
   “Scarcity of land, ethnic grudges, imbalances of power,” Vicaquirao said. “The usual reasons people kill each other.”
 
   “But how could the world let it happen?” Gabriel said. “Somebody stops it, right? The United Nations? Somebody.”
 
   “Why would you think that?” Vicaquirao said. “Why should people risk their lives, or even the lives of their soldiers, just to stop one tribe on the other side of the world from killing another?”
 
   “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Gabriel said, feeling the anger rise from his stomach into his chest. 
 
   “To you maybe,” Vicaquirao said. “And that is exactly why I have brought you here. To see why choices are so important. The people who did the killing were not forced to. They chose to. And their actions have cloaked this village, and villages like it all throughout this country, with dark imprints.”
 
   “I suppose you have a concatenate crystal linked to this place,” Gabriel said, the anger burning in his chest.
 
   “I would be a fool not to,” Vicaquirao said. “But I will bet you that there are also concatenate crystals linked to the imprints of Light here as well. Sense it for yourself. You can feel the imprints here better than anyone can. Dark mixed with Light.” Gabriel extended his senses tentatively, fearing what he would encounter. The malignant imprints where just as overwhelming as he had supposed they would be, but there were grace imprints as well. Strong ones.
 
   “You see,” Vicaquirao said, “there is always Light with Darkness. Darkness with light. Mothers sacrificing themselves to save their children. Hutu neighbors protecting their Tutsi friends. Right now, in a village not too far away, a Hutu minister is hiding six women in an unused bathroom, risking his life and that of his family. To save women he barely knows. Acts of grace and acts of atrocity side by side.”
 
   “So?” Gabriel said, feeling the anger burning in his throat and threatening to burst into his head. “Why show me this? I can’t stop it. I can’t change it.”
 
   “Because you still fail to see the connection between Darkness and Light,” Vicaquirao said. “The imprints of Light created when facing Darkness are stronger than imprints of Light otherwise. That is why it takes so long to imprint an object with only the will and the mind. Because Light must balance Darkness, but it is Darkness that drives the universe forward, through action.” 
 
   “Evil does not determine the course of history,” Gabriel said, trying to believe his words. 
 
   “Neither do love and compassion,” Vicaquirao said.
 
   “I’ll take love and compassion over killing and evil any day,” Gabriel said, the anger slipping up behind his eyes to become a burning coal in his brain. 
 
   “The universe must have both or it stagnates,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “You sound like Apollyon now,” Gabriel said. “Creating a twisted philosophy to justify your actions.” 
 
    “What I am trying to show you is that…” Vicaquirao cut off and looked around. Gabriel didn’t need to ask why Vicaquirao had halted mid-sentence. He felt it too. A space-time seal had burst into existence around the entire village. Vicaquirao grabbed Gabriel’s arm and pulled him behind a small brick house with a tin roof. Peeking around the corner of the house, they could see black-clad men and women at the far end of the village road. Kumaradevi’s mages. 
 
   “That is not possible,” Vicaquirao said, his eyes squinting in concentration. “Not unless…Yes. I should have seen that.” Vicaquirao reached out and grabbed the chain of the amulet around Gabriel’s neck and pulled it roughly over his head. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Gabriel asked, the anger having dissolved into fear and his voice showing it. Vicaquirao examined the amulet, a grim smile spreading across his face.
 
   “The amulet has a magical trace on it,” Vicaquirao said. “It can be used to locate it anywhere in the Primary Continuum. I should have thought of that. I wonder who suggested it to her. Or did she have a flash of intelligence for once?”
 
   “If Kumaradevi is here, what do we do?” Gabriel said, looking around as though there might be an escape route through the jungle.
 
   “The space-time seal will keep us from jumping to another time,” Vicaquirao said, “as well as crossing it or jumping within it. But I think at least one of us will be able to escape.” Vicaquirao removed his own amulet and handed it to Gabriel. “Put this on.”
 
   Gabriel took the amulet and slid the chain over his neck. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Always have a plan, and always have a backup plan when that fails,” Vicaquirao said. “But always, always, be prepared to improvise. Kumaradevi will be outside the space-time seal. She believes you are here with Apollyon, and she fears meeting him even more than she fears the Council. She will hold the seal while her mages hunt for you. And they will find you.”
 
   “You’re going to give me back to her!” Gabriel said, the word ‘her’ making his mouth twist in disgust and fear.
 
   “Of course not,” Vicaquirao said. “While an amulet can alter your appearance enough to fool all but a Soul Mage, a True Mage can alter their physical being in ways that cannot be easily detected.”
 
   “Like the way Kumaradevi pretended to be Nefferati?” Gabriel said, beginning to see what Vicaquirao’s plan might be. 
 
   “Who do you think suggested it to her?” Vicaquirao asked as he shimmered briefly. Suddenly Pishara stood before him. 
 
   “It was you all along?” Gabriel said, astonished, but realizing how Vicaquirao knew so much about his activities in Kumaradevi’s palace. It also occurred to him that Vicaquirao must have been a master at repressing his magical energy to remain undetected for so long. “But she’ll know it was you. Pishara vanished when you did.”
 
   “There was a body left in the audience chamber,” Vicaquirao said as he shimmered and returned to his normal appearance, “sufficiently burned to be identifiable, but unrecognizable. Now for this to work, both you and Apollyon must be seen.” Gabriel watched in amazement as Vicaquirao’s body began to change shape and size, even his hair growing longer and darker. Moments later, Gabriel was looking at himself. 
 
   “You’re going back with her?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Of course,” Vicaquirao said. “Do you think I would risk letting you fall into her hands twice? It was hard enough to get you away the first time. No, if I cannot influence your choices directly, I am happy to do it from a distance while the Council holds you. Now you must assume the appearance of Apollyon.”
 
   Gabriel did as he was told, focusing on the amulet with a clear image of Apollyon in his mind. An image of Apollyon as Gabriel had seen him last in the piazza in Venice. “Good,” he heard Vicaquirao say as he opened his eyes. 
 
   “But won’t the Soul Mages out there in the street see through this?” Gabriel said, looking down at his hands, which now appeared to be Apollyon’s hands. 
 
   “Not likely,” Vicaquirao said. “It takes a moment to see through it, and they will have other things to think about.”
 
   “Like what?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Like me, running up to them and saying I have escaped Apollyon while he was distracted,” Vicaquirao said. “And then you will appear and attack them.”
 
   “How?” Gabriel said, feeling naked without a talisman and with Dark Mages walking down the street looking to find them at any moment.
 
   “With these,” Vicaquirao said, handing Gabriel the concatenate crystal and pulling something shinny from his pocket. 
 
   “My pocket watch!” Gabriel said, excitement filling him as he took the watch and the crystal from Vicaquirao. 
 
   “Take this as well,” Vicaquirao said, handing him the beetle encased in amber. “When you see me with Kumaradevi’s mages, you need to attack. Can you shoot lightning from your fingers?” 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. He had been singed numerous times in his lessons with the Malignant Fire Mage, Malee. 
 
   “Good,” Vicaquirao said. “It is a signature of his. Attack with all the power you can manage.”
 
   “I can’t fight twenty or thirty of them,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I would not be so sure of that,” Vicaquirao said, “but you will not have to. Once they have me, they will signal to Kumaradevi to lift the space-time seal, and they will flee. They have no desire to die fighting Apollyon. They will be happy to have what they think is you and be gone.”
 
   “But what will you do once she has you?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I am touched that you are concerned for my well-being,” Vicaquirao said. “You need not worry about me. The important thing is that when you get back to the castle, the very first thing you must do is have Councilman Zhang arrested. He is Kumaradevi’s spy. If he has a chance to send a message back to her telling of your return to the castle, things will go very poorly for me. As long as she thinks she already has you, she will not try to capture you again. And I will be free to implement a plan I have been working on for some time.” Gabriel could imagine that Vicaquirao had plans within plans ready to unfold at a moment’s notice. 
 
   “They are almost here. Remember what I have told you. Your choices are of great importance to the Continuum. Good luck.” Vicaquirao turned to go and paused, looking back for a second with a devilish smile. “And tell Elizabeth I said hello.” 
 
   With that Vicaquirao, disguised as Gabriel, dashed to the next house and then the next and then ran into the road, his arms waving at the squad of ten Dark Mages marching down the street checking houses. As Vicaquirao reached the Dark Mages, one of them sent a fireball up into the air. 
 
   Taking that as his own signal, Gabriel reached for the magical energy within himself and focused it through the pocket watch and the tainted concatenate crystal. The crystal must have been linked to six other crystals in the Primary Continuum, because it was immensely powerful. Stepping from behind the house and walking into the street, Gabriel spread his arms wide, jets of blue-white lightning leaping from the fingertips of both hands toward the Dark Mages at either end of the street. The mages with Vicaquirao flickered out of existence as they jumped with the false Gabriel. 
 
   Turning to the other side of the street, Gabriel focused all of his magical streams of lightning at the remaining mages, careful to make sure that none of the bolts of energy touched any of the buildings. The second group of Dark Mages disappeared as quickly as the first. Letting the lightning from his fingertips cease, Gabriel took the piece of amber from his pocket and focused his time-sense on it. He not only needed to go back to the castle, but back to a time and place where no one would see him except the one person he needed to. 
 
   A blackness began to swiftly surround him, and Gabriel had a moment to realize how fortunate he had been, how extremely lucky that Vicaquirao had not thought to remove the amulet Kumaradevi had given him. As the whiteness engulfed him, he had yet another moment to wonder if it had really been a mistake, or whether Vicaquirao was already guiding his choices through some deceptively obscure plan. 
 
   And then he stood in Councilwoman Elizabeth’s private chamber in the state apartments as she screamed, throwing her cup of tea at him and standing up as he felt himself thrown across the room, striking the wall with a bone-crunching thud. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 22: Tea Time
 
    
 
   Gabriel threw his arms up before his face as the air began to crackle with bolts of lightning. Seeing his hands, he realized what was wrong.
 
   “How dare you come to this place and time!” Elizabeth roared, as the air shimmered around Gabriel and he returned to his normal appearance. 
 
   “Gabriel?” 
 
   Shocked by the metamorphosis of Gabriel from Apollyon to himself, Elizabeth released all of her magic at once. Gabriel fell to the floor with a thump. 
 
   “Hi,” he managed to say as he looked up. 
 
   “Gabriel,” Elizabeth said again as she rushed to him and knelt down to check that he was uninjured. She took his face in her hands. “What are you doing here? How did you get here? What happened?  We’ve been so worried about you.”
 
   “It’s kind of a long story,” Gabriel said, his face breaking into a smile, a feeling of relief washing over him. He was home. He was safe. 
 
   “Come,” Elizabeth said, helping him to his feet and guiding him around the broken china teacup to a chair. “Have a seat. I’ll fetch the others.” 
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, reaching out to grab Elizabeth’s arm as she turned toward the door. “Not yet.”
 
   “Why not?” Elizabeth said. “What wrong?”
 
   “Councilman Zhang,” Gabriel said, looking out the window and seeing the sun well on its way to sunset in the western sky. He must have interrupted Elizabeth’s afternoon tea. 
 
   “What about Councilman Zhang?” Elizabeth asked, sitting down across from Gabriel. 
 
   “He’s Kumaradevi’s spy,” Gabriel said. He wondered how much time had passed here in the castle since his abduction. He had not been sure when he made the jump.
 
   “That’s impossible,” Elizabeth said. “Who told you this?”
 
   “Vicaquirao,” Gabriel said. He watched Elizabeth’s eyes go wide at the mention of the name. “He said to tell you hello.”
 
   “I’ll just bet he did,” Elizabeth said, her face hardening into an impenetrable mask. “You had better tell me everything. From the beginning.” 
 
   Gabriel told her everything. He tried to start at the beginning and follow through in chronological order, but like a Time Mage jumping from era to era, he tended to leap from one part of the story to another related part, sometime later. More than once, he felt himself on the verge of tears as he recounted one or another of the abuses of Kumaradevi and her dark mages. 
 
   With Elizabeth’s patient questions and a fresh cup of tea, he managed to make it all the way through the recitation of his ordeal. Elizabeth seemed particularly interested in his time with Vicaquirao. She too was suspicious of his amazing good fortune at escaping and the interesting coincidence of Vicaquirao having Gabriel’s pocket watch on him at the time.
 
   “Firstly,” Elizabeth said, “give me that amulet. Never trust anything that Vicaquirao gives you. And the concatenate crystal. I doubt he would give it up if he really cared about us finding and severing its connected sister crystals.” Gabriel handed Elizabeth the concatenate crystal and the amulet from around his neck. She examined both. Standing, she took another amulet from a box on one of her bookshelves and handed it to Gabriel. It was a small glass amulet much like the others with a bright pearlescent pink sheen. Gabriel made a face as he put it on.
 
   “It is a bit girlish, but Sema can fashion you one that is more to your tastes later,” Elizabeth said, patting his hand. “For now, wait here. I will lock the door. Do not let anyone in. I will return shortly. In the meantime, help yourself to some apple crumb cake. It’s delicious.” Elizabeth smiled at him, her bright gray eyes shining with silent assurance of his safely. 
 
   As she closed the door, he heard the loud sound of a lock sliding into place. For a moment it reminded him of his tower cell back in Kumaradevi’s palace, but he pushed that thought to the back of his mind and reached out to take a piece of apple crumb cake rather than dwell on his memories. 
 
   Two pieces of crumb cake and nearly half an hour later, Elizabeth returned. Akikane and Ohin followed her into the room. And another person Gabriel had seen, but not really met. 
 
   “Nefferati!” Gabriel said leaping to his feet. “You’re alive!”
 
   “No need to sound so surprised,” Nefferati said, throwing the door closed as she stepped into the room. “I may be old, but I am not feeble.”
 
   “I didn’t mean…” Gabriel started to say. “It’s just the last time I saw you…I wasn’t sure if you would escape.”
 
   “Thanks to you I did,” Nefferati said with a grin as she wrapped Gabriel in a hug so powerful it made him think he’d been trapped by a bear. “And that sly little Incan we all thought was dead. Can’t say I wasn’t happy to see him, even if I did think he was a serving girl at the time. He gave me a relic that took me back to the Primary Continuum, but it disintegrated after I used it. Covering his tracks as usual.” 
 
   “What is this about serving girls?” Ohin said, giving Gabriel a hug. 
 
   “It’s complicated,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Of course, of course,” Akikane said as he embraced Gabriel. “You will tell us all about it. Elizabeth has told us about Zhang.”
 
   “Who is now residing in the dungeons,” Elizabeth said to Gabriel as they all took seats. “He confessed everything.”
 
   “After he saw me,” Nefferati said with a wicked chuckle. “I’ve been back and hiding for a month while we tried to figure out who the spy was who had given me away. Zhang was very surprised to see me.” 
 
   “You showed considerable restraint,” Ohin said. “I cannot say I would have done the same.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, with a chuckle. “You restrained him considerably.”
 
   “But why would he do it?” Gabriel asked, looking to Elizabeth for the answer. “Why would he turn against the Council?” 
 
   “Because of me,” Nefferati said. “He fell in love with a Malignancy Mage, many years ago. A very skilled and beautiful woman. He never forgave me for killing her. Something he and Kumaradevi shared in common. People they loved who died at my hands. Many people share that bond.”
 
   “He fell in love with a Malignancy Mage?” Gabriel said, shocked by the idea.
 
   “We have no control over who our heart chooses to love,” Elizabeth said, a trace of sadness in her voice.
 
   “So true, so true,” Akikane whispered. 
 
   “Now tell us what has happened to you,” Ohin said, leaning forward with concerned interest. 
 
   Gabriel again told the tale of his dual captivity, reliving once more as he did so each moment of the torment, fear, and frustration of the previous two months. It was easier in the second telling, and he managed to recount the events in the same order they had happened in, but it was also exhausting. However, as the fatigue of recalling his capture washed through him, he also felt a sense of relief. 
 
   Telling the story restored the inner strength that he had been depleting slowly, day by day, as his internment had worn on. With that strength came an upwelling of anger. Anger at Kumaradevi. Anger at Vicaquirao. Anger at the Council. Anger at the four mages sitting and listening to him speak. By the end of the story, he found it hard to control the anger in his voice. 
 
   “You handled yourself very well,” Ohin said. “I am extremely proud of you.”
 
   “We all are,” Elizabeth said, placing her hand on Gabriel’s knee. “You seem upset. Maybe you would like to go back to your room?”
 
   “The boy’s upset with us,” Nefferati said. “He should speak what’s on his mind.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “The fire of your anger will burn you more than us.”
 
   “What Vicaquirao said is right,” Gabriel said, his face hot as he spoke. “Everyone is using me or trying to use me. And I’m tired of it. Kumaradevi wants to use me to destroy the Council. Apollyon wants to use me to destroy the Great Barrier. I’m not sure what Vicaquirao wants to use me for, but he admitted he wants to influence my choices. And the Council wants to use me to defeat the Malignancy Mages. Everyone is trying to position me like a chess piece, and I don’t want it anymore.” Tears brimmed in his eyes and he could not bring himself to look at the others. 
 
    “You are right,” Elizabeth said. “We are using you.”
 
   “Using you before you begin to use them,” Nefferati said, with a snort of laughter. 
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel said.
 
   “What Vicaquirao told you is true,” Elizabeth said. “In a few years you will be the most powerful mage that has ever been. At that point it will not matter what the Council wishes, you will be able to do as you please, no matter what our plans.”
 
   “Guidance,” Akikane said. “Guidance is all we wish for you.”
 
   “Like Vicaquirao, we are trying to influence your future choices,” Ohin said. 
 
   “But you are right,” Elizabeth said. “We have not been open about our motives. You are not a chess piece to be played by the Council. However, we are still responsible for you. For now, at least.”
 
    “There is another option,” Nefferati said. “He could come with me.”
 
   “If he chooses,” Ohin said.
 
   “If I choose what?” Gabriel asked. “Where are you going?” 
 
   “Back to my retreat,” Nefferati said. “Someplace a little safer this time.”
 
   “What about Apollyon?” Gabriel said. “You were supposed to help find where he’s making copies of himself.”
 
   “That was how the Council wanted to use me,” Nefferati said with a dark smile. “And I have helped them as far as I can.”
 
   “Apollyon has cloaked the moment in time where he is making copies of himself too well,” Ohin said. “We will have to search on the ground.”
 
   “One place at a time,” Akikane said, smiling his serene smile. “One place at a time.”
 
   “But don’t you want to help defeat Apollyon?” Gabriel asked, still staring at Nefferati.
 
   “I cannot say I wouldn’t mind seeing him removed from the Continuum,” Nefferati said. “But that is not my battle at the moment. I went on my retreat to try to extinguish the anger and the anguish in my heart. But my time as Kumaradevi’s plaything and my battle with her at my escape have taught me that I need more time to realize my desires.”
 
   “Nefferati’s offer is generous,” Elizabeth said, seeming sad to admit it. “It does offer you a way out. At least for the time being. And you would be safe. Safer than we can make you here.”
 
   “There will be no arrowheads left behind this time,” Nefferati said. “No one will know where and when I go except me.” 
 
   Gabriel thought about it for a moment. It was tempting, the idea of following Nefferati away from all this. Away from the war and Apollyon and Kumaradevi and all the things that made his stomach tighten with the mere thought of them. However, as he looked at Ohin, he realized that it would take him away from other things, as well. Things he had spent months dreaming about and using to keep his spirits up and his will to survive alive. He would have to give up all that he had gained since losing his family. He still mourned the loss of his mother and father and sister and the life he had lived. Would he need to mourn the loss of Ohin and Sema and the others if he accompanied Nefferati?
 
   “What will the Council do about Apollyon?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Now that you have returned safely to us,” Elisabeth said, “we will begin the hunt we postponed when you disappeared.”
 
   “You mean you haven’t been looking for his bifurcations yet?” Gabriel said, surprised. 
 
   “We were devoting all of our resources to finding you,” Elizabeth said. “I will give you one guess which Councilman pushed to have our efforts divided to hunt for Apollyon’s secret branches of time.” Gabriel didn’t need to guess. 
 
   “Now that you are back,” Elizabeth continued, “Ohin and his team will lead the effort to find the place in time where Apollyon is making copies of himself.” 
 
   “Good,” Gabriel said, looking to Ohin. “When do we start?” he added, almost before he knew what he was saying and what it meant. 
 
   “Then you have made your choice,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “You may want to reconsider that choice,” Elizabeth said. “While Ohin’s team will be leading the search for Apollyon’s secret branch of time, you will not be joining them.”
 
   “What?” Gabriel said, feeling the anger returning to his gut with lightning speed. 
 
   “We have already lost you once,” Elizabeth said. “We cannot afford to lose you again.”
 
   “So you’re going to keep me under a glass jar like some pet insect?” Gabriel said. “I can help.”
 
   “I’m sure you can,” Elizabeth said, “but the risk is too great. You will continue your training here with Akikane where we can protect you.”
 
    “I don’t need your protection,” Gabriel said, trying to control the emotion in his voice. “I would have escaped Kumaradevi. It would have taken a while, but I would have. I would have escaped Vicaquirao, too. So don’t think you can hold me here if I really want to go.”
 
   “Gabriel!” Ohin said. 
 
   Gabriel looked at Ohin and felt a wave of shame flood over him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But if I’m going to be the one who has to fight them all, I want to learn how to fight, not pretend to fight.”
 
   “Very stubborn, very stubborn,” Akikane said. “Just what we need.”
 
   “You were right, Ohin,” Elizabeth said. “He is not at all pleased at the idea of being left out.”
 
   “I told you he wouldn’t be,” Ohin said.
 
   “I could have told you that as soon as we walked in the door,” Nefferati said, giving Gabriel a wink only he could see. “You don’t survive being Kumaradevi’s guest without having a little backbone.” 
 
   “If the prophecy is true,” Gabriel began, “then I will need to learn how to really fight against the Malignancy Mages. I can’t just train here. I will need experience. Real experience.”
 
    “I agree with Gabriel,” Ohin said. “He needs to know what the battle is really like. We can’t keep him caged up like some tame tiger and then set him loose in the wild and hope he fares as well as the other feral beasts.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “I agree. Let the tiger out of his cage.”
 
   “Like you could keep him if he wanted out,” Nefferati said with her snort of a laugh. 
 
   “You will need more than experience for what lies ahead of you,” Elizabeth said. “You will need wisdom.” She paused for a moment, but the look on her face left no one tempted to speak. “However, you are correct. You will not gain wisdom without a chance to learn from your mistakes. Especially if the prophecy is true. You may join Ohin’s team in their search for Apollyon’s secret branch of time.”
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said, the anger draining away as though a plug had been pulled from a tub of water. 
 
   “I will accompany them,” Akikane said, his eyes holding Gabriel’s. Akikane’s tone of voice made it clear this was not a suggestion. 
 
   “An excellent idea,” Elizabeth said. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “And Ohin will begin teaching you to increase your magical energy. You should have learned before.”
 
    “You can increase your magical energy?” Gabriel said, seeing immediately how that would have helped him in the arena with Kumaradevi’s Malignancy Mages.
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “We usually do not begin training in increasing magical energy until the second or third year of apprenticeship.”
 
   “And few who go through the training have much success,” Elizabeth said. “It requires a great deal of effort and concentration. Which is why so few mages, Grace or Malignancy, ever manage much success with it. It’s easier to find another concatenate crystal.”
 
   “Easy is for fools,” Akikane said. “Ohin will teach you. He is a much better teacher than he ever was a pupil.” Ohin gave Akikane a sideways glance, and Gabriel suddenly realized that Ohin had once been Akikane’s apprentice. It felt weird to think of Ohin as an apprentice. 
 
   “So it is decided,” Ohin said. 
 
   “And we can only hope it is the correct decision,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “There’s one more thing,” Gabriel said, not wanting to speak it aloud, but knowing he needed to. Knowing he needed to know. He looked at Nefferati. “What does the prophecy mean? What am I supposed to do?”
 
   A silence filled the room as the others exchanged looks. “I will speak to the boy alone,” Nefferati said finally. It all too closely recalled similar words spoken by a woman he had thought to be Nefferati. Gabriel’s stomach clenched involuntarily. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “I made the prophecy,” Nefferati said. “I should be the one to tell him about it.”
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said, getting to his feet and giving Gabriel a smile. 
 
   “We’ll see you later,” Ohin said as he stood. “The team is preparing a special dinner for you.”
 
   “It is good to have you back, Gabriel,” Elizabeth said, momentarily taking his face in her hands. “Do not do anything foolish to make me regret my choice.” When the other three mages were gone, Nefferati moved to sit across from Gabriel. He took a sip of the lukewarm tea to cover his nervousness as she stared at him. 
 
   “So Vicaquirao told you the words of the prophecy, did he?” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Did he tell you what he thought it meant?” Nefferati asked.
 
   “He seemed to think I would threaten the existence of the entire Continuum,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “That’s one possibility,” Nefferati said. “One of many. Prophecy is not like reading the future. Especially when it is a prophecy about things happening outside the normal flow of time in the Primary Continuum.” She paused and looked away. Then she bit her lip, an action that Gabriel found a little disconcerting as it seemed so youthful and out of character. When she turned back to him, she stared into his eyes with an intensity that made his breath stop for a moment.
 
   “I am going to tell you something now that I have never uttered to anyone,” Nefferati said. “I did not make the prophecy. I found it.”
 
   Gabriel was so unsure of the meaning of the words he had just heard that he could not fathom what to say in response. After a moment of silence, Nefferati continued as though Gabriel had found the right words to question her startling statement. 
 
   “I was recovering from a battle,” Nefferati said. “The one in which I killed Kumaradevi’s husband. It was a fierce fight with many lives lost on both sides. Nearly my own. I was gravely wounded. Even with the help of two of the best Heart-Tree Mages, Kumaradevi’s wrathful curses clung to my body. My recovery was slow. I am told, I was often unconscious and frequently delirious. I remember nothing of that time. Nothing except a dream. A dream I kept having until it seemed that the dream was all there was. A dream of walking in the library and finding a book. A book I could never open. 
 
   “Eventually I was well enough to go to the library and I found the book exactly where it had been in my dream. My hands trembled as I held it, afraid to pass in reality where I had been unable to tread in the dream. When I had finally mastered myself and pulled open the cover of the book, a slip of paper fell out. It was a simple piece of folded white paper. On it, written in a slanted English script, was the prophecy.”
 
   Gabriel could hear the blood pounding within his ears in the silence that followed Nefferati’s words. She held his eyes a moment longer and then looked out the window. 
 
   “I have wondered for many years who might come to fulfill those words,” she said. “If anyone would come at all. But you have come. You are here. And you can wield imprints of grace and malignancy. And that means the other words of the prophecy may eventually ring true, as well.”
 
   “But if you didn’t make the prophecy, who did?” Gabriel asked. “And how did it get in that book?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Nefferati said, looking back to Gabriel. “I decided it was important for others to know of the prophecy, but the means by which I had come by it were too mysterious to reveal. So I claimed its words as my own.”
 
   “It called me the Breaker of Time,” Gabriel said, forcing his mouth to speak the words. “And the Destroyer of Worlds. The Dawn of the Endless Night.”
 
   “Words,” Nefferati said. “Not events that are set in stone. Just words. Prophecy is not destiny. I will give you the best advice I can, and it will take much willpower and much wisdom to follow it. I have tried hard to do this myself. My advice is this — forget the prophecy.”
 
   “What?” Gabriel asked, not sure he had heard right.
 
   “Forget you ever heard it or anything about it,” Nefferati said. “That is why it was kept from you to begin with. The more you think about it, the more you will second-guess your decisions. Better to forget that you ever heard of a prophecy. Better to let the words slip from your mind like water from an open hand.” 
 
   Gabriel sat in silence as he thought about what Nefferati had said. Could he forget the prophecy? Could he forget the words he had heard? Could he forget the phrases that pointed to his future, however vague and imprecise? And where, really, had those words come from? Who had written the prophecy? Was its author important if he was to ignore the author’s words? They were dark and powerful words. Could they be ignored? Should they be? These thoughts lead him to other dark words he had heard recently. 
 
    “Was Vicaquirao right?” Gabriel asked. “Does there need to be darkness for light to exist? Does there need to be evil and malignancy for grace and goodness to thrive?”
 
   “If I thought that evil needed to exist, that anger and hatred were necessary for the universe to function,” Nefferati said, “I wouldn’t have spent so many years trying to rid my heart of them.” 
 
   “It almost made sense when he was saying it,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I’m sure it made sense to him,” Nefferati said. “We all try to twist the facts to suit our needs. I am no exception. There are those who would say that the coming of the Seventh True Mage is too important an event to ignore. That I should give up my search for inner peace and come back to help you fight this war.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Gabriel said, placing his hand on hers. He thought about his anger and how it felt to defeat the Malignancy Mages in Kumaradevi’s arena. “You can’t fight out of anger or hatred or revenge or you become those things. You have to fight from another place.”
 
   “Just so,” Nefferati said. “And when I find that place, I will return. But until that time, I want to give you something.” She placed her hands on either side of his head and drew him to her until their foreheads touched. “This is for you and you alone. If you need me. Only you.”
 
   A vision filled Gabriel’s mind. He saw a long sandy beach, a deeply wooded forest behind it, the waves of the ocean swelling and retreating along the shore. He also saw a house made of stone and wood, set back a good distance from the beach. He knew, without knowing how he knew, where and when this house existed. He knew he could find it with the right relic. He knew this was Nefferati’s place of retreat, and she was entrusting him with this secret in case he needed her.
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said, sitting back in his chair. 
 
   “No, thank you,” Nefferati said. “For being so understanding of an old woman’s heart.”
 
   “Can I ask you something else?” Gabriel said, another question tearing at his mind.
 
   “Anything you wish,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “What did you do with it?” Gabriel asked. “The paper the prophecy was written on?”
 
   “I put it back in the book, and put the book back on the shelf,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “I won’t tell anyone,” Gabriel said. He decided this just as he was speaking the words. What good would it do? And what would happen if he did? Was the prophecy any less true for having an unknown author? 
 
   “That is up to you,” Nefferati said. “I did what I thought was right in the moment. I cannot say I would make the same choice today.”
 
   Then another question occurred to Gabriel. “What was the name of the book?”
 
   Nefferati’s eyes lit up as she smiled. “Les Propheties by Nostradamus.” 
 
   Gabriel laughed so hard and so suddenly, he almost blew snot out his nose. 
 
   “I do not know about you, but I am starving,” Nefferati said, chuckling as she stood and pulled Gabriel to his feet. “Elizabeth’s afternoon tea breaks only ever left me wanting to have real food in my mouth, not crumbling-apple-whatever.” His stomach rumbled in agreement with Nefferati, and Gabriel followed her out of the room and toward dinner. Toward a reunion with his friends. Toward his destiny, whatever it might be. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 23: Seeking to Sever
 
    
 
   Cheers greeted Gabriel almost from the moment he entered the Waterloo Chamber for dinner. No sooner had he crossed the threshold of the entrance than the nearest table of mages spotted him and rose to their feet, applauding and shouting their congratulations. Gabriel was so stunned, he stopped dead in his tracks and only moved forward because Nefferati pushed him ahead with a firm hand in the middle of his back. He was thankful for her guidance, because with everyone in the room standing and clapping, he was too short to find the table with his team. Nefferati guided him through the boisterously appreciative crowd to where Ohin stood next to a table with the others. Gabriel had barely reached them when Teresa wrapped her arms around him.
 
   “I’m not letting you out of my sight again!” Teresa yelled above the noise of the crowd. “You can’t be trusted on your own.”
 
   “I made it home, didn’t I?” Gabriel yelled back as he broke into a smile.
 
   “No thanks to us,” Teresa said, wiping something from her eye. 
 
   “There you are, there you are, you had us worried out of our heads,” Marcus said as he gave Gabriel a rough hug. “Got me so out of sorts I’m repeating myself like Akikane.” Gabriel saw Akikane raise an eyebrow. Before he could even laugh, Gabriel found himself passed to Sema, who crushed him to her chest so hard he thought her Venetian pendant would leave a permanent imprint on his skull. 
 
   “We were all so afraid,” Sema said, tears dripping into Gabriel’s hair. “We didn’t know what could have happened.”
 
   “I was okay,” Gabriel said as Sema released him. “I had good teachers.”
 
   “Damn right he was okay,” Ling said as she stepped before him. “He’s the toughest one of us.” Ling didn’t hug him, but gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek instead. She must have seen the flabbergasted look on his face because she frowned before punching him in the arm and smiling. Rajan came next, embracing him like an older brother, quick, but firm, with a tussle of Gabriel’s hair. 
 
   “It’s good to have you back,” Rajan grinned. “I knew you’d return.”
 
   Others from the castle stopped by the table to give their well wishes, but none so adamantly as his teammates had. After the commotion in the room died down, Gabriel took his place at the table, sitting between Teresa and Rajan. The table sat apart from the others, and was long enough to make room for Nefferati, Akikane and Elizabeth. 
 
   As he sat down, a young serving girl filled his glass with cider. She gave Gabriel a huge smile as she poured. Teresa caught the smile and frowned, but Gabriel hardly noticed, distracted by a large bowl of corn chowder another server slid beneath his nose. A salad of fresh spinach, sliced plum tomatoes, cranberries, and walnut-crusted goat cheese followed the soup while the main course consisted of a thick-cut piece of prime rib, garlic-roasted red potatoes, and brazed asparagus. Gabriel was convinced that he could not possibly stuff another bite of food in his mouth when the serving girl placed a coconut cream pie with an almond crust and chocolate drizzle on the table. Just one piece, he told himself, but he somehow managed to make room for two. 
 
   The conversation was as filling as the meal. It was good to be back among his friends. He had missed them all so much. Teresa’s constant wild enthusiasm, Rajan’s dry wit, Marcus’s wild stories and continual toasts, Ling’s foul-mouthed swearing, Sema’s mothering frowns, and Ohin’s paternal gaze and his clear, deep voice. Near the end of the meal, Gabriel spied Rajan and Teresa exchange the rabbit’s foot behind his back. 
 
   “Betting whether I’d make it back?” he asked as he pushed the empty pie plate away.
 
   “Don’t be silly,” Teresa said with a shocked expression. “There was never any doubt about that.”
 
   “We were betting on how many pieces of pie you’d manage to put down,” Rajan said. “You let me down. I had you for at least three.” 
 
   “Would it count if I took a piece for later?” Gabriel asked in mock innocence.
 
   “Not hardly,” Teresa said. “Besides, I already have the rabbit’s foot.” She dangled it teasingly in front of Rajan before turning to speak to Ling. Rajan leaned into Gabriel so that only he could hear what the young man had to say. 
 
   “It will get easier,” Rajan said. 
 
   “What will?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Being the different one,” Rajan said. “The odd man out. The special case. It will get easier.”
 
   “I hope so,” Gabriel said. He wondered if his discomfort at being so different was obvious to the others, as well. It had been something that had been bothering him since he stepped into the room to the cheers of the castle mages. He was happy to be back, but he was nearly as much an outsider here as he had been at Kumaradevi’s palace. Here he was accepted, but he was still unlike anyone else. He could touch the power of tainted imprints while none of them could. It was worse than the feeling of difference he had always felt going to school. 
 
   With a Jewish father and a Guatemalan mother, he had always stood out in his mostly white, rural school, but here in the castle, everyone looked different, with people from every race and religion and time period in history sitting side by side at the dinner table enjoying a meal together. However, he was different from all of them in a way that none of them could really understand. He could do things they could not. Had done things they could not. Would someday do things that none of them could imagine. 
 
   “I was born during the last years of India’s fight for independence from Great Britain,” Rajan said softly, bringing Gabriel out of his thoughts and back to the table. “It was the mid-1940s, and the country was being torn apart not only by the fight for self-rule, but by clashes between Hindus and Muslims, each afraid the other would gain too much power when India ceased to be a colony. My father was Muslim and my mother was Hindu.”
 
   “Like Romeo and Juliet,” Gabriel said, remembering his parents’ stories of their courtship, the looks they received, and the fights within the families. 
 
   “If only it had worked out that well,” Rajan said with a weak smile. “My parents were banished from both of their families and forced to flee the city they had grown up in. When I was born, it only complicated matters. Was I a Muslim child or a Hindu child? The other children didn’t care until a certain age. And then the opinions of their parents became very important. Independence came in 1948, and the entire country was split into new nations. India proper, for mostly Hindus in the middle, with Pakistan and Bangladesh, for Muslims, on either side. My childhood felt divided, too. I spent a great deal of time either fighting or running from a fight. Fighting Muslims who thought I was a Hindu, and Hindus who thought I was Muslim. It did not help that I was too stubborn to choose. 
 
   “I insisted on going to the mosque with my father and attending the temples with my mother. I read the Koran and the Bhagavad-Gita and the other sacred texts of both my faiths. I refused to accept that I had to be one of the other. It felt like having to choose between my father and my mother. As though I would be saying that I loved one more than the other.”
 
   “What did you do?” Gabriel asked, seeing Rajan in a way he never had.
 
   “I died,” Rajan said calmly. “In a street fight. Fighting because I would not disown part of my heritage.”
 
   “But how did it get better?” Gabriel asked, not finding the comfort he thought the story was leading up to.
 
   “It got better because I waited,” Rajan said with a genuine smile. “Because I was patient. Because I ended up here. Now I am surrounded by people of every faith, and no one thinks me odd. I’ve even begun to study and practice faiths I had never heard of. I am becoming something I never knew I could be. Something even my parents would not recognize, maybe would not approve of.”
 
   “That sounds familiar,” Gabriel said with a rueful sigh. 
 
   “Just be who you truly are, Gabriel,” Rajan said. “And give it time.” 
 
   “Well, if I had known it was so easy,” Gabriel said, rolling his eyes sarcastically. Rajan threw his head back and laughed, drawing Teresa’s attention. 
 
   “What’s so funny now?” she asked. 
 
   “Rajan was just giving me some advice,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Oh, that is funny,” Teresa said with a wicked grin. Rajan stuck out his tongue at her. 
 
   A deep cough from the end of the table brought everyone’s eyes to Ohin, who was raising a glass.
 
   “Ah, yes,” Marcus said, the first to raise his glass in response. “Another toast is indeed in order. Bad luck to end a meal without a toast.”
 
   “Or a sentence, apparently,” Sema said, raising her glass of grape juice. 
 
   “A simple toast,” Ohin said. “To Gabriel’s return and the mission ahead.” 
 
   “Here, here,” Marcus said as glasses clinked together.
 
   “Yes, yes. Here, here,” Akikane echoed, as everyone took a sip of wine.
 
   “What is our next mission?” Teresa asked as they all placed their glasses back on the table. 
 
   Ohin looked toward Elizabeth, who nodded. Suddenly the noise from the dining hall vanished and only the sounds from the table existed. The change was so sharp that Gabriel found himself automatically looking around, a seed of panic growing in his stomach. 
 
   “A little trick to keep the conversation private,” Elizabeth said with a glance toward Gabriel. “I will leave Ohin to describe the details, but your team will be charged with the mission we were about to begin when Gabriel was taken from us. You will find the place in time where Apollyon is creating copies of himself and sever any branches you find. I doubt even he would be foolish enough to leave all the branches intact after he has taken his doubles from them, but we do not know. Regardless, we will need to ensure that no more branches can be made from that time and place. Akikane will accompany you to help accomplish this. And to further his education, Gabriel will accompany you, as well.”
 
   The table erupted in comments, some surprised, but most concerned for Gabriel’s well-being. Gabriel remained silent. As much as he wanted to join the shouting, he knew the decision had already been made in his favor. Answering a comment from Ling, Elizabeth said, “He is young, but we put young mages in the field all the time. A necessity of the war. Teresa is only a year older. While I have my reservations, he does need experience that can only be acquired in the field. I think we all know that the revelation of Gabriel as the Seventh True Mage, combined with Apollyon’s multiplication of himself, will lead to a massive conflict and likely rather soon. Gabriel will undoubtedly play a central role in this coming battle and if he is not ready, if he has not explored and honed his abilities, he will not be the only one at risk.” That thought kept everyone silent as Elizabeth paused. “Ohin, I will leave you to explain the mission to your team.” 
 
   She stood up to leave the table. Everyone immediately stood. Gabriel was first to his feet. He might still be new to Council and True Mage etiquette, but months at Kumaradevi’s table had taught him to rise from his seat at a moment’s notice. 
 
   “I’ll join you,” Nefferati said as she rose up and pushed back her chair. 
 
   “The sound barrier will remain until one of you crosses it,” Elizabeth said with a nod of her head in parting. 
 
   “Unless Gabriel can figure out how the trick is done,” Nefferati said with a pat on Gabriel’s cheek. 
 
   As the elder women left, everyone resumed their seats. Gabriel watched them go, realizing that whatever conflict had existed between them had been resolved to a large degree. They seemed now like mother and daughter, walking side by side. He was glad for them. Glad he had played some small part in their reconciliation. Ohin cleared his throat again.
 
   Ohin looked around catching each eye, even Akikane’s, before he began. “This will not be an easy mission. As you know, not even Nefferati has been able to locate the place in time where Apollyon is making copies of himself. His magic is too strong for anything less than close examination. We know he was a soldier in Alexander the Great’s army.” 
 
   “Alexander the Terrible, you mean,” Sema said under her breath.
 
   “We can assume that Apollyon will want to double himself later in his training, when he is more powerful,” Ohin continued. “From what our spies have learned, and what Gabriel has told us from his time with Vicaquirao, Apollyon would likely choose a point somewhere in the last five years of his life while in the timeline. We also know that he is using the power of vast negative imprints to hide his branching of time. We suspect he is creating the bifurcations during one of Alexander the Great’s battles. 
 
   “We know that Apollyon died in battle in 326 BCE in the battle of Hydaspes in the Punjab of India against Raja Puru. We will start there and work backward. Our mission will be to travel to these battles, examine the evidence on the ground, and locate the point where the bifurcations occur. When we find it, we will sever any branches and seal the spot from further tampering.”
 
   “When do we start?” Marcus said, draining the last of his wine. 
 
   “We will begin training tomorrow,” Ohin said. “A few days. No more. We want to be prepared, but we must move quickly. Gabriel will join us in a day or so, after he has had some time to rest.”
 
   “I don’t want any time to rest,” Gabriel blurted out before he realized he had interrupted Ohin. Ohin gave him a look that seemed a cross between concern and a reprimand. He saw Sema staring at him from across the table and knew she was worried about him, as well. Gabriel didn’t care. He didn’t want his days filled with idle time. That would only lead to him remembering again and again what he had been through in the past two months. He needed something to keep him focused and thinking about his future, not reliving the horrors of his recent past. 
 
   “As you wish,” Ohin finally said. “You should all get a good night’s sleep. We begin at dawn.” Gabriel was glad his was not the only groan to be heard around the table. If he had known his insistence on beginning training with everyone else would mean another early morning, he might have kept his mouth shut. 
 
   “To bed, to bed,” Akikane said as he pushed he chair back and stood. “I will see you in the morning.”
 
   “You’re joining us for training?” Gabriel asked as Akikane patted his shoulder. 
 
   “Of course, of course,” Akikane said with a wide smile. “We must learn to work together. It has been some time since I was a member of a field team.”
 
   Akikane’s departure broke the barrier that had kept all sound from leaving or reaching the table. Most of the dining hall had emptied out, but the sounds of conversations flooded back to Gabriel’s ears. Knowing that Akikane could have easily resumed the barrier, he assumed the elder mage wished to encourage the others to depart for an early bedtime. Curious, Gabriel reached his hand into his pocket and slipped his fingers around the silver pocket watch. Sound waves he knew were a form of energy, but they needed a medium like air to move through. A barrier where the energy of sound waves would be dissipated could be combined with a barrier where the air became thinned to a near vacuum, creating a bubble that sound could not cross. 
 
   Everyone stood and said their goodnights, but they all stopped and looked at Gabriel when the sounds from the rest of the dining hall vanished. 
 
   “Picked that up pretty quick,” Teresa said, cocking her eye at Gabriel. 
 
   “I had to try,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Yes, you did,” Rajan said with a smirk as he extended his open hand past Gabriel’s shoulder toward Teresa. She frowned and slapped the rabbit’s foot into his open palm. Gabriel hadn’t even heard them make a bet. He wondered how many times that rabbit’s foot changed hands because of him. More than it paid to worry about, he suspected. He released the barrier to sound as the team walked out of the dining room, wishing him goodnight as they headed to their respective rooms in the different wings of the castle. 
 
   Teresa took seriously her commitment not to let him out of her sight and insisted on escorting him to his room. 
 
   “You don’t need to follow me everywhere,” Gabriel said. “I can take care of myself now.” It was true, Gabriel felt. As long as he had his pocket watch, he was likely more dangerous than any mage in the castle besides Akikane and Elizabeth. And Nefferati, of course. He had Kumaradevi to thank for that.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure you can,” Teresa said as they walked along the hall to his room. “But that doesn’t mean you should. If something happens it’s always best to make your enemies think you are weaker than you really are.”
 
   “And you think they’ll believe that if you’re my bodyguard,” Gabriel said. “You’re just a...” he let the sentence fade as he realized it might not be best to finish it.
 
   “A fourteen-year-old girl?” Teresa said. “I’ll let you in a little secret that everyone else knows except you.”
 
   “Another one?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “I’m not just a pretty face,” Teresa said, with a wink, “or just a prodigy at math. I have a natural knack for Fire Magic. More so than most, and most everyone knows it. You won’t find a more powerful Fire Mage in the castle. Being seen with me is like being seen with a pack of pit bulls for protection.”
 
   “I’ve always wanted a pit bull,” Gabriel said, as he opened the door to his room.
 
   “Woof,” Teresa said as she looked inside his room to make sure it was empty. “Remember, bright and early. Don’t make me toss you out of bed.” She kissed him on the cheek and turned to go.
 
   “I won’t,” Gabriel said, blushing at Teresa’s kiss and wondering why. She always treated him like a brother and she reminded him of his sister, but she was much cuter than his sister and much closer to his own age, and she wasn’t really his sister at all, but it didn’t matter because they were teammates and… 
 
   “Good night,” Teresa said, walking down the hall. “Wait until you’re in your room to fall asleep.”
 
   “Night,” Gabriel said as he stepped into his room and closed the door. It was good to be back in his room in the castle. Back someplace he felt safe. Some place familiar. Even if he was alone. And being alone reminded him of all the nights alone in the tower chamber of Kumaradevi’s palace. All the nights spent curled in a ball in tears came back to him in a rush. He sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and let the tears come again. This time not out of fear, but from relief. He felt safe at the castle. Surrounded by friends. People he trusted. People he loved. People who loved him. He was back in control of his life. 
 
   After a time the tears slowed and stopped, and Gabriel took a deep breath. He felt better than he could remember feeling in a very long time. He changed into his pajamas and climbed into bed. He fell asleep realizing that it was the first night in months that he wasn’t planning some escape as his eyes closed. 
 
   Morning came much too swiftly, but he woke feeling more rested than he had in ages. He brushed his teeth, showered, and dressed quickly. Teresa knocked on his door a moment later. He smiled and said good morning, trying to forget the thoughts that had flooded his mind the night before when she had kissed him on the cheek. Teresa was even less of a morning person than Gabriel, and she said little as they made their way to the courtyard of the Lower Ward. 
 
   The others were there already, Marcus looking like he regretted that fourth glass of wine. They all greeted him good morning and then set about the day’s training. For him, training began with a private lesson from Ohin while Akikane drilled the others on how a True Mage could help them in a fight. Ohin and Gabriel walked to a quiet side of the courtyard and sat under a tree. 
 
   “This exercise is very simple,” Ohin said, settling into a cross-legged position, “but it must be repeated every day for it to be successful.”
 
   “Every day for how long?” Gabriel said as he crossed his legs in imitation of Ohin.
 
   “For years,” Ohin said. “That is why few mages are able to cultivate and increase their inner magical energy to any great degree. But the greater the energy you have to focus through your talisman, the greater your magic can become.”
 
   “Will I be able to do magic without a talisman?” Gabriel asked. It was the only question he was really interested in. 
 
   “With a great deal of practice, yes,” Ohin said. “But you will never be as powerful without a talisman as you are with one.”
 
   “But I may not always have a talisman handy,” Gabriel said, remembering all the days in Kumaradevi’s palace when he would have done anything to be able to perform magic without a talisman. 
 
   “As we have seen,” Ohin said. “Now, clear your mind. Settle your thoughts. Watch your breath. Just as you learned.” This part of the training was familiar and easy. Well, not easy necessarily, it took a few minutes to get his mind to stop jumping from one thought to the next like some drunken monkey, but eventually he could concentrate clearly on his breathing. While it was easy to still his mind quickly to use magic, keeping it still and focused on his breath was much more difficult. 
 
   “Now reach within and sense the flow of your subtle energy,” Ohin said. This too was familiar and easy. He did it every time he used magic. “And now as you sense that flow of energy, I want you to imagine it flowing down into you from above, and up into you from below, the two waves of energy meeting at your heart center. Remember, they are not flowing into your physical body. They are flowing into the subtle energy matrix that is expressed as your body. As these two waves of energy meet, they swirl and multiply, flowing back up and down your body, radiating throughout your entire being, every cell, every muscle, every pore, filled with and radiating this energy. 
 
   “With each breath in, the energy flows into you from above and below, increasing at your heart center. With each breath out, the energy flows throughout you. If you find a tightness in your chest, pause for a moment and imagine your body dissolving into light. Imagine it as a body of energy-light. Then resume.”
 
   Gabriel did as Ohin instructed and felt the energy flowing through him with a power he had never sensed before. Magnified and increased, the energy radiating through him felt pleasing and powerful. And the more smoothly the energy flowed, the more effortlessly he could concentrate his mind, the energy flow and his mind melding together and seeming to become one. 
 
   “Now you may relax your mind and let the energy return to normal,” Ohin said. A moment later, Gabriel opened his eyes. 
 
   “I could feel your energy,” Ohin said, “so, I know your practice was successful. Could you feel mine?”
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, surprised that he would even be expected to. 
 
   “We will try to add that next time,” Ohin said. “How did it feel?”
 
   “Powerful,” Gabriel said. “Like I had this great clarity.”
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “This practice will help with focusing your mind and eventually with seeing the energy in all things, the interconnectedness of all things through that energy, and ultimately, the lack of separateness of all things.”
 
   “But when will I be able to do magic without a talisman?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “The energy feels more powerful than it is,” Ohin said. “While even a small amount of practice will yield some increase in the magical effect when using a talisman, it normally takes a few years before the magical energy has been increased enough to use without one.” 
 
   “I see,” Gabriel said. “I don’t think I could have kept that concentration for more than a second in a fight.”
 
   “Exactly,” Ohin said. “But eventually, if you persist, you will be able to. Now it is time for your walk with Sema.” 
 
   “Thank you for teaching me this” Gabriel said as he and Ohin stood up. He knew it was unusually early in his training for such advanced lessons.
 
   “Thank you for coming back to be taught,” Ohin said, placing a firm hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “You are important to us, to me, for many more reasons than the magic you can do.”
 
   “I feel the same way,” Gabriel said, swallowing hard to keep the ball of emotion in his throat from rising up too far.
 
   Sema greeted him with a wide smile as he approached the others. She broke away from them and guided him on the familiar walk through the grounds. Sema decided that they should continue their daily talks to help Gabriel deal with his time in the hands of Kumaradevi. Now instead of talking about his family or his friends left behind when he died in the bus, they talked mostly about his experiences in the dark palace and what they meant to him. As before, Sema did little of the talking, preferring to ask questions and wait patiently for Gabriel’s answers. 
 
   After their walk, Gabriel and Sema joined the others to continue their training. They were all impressed with how much he had learned in Kumaradevi’s arena, but unlike his Malignancy Mage tutors, they were each more than willing to give him tips and pointers and help him correct mistakes with encouragement. 
 
   After lunch, he had a private lesson with Akikane, who began to teach him the basics of how to wield a sword. Gabriel was chagrinned to find that this began with learning stances and postures and the philosophical essentials of Aikido and that flailing around with a wooden blade was frowned upon. Gabriel needed only one frown from Akikane to set him straight. Learning to use a sword was not child’s play, and it would not involve playing with swords. Swords were never to be played with. They were not toys, but tools. Tools for concentration in the right hands, and tools for death in the wrong ones. Akikane insisted that Gabriel’s hands would know the difference and how to use a sword properly, without bringing harm and causing negative imprints. 
 
   The afternoon, and any free time after dinner, was spent learning about Alexander the Great and trying to pinpoint likely battles that Apollyon could use the negative imprints from to increase his magic and hide the branches of time he was creating to copy himself. They studied not only the facts of Alexander’s life, but cultures and customs of Macedonia, Greece, and the many lands he conquered. They even learned a few words in Ancient Greek from a Wind Mage named Hestia who had lived a hundred years before Alexander. Many of the team members already spoke a little Greek, but Ohin insisted that everyone have enough words to manage in case things went horribly wrong. 
 
   Gabriel struggled to keep all the facts straight. Focusing on just Alexandros, as his name was pronounced in Greek, and what he had done, was much easier. Born in 356 BCE to Philip II, the king of Macedonia, and his fourth wife, Olympia, Alexander was thirteen when the famous philosopher Aristotle became to be his tutor. His father was assassinated in 336 BCE, and Alexander assumed the throne. Shortly thereafter, he began a campaign of conquest through Egypt, Persia, and India. Within ten years, he had defeated all of the major armies of the known world and became the ruler of nearly every land he passed through. In 326 BCE in Hyphasis in India, his troops refused to continue fighting, and he was forced to retreat. He died three years later in 323 BCE after falling ill at a celebration. Those were the bare facts, filled in by a long list of battles in places with names like Granicus, Gaugamela, Tyre, and Issus. Gabriel found himself returning frequently to the timelines in his copy of The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History. 
 
   The training went on like that for five days, practicing magic and combat skills, studying history, and preparing for the long journey. Ohin estimated that it could take as much as a week to thoroughly search each battle, which meant they could be traveling a few months. Of course, they could return to the castle when necessary, but they needed to carry provisions that would allow them to stay away for several days and nights. Apollyon was just as likely to use the imprints of a battle after it was over as while it was taking place. 
 
   Rajan and Marcus each carried a tent, one for the men and one for the women, and everyone had bedrolls and backpacks filled with beef jerky, dried fruit, cheese, bread, and water. They also each carried a small first aid kit in the event that Marcus or Akikane were not on hand to help heal injuries. Although Gabriel was making progress learning from Marcus, he was still, thanks to his days in Kumaradevi’s arena, much more proficient at creating damage in a body with Heart-Tree Magic than healing it. They also each carried several relics of the time so that if they were separated, Ohin, Akikane, or Gabriel, could get them to another location or back to the castle. 
 
   On the morning of the sixth day, they gathered in a corner of the courtyard of the Upper Ward, each appearing as though they were dressed in local ancient Greek clothes. The men were dressed as commoners, with leather sandals, skirts of wool, and loose fitting, short-sleeved cotton shirts. The women wore draping, toga-like dresses that fell off their shoulders and flowed to their ankles. Gabriel found himself trying not to notice Teresa’s soft brown shoulders. If she caught him trying not to notice, she gave no sign of it. 
 
   Elizabeth arrived to wish them well and send them off with words of inspiration. At least Gabriel hoped they would be words of inspiration. She seemed none-too-happy that morning, although he suspected this was because he was accompanying the team on the mission. He hoped she wouldn’t change her mind and try to force him to stay. She could change her mind, but he wasn’t about to change his. He saw that Nefferati was with her, as well. He had not seen her since the dinner the first night back and had assumed she had departed for her retreat already. She didn’t look very happy, either. Maybe they were back to arguing.
 
   “I wanted to wish you all a successful mission today,” Elizabeth said. The silence of the other team members spoke to how rare an occasion it was to receive a sendoff from the head of the Council. “Take care of each other as you take care of business.”
 
   “And don’t do anything stupid,” Nefferati added, looking directly at Gabriel. 
 
   “Well, we’ll have to change our plans now,” Rajan said under his breath. Gabriel wasn’t sure if Elizabeth or Nefferati heard him, but they both frowned just the same. 
 
   “Well, that’s it,” Elizabeth said. “Good hunting.”
 
   “And good luck,” Nefferati said.
 
   “Well said, well said,” Akikane said. “Now we go.” Akikane touched his sword and smiled as he gave a short wave to Elizabeth and Nefferati, a Greek coin held between his thumb and forefinger. Then the familiar blackness of time travel surrounded them, followed by the whiteness that signaled a jump through space and time. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 24: Alexander the Terrible
 
    
 
   The Chimera Team sat in a circle around a small campfire. Gabriel sat next to Teresa, the Sword of Unmaking lying in the grass beside him. Akikane had entrusted Gabriel to carry the sword both because it would teach him responsibility and because it would mean he had access to a very powerfully imbued artifact if he needed a talisman in the event something went wrong. Gabriel usually wore it slung it over his shoulders with a strap because he was too short yet to wear it at his waist. Teresa had giggled the first time she saw him with it, but no one had said anything. 
 
   Rajan and Ohin roasted apples on sticks over the fire. As they rotated the apples in the flames, they played a game of Go, the ancient Chinese game of strategy. Players placed small black and white stones at the intersections of cross-hatched lines on a wooden board. The object of the game was to accumulate territory and eliminate your opponent’s pieces. 
 
   Watching them play, Marcus carefully sliced a roasted apple into sections with a knife, placing the pieces on a small tin camping plate. When he finished cutting, he drizzled honey over the apple slices and sprinkled a little cinnamon over them from a copper tin. Stabbing one of the apple slices with the tip of the knife, he passed the plate to Ling, who grabbed a slice and tossed it in her mouth, her eyes going wide as she spit the apple slice back into her hand, bouncing it up and down. 
 
   “Zhĭzé!” Ling exclaimed, blowing on the slice of apple. “That’s hot!”
 
   “What’d you expect,” Marcus said with a laugh. “It’s a roasted apple. They tend to be warm.” 
 
   “You could have warned me,” Ling said as she took a wary bite from the slice of roasted apple and passed the plate to Sema, who carefully took a piece with her fingers. 
 
   “I’ll blow on the next ones to cool them down for you,” Marcus said as he grinned and bit into the apple slice skewered by the tip of his knife blade. 
 
   “It’s interesting how much Apollyon and Alexander resemble each other,” Gabriel said, blowing on a piece of roasted apple as he passed the plate to Akikane. They had been watching the two on battlefield after battlefield for several weeks now and Gabriel had noticed how much Cyril, as Apollyon was called then, modeled himself on his leader, Alexander. The two even looked a little alike. 
 
    “He’s a little more dangerous than Alexander the Great,” Ling mumbled, apple in her mouth. “And his copies of himself are a more dangerous army than Alexander ever hoped to command.”
 
    “Can he really manage to get the copies of himself to follow with the same devotion of his mages?” Rajan asked as he stared into the fire. “Will his philosophy of power work as well on a group of copies as it does on other Malignancy Mages?”  They had repeatedly debated this question around the evening campfires. 
 
   Every night the same questions came up and they went through them again. Ohin promoted it as a means of looking for pieces of information and ideas they may have missed. They all knew that once they found and severed the branches of time Apollyon was using to create copies of himself, it would only signal the beginning of a new battle, not the end of the war.
 
   “It’s hardly a philosophy,” Sema said. 
 
   “Balderdash is more like it,” Marcus added as he sliced another apple. 
 
   “Let’s look at it again for weaknesses,” Ohin said. He always encouraged them to look for weaknesses as part of creating a long-term strategy. He and Akikane had begun insisting that they play games like Go and Chess to develop their sense of strategy. Rajan had added Chaturanga, the Indian precursor to chess that up to four people could play. Ohin placed another white stone on the Go board and looked up. “Gabriel, why don’t you summarize Apollyon’s philosophy for us?”
 
   “Do we need to go through it again?” Teresa asked, licking honey from her fingers. 
 
   “Of course, of course,” Akikane said. “Each time we look at the puzzle, more pieces will begin to fit together.” He smiled at Gabriel as he took another bite of roasted apple. 
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said as he swallowed a chunk of apple. He had heard and recited the philosophy before. “Apollyon’s basic philosophy is that mages exist to rule over non-mages, and in particular to rule the whole of the Primary Continuum and use it for their glory. Or for his glory, since he wants to rule the mages. He seems influenced by the late 19th century German philosopher, Fredrick Nietzsche, and his idea of an Übermensch, or Over Man, or Super Man. Essentially, the strong are strong for a reason, and they should rule the weak. And the strongest should rule them all.”
 
   “A bit of a condensation,” Rajan said. 
 
   “I thought I was supposed to be brief,” Gabriel said. “Apollyon believes he can become something that has never existed, someone more powerful than anyone in all of history.” Gabriel paused for a moment as he realized that thought was similar to something Vicaquirao had told him about himself. Gabriel was something that had never existed and was destined to become more powerful than anyone in or out of history. How was he similar to Apollyon? Was that what Vicaquirao had been hinting at? It was unsettling to consider. 
 
   He pushed the thought aside as he continued, hoping the others had not noticed his pause in speech. “Anyway, Apollyon believes that mages should unite under his leadership and rule the people of all the alternate realities and that they should break The Great Barrier in 2012 so they can rule the future. And I remember something now. Vicaquirao was reading a book by Nietzsche when he had me captive at that cabin. It may have been coincidence, but maybe not. Maybe Apollyon got his philosophy in part from Vicaquirao.”
 
   “Or maybe that’s what the slippery devil wants us to think,” Sema said.
 
   “Maybe,” Ohin said. “But good to know. This is why we go through it again and again.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Little pieces that help reveal the whole.”
 
   “Assuming we’re not seeing exactly what Vicaquirao wants us to see,” Ling said. 
 
   “Very possible, very possible,” Akikane said with his usual smile. 
 
   “Instructive for us,” Rajan said, “that Nietzsche also wrote ‘He who fights against monsters should see to it that he does not become a monster in the process. And when you stare persistently into an abyss, the abyss also stares into you.’”
 
   “I’ve seen the abyss,” Teresa said. “It’s overrated.”
 
   “What else?” Sema asked, looking at Gabriel as she began a game of chess with Teresa. 
 
   “Apollyon wants to rule over the Grace Mages, as well,” Gabriel said, taking another piece of apple to cover the discomfort of the thought. “He believes that Grace Mages are essential to the balance of the universe, but they must be subservient to the Malignancy Mages, similar to Vicaquirao’s idea that dark and light must balance each other. Except Apollyon doesn’t believe in balance. He believes that balance creates stagnation, and that only from destruction can new creativity arise.”
 
   “Bad complexity theory,” Teresa said, moving a white pawn. “Too much stability and structure, and your system is too rigid to allow creativity. You need just enough chaos to stay on the edge of creativity, but too much and everything falls apart. He’s not looking to create new levels of complexity, he looking to destroy and dominate what there is.”
 
   “Exactly what I was going to say,” Gabriel said, grinning at Teresa. 
 
   “That raises the question then,” Rajan said, “do we need someone like Apollyon to add chaos to our system?”
 
   “Not bloody likely,” Marcus said. 
 
   “There’s plenty of chaos in the Continuum without his help,” Ling said. 
 
   “Or the opposite question,” Gabriel said. The others looked at him quizzically.
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said, smiling at Gabriel again.
 
   “What do you mean?” Sema asked.
 
   “Is the Council too rigid, too stable, to be creative enough to defeat the Malignancy Mages?” Gabriel asked. It wasn’t a question he really wanted an answer to. 
 
   “Good question,” Ohin said.
 
   “We’d better bloody well hope not,” Marcus said. 
 
   “But there’s a better question,” Teresa said. 
 
   “I didn’t want to ask it,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “What question?” Ling said.
 
   “Are we too rigid to be creative enough to defeat Apollyon?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Exactly, exactly,” Akikane said. “Can we use the chaos he causes to creatively defeat him?” Everyone was silent for a moment, their eyes meeting over the flames of the fire. 
 
   “I think we can,” Gabriel said. He wasn’t entirely sure he believed it, but he knew someone needed to say it and since he had posed the question, it seemed like his responsibility. 
 
   “Good answer, Gabriel,” Sema said with a nod of her head.
 
   “And a good answer to end on,” Ohin said. “Who would like to entertain us tonight?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve got something,” Marcus said, gently using his tongue to remove the honey from the tip of his knife. Every night they traded turns around the campfire, reciting poetry and telling stories. Ohin would play his wooden flute, and Rajan would do magic tricks. Not real magic, but tricks of sleight-of-hand. Teresa found it terribly amusing and ironic. She often entertained by doing wildly complicated mathematical computations in her head. Rajan usually protested that they had no way of knowing if she was giving the right answer or not, since she was the only math genius present. Teresa would chide Rajan that it wasn’t her fault he couldn’t count beyond ten without taking his shoes off. 
 
    “This evening,” Marcus began as he took a sip from a wineskin to clear his throat, “I thought we might enjoy a little Shakespeare. A little something to stir the hearts in the face of our obstacles. A little speech from Henry the Fifth, I’m sure you’ve heard once or twice.”  Marcus stood before the fire and coughed once before he began to recite. 
 
   “If we are mark’d to die, we are enow
 
   To do our country loss; and if to live,
 
   The fewer men, the greater share of honour.
 
   God’s will! I pray thee, wish not one man more.
 
   By Jove, I am not covetous for gold,
 
   Nor care I who doth feed upon my cost;
 
   It yearns me not if men my garments wear;
 
   Such outward things dwell not in my desires:
 
   But if it be a sin to covet honour,
 
   I am the most offending soul alive.”
 
   As Gabriel listened to Marcus reciting the words, playing out the part of Henry the Fifth inspiring his troops, his thoughts turned back to Apollyon, as they always did. The Malignant True Mage was likely placing the copies of himself at different moments in history where the great atrocities that took place would give him more combined power than any mage had ever held. Linked together, he and his army of copies might hold sufficient power to break through The Great Barrier of Probability that kept Time Mages from moving any further into the future than October 28, 2012 CE. 
 
   He had probably created several dozen copies already. How could they defeat dozens of versions of Apollyon linked together through time? One at a time, he thought to himself. Slowly, slowly, as Akikane was fond of saying about his training. And how far could that training take him? And how fast? And as he gained mastery of all six magics, and as he gained more power than any mage had held before, would that power tempt him the way it so obviously tempted Apollyon? He had to hope not, but how could he know? 
 
   He was on a path to becoming something he might not even recognize as himself when he was finished. How could he remain true to who he was? He knew he would not truly know until it was too late to change what he had become. Gabriel returned his attention to Marcus, hoping to forget his questions for a few moments. 
 
   “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;
 
   For he today that sheds his blood with me
 
   Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
 
   This day shall gentle his condition:
 
   And gentlemen in England now a-bed
 
   Shall think themselves accursed they were not here,
 
   And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
 
   That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.”
 
   Those seated around the campfire burst into applause as Marcus finished reciting. 
 
   The bald man blushed and bowed slightly. 
 
   “Wonderful,” Sema said as Marcus sat beside her. 
 
   “It’s the words, not the man who speaks them,” Marcus said, grabbing the wineskin and taking a quick swig. 
 
   “It’s the man who speaks them that gives them life,” Sema corrected. 
 
   “Thank you,” Marcus said, patting Sema’s hand. “Who’s next?” he asked as he turned to the others around the fire. 
 
   “Flute, flute, flute,” Teresa began to chant as she clapped her hands. Rajan copied her first and the others quickly joined in, even Akikane. Gabriel noticed that it was Ohin’s turn to seem embarrassed as he pulled his wooded flute from his leather satchel and settled in to play. 
 
   “Any requests?” Ohin said, licking his lips as he settled the mouthpiece on them. 
 
   “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” Marcus called. 
 
   “Maybe we can convince Ling to sing,” Rajan said, poking Ling. 
 
   “I hardly know the words,” Ling demurred. 
 
   “Balderdash,” Marcus said. “You never forget anything. You’re like an elephant without a trunk.”
 
   “Isn’t she though?” Teresa teased. 
 
   “Oh, all right,” Ling said, clearing her throat as Ohin began the tune. Ling waited for the intro and then began to sing in a voice so sweet and lush that it had taken Gabriel completely by surprise the first time he had heard it weeks ago. There were many things that he had imagined Ling being able to do, but singing Irish folk songs was not one of them. 
 
   “I’m lonesome since I crossed the hill,
 
   And o’er the moorland sedgy
 
   Such heavy thoughts my heart do fill,
 
   Since parting with my Betsey
 
   I seek for one as fair and gay,
 
   But find none to remind me
 
   How sweet the hours I passed away,
 
   With the girl I left behind me.”
 
   By the second verse, Marcus had joined her, his resonant baritone balancing Ling’s clear soprano. Soon the others joined in, and Gabriel added his voice, stumbling over the words he only vaguely remembered from when Marcus had taught them the lyrics the week before. He laughed and looked up at the stars glittering in the night sky above. He wished this moment would last, but he knew they would soon be asleep, each taking turns with the watch, waking in the morning to observe yet another battle, searching again for the moment where Apollyon was breaking the Continuum to serve his vile plans. But there under the stars, sitting around the campfire with his friends and teammates, he laughed and sang and tried not to think. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 25: Battle Fatigue
 
    
 
   The morning brought battle. 
 
   It was a battle much like the others Gabriel had witnessed: violent, bloody, and loud, filled with the cries of men and horses and even elephants, in combat and in death. This one was the Battle of Gaugamela against Darius III of Persia in October of 331 BCE, in what would eventually be known as northern Iraq in Gabriel’s time. Darius III had aligned his archers, cavalry, war chariots, infantry, and elephants against Alexander’s smaller number of cavalry and infantry, the Persian king holding the advantage in numbers by nearly two to one. 
 
   However, Alexander was nothing if not a brilliant battlefield strategist. Darius III lined his forces up along the battlefield, taking the central position, as was Persian tradition for the king. Meanwhile, Alexander broke his force into two units, allowing him to attack the Persian line at two points, eventually breaking through it and causing the Persian forces to flee, King Darius III among the first to leave the battlefield in haste. The battle lasted only a couple of hours. Far less than other battles Gabriel had seen. 
 
   Gabriel and the rest of the team watched the battle and the aftermath from a safe distance on a nearby hill, lying close to the ground and viewing the action through binoculars. Ling had assured Gabriel, as wild as it sounded, that she could have used the force of gravity to bend the light coming from the battlefield in much the way the lenses of the binoculars did, and allow them to see it all with great precision. But that sort of magic would have drawn attention from Apollyon if he showed himself, so the team made do with traditional optics. 
 
   Teresa had come up with the ingenious notion of taking black nylon stockings and stretching them over the lens of the binoculars to keep them from reflecting light to anyone on the battlefield. Stretched tight, they only slightly hindered the resolution of an image at a distance. The stockings didn’t eliminate the glare completely, but reduced it enough to make daytime observation a little more clandestine, particularly when the sun was low and shading the lens with one’s hand was no longer possible. 
 
   They observed the battlefield all day, through the fighting and well afterward. Ohin and Akikane were both of the opinion that Apollyon would likely wait until after a battle to seize all of the negative imprints generated by the fighting to use in creating the magic that would hide the bifurcations he was making to copy himself. While the magic would hide the bifurcations at a distance in time, Ohin felt certain that if they were physically close enough when Apollyon created his new branches of reality, he, Gabriel and Akikane would be able to sense it. So, they continued to watch as Alexander’s troops took prisoners and camped as night fell, waiting for something to happen, waiting for one of the True Mages or the Time Mage to sense something. 
 
   The watching centered mostly on Apollyon himself, on the soldier Cyril, as he was known then. They took turns keeping him under surveillance, making sure there were at least two pairs of eyes on him at all times. 
 
   Gabriel was watching with Teresa, his guard dog, as he had taken to thinking of her. They lay on another hill near the Macedonian camp as Apollyon and his fellow captains celebrated around a fire below. The men drank and sang and cheered their leader. As Gabriel watched, it reminded him in small ways of the nights around the campfire with his teammates. Only he could never imagine his friends celebrating at the deaths of so many. Thousands and thousands of people dead so Alexander’s empire could keep growing. After weeks of witnessing horrible battles, Gabriel did not laugh when Sema referred to him as Alexander the Terrible. He could not fathom why such a talented and charismatic man devoted himself to expanding his power at any cost. Apparently, Apollyon understood.
 
   As the men celebrated, a fight started. Gabriel wasn’t certain who had started the fight, he had been daydreaming a bit, but Cyril, the man who would become Apollyon, was at the center of it with another man, another captain. The two lunged at each other, grappling and punching, the other man trying to wrestle Apollyon to the ground. Gabriel felt something then. A prickling sensation that filled his mind and reverberated against his time-sense. Little needles poking into his pincushion-brain. He knew that sensation. Someone nearby was warping the fabric of space-time to travel to this moment. Not just one someone. It was like a series of tiny lacerations made and sealed in moments. Dozens of them. So many that Gabriel lost count. 
 
   He felt more than saw Ohin and Akikane joining him and Teresa on the crest of the hill. 
 
   “You felt it?” Ohin asked, lifting a pair of binoculars to his eyes.
 
   “How could I not?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Felt what?” Teresa asked and then gasped to indicate that she realized what, adding, “Apollyon is fighting with another soldier.”
 
   “I see, I see,” Akikane said as he looked through another set of binoculars at the fight in the campsite below. “It is as you suspected, Ohin.”
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. 
 
   While they watched, Cyril, the man who would become Apollyon, was thrown to the ground and knocked insensible as the other man swung a rock into his head. As Cyril fell to the ground unconscious, Gabriel felt something else, something that made his time-sense swirl and his gut wrench. 
 
   The fabric of space-time twisted upon itself again and again. He had felt something similar when he had created the branch of alternate realty he used to save Ling back in Venice. This was oddly far less intense, like listening to sounds that had been muffled by cotton in his ears. As though the layers upon layers of alternate reality being ripped away from the Primary Continuum were a dream and not something happening right in that moment. Gabriel knew it was the masking effect of Apollyon’s magic that made it so hard to discern what was happening to the fabric of the Continuum. 
 
   Gabriel could feel some of the branches of time ceasing to exist even as others burst into existence. He dropped the binoculars and looked around the campsite, straining to see any evidence of Apollyon. He could find none. Apollyon was as well hidden as Gabriel and his teammates. He was probably closer to the action, closer to where the soldiers still fought among themselves, and where Cyril lay unconscious. Gabriel looked through the binoculars again. The man who had struck down Cyril was now fighting with another man.
 
   The twisting of reality that Gabriel sensed abruptly stopped. The moment of bifurcations had passed. He felt the prickling sensation again, only once this time, and then there was only the camp of Alexander’s men below, his captains fighting around the unconscious form of Cyril. 
 
   Gabriel put the binoculars down. Teresa stared at him. “What just happened?” she asked. 
 
   “We have found the moment and place where Apollyon is copying himself,” Ohin said.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Ohin thought it would be at a moment that Apollyon wanted to change. A moment he had thought about for years and wanted to make different.”
 
   “Like losing a fight to a man he considered to be beneath him,” Gabriel said, replaying in his mind the scene had just witnessed.
 
   “Exactly,” Ohin said. “I’m sure in almost all of the alternate realities created, Cyril arises to defeat the man he was fighting.”
 
   “How many time-jumps did you sense at the end?’ Akikane asked.
 
   “Just one,” Gabriel said. “I assume it’s one of the Apollyons leaving after using magic to hide where the branches are being made.” Gabriel had tried to probe that magic, but could find no clear trace of it even as he felt for it. It was like trying to catch the wind in your hand. 
 
   “Probably you are right,” Ohin said. “We wait.”
 
   “For what?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “In case there is a second Apollyon around here waiting for someone to find what he’s been doing,” Gabriel said. 
 
   So they waited. For an hour. Just when Ohin looked like he was going to give the go ahead to move, Gabriel felt the familiar tickling of his time-sense that indicated another time-jump being made. 
 
   “Wise we waited,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Another one?” Teresa asked. She clearly didn’t like not being able to sense what was happening the way Gabriel and the older men could. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “All clear now. We hope. I will go.” Gabriel felt the prickling of his time-sense again, and Akikane was suddenly gone. 
 
   “Where did he go?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “We need half of a relic to link us to that moment in space-time when the branches were made,” Ohin said, gesturing back to the camp of Alexander’s men. 
 
   Gabriel picked up the binoculars and scanned the campsite until he found what he was looking for, the form of an unconscious Cyril still lying on the ground, apparently asleep. He had been pulled closer to the fire by one of his men, but left to slumber. Akikane knelt down next to him. No one stopped him or even noticed him. He must have felt it safe to use magic to conceal himself. A quick flash of metal in the firelight and Akikane held a lock of Cyril’s hair in his hand. A moment later, Akikane knelt beside Gabriel. 
 
   “What is that for?” Gabriel asked, pointing to the lock of hair that Akikane was placing in a pocket of his clothes. 
 
   “Dis-phased non-local quantum entanglement,” Teresa said with a grin.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “To link us to the moment we need and the person in particular.”
 
   “We should get back to the others,” Ohin said, beginning to slide down the backside of the hill toward the rest of the team. Gabriel and Teresa followed Ohin down the hill, Akikane bringing up the rear. When they reached the others, Sema was the first to see the looks on their faces. 
 
   “Have you found it?” Sema asked, standing to greet them. 
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “Strike the camp as fast as you can. We leave in five minutes.” 
 
   “My prayers are answered,” Marcus said as he began stuffing his belongings into his backpack. “No more long nights on hard ground. My aching back thanks you.”
 
   “My ears thank you,” Rajan said as he began to pack up the tent. “No more listening to Marcus complaining about his back.” 
 
   “And no more listening to you complain about the food,” Teresa said as she snuffed out the fire with a wave of her hand. 
 
   “Hurry, everyone,” Ohin said as he grabbed his own backpack and checked it. Gabriel helped Rajan with the tents and then made sure he had everything in his own backpack. Within minutes, the campsite was packed with no trace of them having been there beyond a small fire. Rajan then used his Earth Magic to make the ashes of the fire disappear into the soil, erasing the last sign of their presence. 
 
   “Eyes on the ground,” Ohin said and everyone paused and took a moment to scan the surrounding area for anything they might have accidentally left behind. It would be inexcusable to leave something behind like a lighter or a pair of binoculars that might result in an alternate reality being created when they were found. “Are we good to go?” Ohin asked. Everyone voiced their affirmation. “Good. Gather close. Akikane will take us to someplace far away near the moment we need.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, holding up a small animal bone he had taken from his robes. “Off we go.” As Gabriel stepped closer to Sema and Teresa, the blackness he knew so well began to surround them followed by the whiteness that faded to reveal a rocky plateau and a wide, incredibly tall canyon rising around them. Gabriel instinctively shielded his eyes from the harsh glare of the sun directly above in the sky. He knew this place. Not from being there, but from pictures. 
 
   “The Grand Canyon,” he said aloud as he focused on the amulet at his neck and resumed the appearance of wearing his normal cotton tunic and pants. The others did the same.
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. “Same moment, other side of the world.”
 
   “We want to be far enough away from the moment of the branching so that Apollyon will have less chance of knowing we are here at all,” Ohin said. He stepped toward the river that flowed along the canyon floor, as it had for millennia. “Spread out. Defensive positions. We don’t know what to expect, but we should expect something.” The team moved to take defensive positions in a circle around Akikane, each facing outward. Ohin took a place by the river so that he could see far down each end of the canyon. Gabriel started walking toward the defensive circle, but Akikane placed a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “You are with me. You have the blade. The Sword of Unmaking. We will need that.”
 
   “Right,” Gabriel said, turning back toward Akikane. Gabriel unsheathed the sword over his shoulder, handing it to Akikane, blade parallel to the ground and aimed back behind himself, the handle pointing forward, as he had been taught. Akikane took the blade in one hand as he pulled the locket of Apollyon’s hair from the pocket of his kimono. 
 
   “Ready, ready,” Akikane said. “The moment is almost here. Almost. Almost.” Gabriel reached out with his time-sense to the locket of hair and found he could feel the moment of the branching drawing nearer, as though he were back in the Macedonian campsite with Apollyon and the other soldier. If he focused his mind just right, he could almost see what was happening on the other side of the world in the middle of the ancient Persian Empire right at that moment. And it was close. So close. So very close. And then he felt it. 
 
   The twist in the fabric of space-time, curling and coiling, and then he felt a wall of magical power radiating from Akikane, more intense than Gabriel had imagined possible. He had never felt power like that so close. Gabriel realized that Akikane must have mastered the art of cultivating magical energy within himself because it was like being next to a furnace whose energy was being magnified and amplified by the Grace imprints of the Sword of Unmaking. 
 
   Gabriel extended his time-sense to slow the moment and perceived, through the locket of hair, a portal of potentiality, a slender thread trailing off from the Primary Continuum. It was similar to what he had felt back in Venice when Akikane had severed the branch of time Gabriel created to save Ling. However, this was more like a tangle of threads wildly woven and knotted around each other. More a portal of portals, each leading to a different, but similar place. Gabriel could feel Akikane wielding the power within himself and the sword into a fine razor-thin blast of energy, slicing through the multiple tendrils of possibility, closing the portals with a single cut. A cut that not only severed, but also cauterized, sealing that moment and place from any further branching. Gabriel was stunned by the intensity of the power needed to seal a tear in the fabric of space-time like Akikane had just done, making that moment unchangeable. 
 
   Then there was only silence and the sound of the river swiftly rushing through the canyon floor. The branches of time had been severed from the Primary Continuum. They did not exist anymore. In all likelihood, the people in them no longer existed, either. Gabriel hoped that they did. Somehow. In some frame of possibility. It seemed unfair that billions of people in these alternate worlds should have to cease to exist in order to save the Primary Continuum from Apollyon. There was no way to know for certain. So, Gabriel decided to hope. 
 
   “Done, done,” Akikane said, visibly relaxing and taking a deep breath. The severing had required a great deal of magical energy, and Gabriel was certain that Akikane was even now immersing himself in the meditative practice that would allow him to restore it more quickly. 
 
   “Good,” Marcus said. “I think a pint of ale is in order.”
 
   Gabriel began to laugh with the others, but stopped when he felt it. Just like before, only not at all cloaked by magic: the sensation of multiple time-jumps being made nearly simultaneously. And quick on the heels of that sensation, a feeling he knew all too well, a jabbing at his time-sense that instantly made him think of Kumaradevi’s arena and the Dark Mages. 
 
   “Run!” he shouted in unison with Ohin. “A space-time shield!” 
 
   As he looked up around the canyon, he saw them. Too many to count in one glance, but at least twelve men. All the same. All Apollyon. 
 
   “Flee! Flee!” Akikane said as he thrust the Sword of Unmaking into Gabriel’s hands. Gabriel had agreed earlier, weeks ago, that if Apollyon found them, he would run. He would not try to stay and fight. Gabriel had agreed only because he knew that Apollyon would have little interest in fighting the others if it meant missing a chance to catch him. But he could not flee as Akikane had instructed. The space-time seal Apollyon held on the canyon prevented him from jumping away through either time or space. 
 
   Fireballs streaked through the air even as the walls of the canyon rumbled and threatened to crash down. Gabriel saw Teresa running toward him, casting fireballs and blinding blue arcs of lightning and whirling vortexes of white-hot energy at two of the Apollyons on the canyon above. They raised their hands and the flames and electric arcs rebounded toward Teresa. Gabriel had no time to think, but did not really need to. He raised the sword and the balls of flame and lightning flew harmlessly into the river. He could not jump out of the negative space-time field the circle of Apollyons held in place, he could tell it was too strong to break through easily, but he could jump within it. 
 
   He jumped to Teresa’s side even as the first man called Apollyon raised his hand. Gabriel grabbed Teresa and jumped through space again, appearing behind a large rock outcropping. 
 
   “You’re supposed to run,” she nearly yelled at him. 
 
   “The space-time seal prevents any jumps out,” Gabriel said. “Stay here.”
 
   “Wait!” Teresa said, but Gabriel was already gone, disappearing from her side and reappearing on the far side of the river. His only hope was to draw the fire from the Apollyons above toward himself and away from his teammates. He looked around and tried to follow what was happening. It had only been a few seconds since the appearance of the Twelve Apollyons. Twelve that were linked to at least twenty more throughout time, channeling the power of innumerable negative imprints into the circle above. 
 
   Across the river, Ohin had drawn a sword and was jumping through space, grabbing teammates and placing them safely at the edges of the canyon. Akikane was battling with one of the Apollyons at the top of the canyon wall above. Suddenly he vanished and appeared a moment later in front of another Apollyon, his sword imbedded in the stomach of the man he stood before. The Apollyons above all roared in pain at the same moment, a moment in which the space-time seal they held flickered and waned. Gabriel did not wait. He knew that the faster he traveled away the sooner the others would be safe. Concentrating on the sword, using it as relic, he jumped. Blackness surrounded him, followed quickly by the familiar flood of white light. 
 
   Even as the whiteness faded, he reached in his pocket to grab another relic. This time a coin from ancient Rome. He barely had time to look down on the sight of the medieval Japanese fishing village before the blackness flowed around him again. As it came, he saw all twelve of the Apollyons surround him, and he felt them attempt to create a space-time seal. But it was too late. He was gone. 
 
   As the whiteness faded, he looked upon the Coliseum in Rome, first or second century, he guessed as he jumped again. He saw fewer Apollyons this time. When the whiteness began to fade, he still saw the Coliseum, only this time in ruins, hundreds of years later. His fingers were already in his pocket and holding a pottery shard, the blackness enveloping him as he spotted six Apollyons. As the whiteness faded to reveal the Great Pyramid of Egypt, still under construction, his hand clutched a small stone statue of a man with a sword, and the blackness surrounded him again. He spotted only three Apollyons this time. Whiteness evaporated as Gabriel stood in the middle of an expansive Chinese Palace of wood and stone. He didn’t know when it was, and didn’t care. His hand grasped the last object in his pocket and the blackness followed swiftly, the lone face of a single Apollyon dissolving before his eyes. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 26: Angel of Destruction
 
    
 
   Gabriel stood in a forest, snow floating down through the still air, adding to the thick layer that was already on the ground, the afternoon sky dense with grey clouds. Between the trees, men in snow covered uniforms huddled in foxholes dug deep into the cold, hard earth. He knew where he was. He jumped again. Not through time, but through space, further into the woods. Further from the place in time he had leapt to. 
 
   Standing in the snow up to his knees, he looked back through the trees to the spot where he had been only a moment before. He saw nothing. He was tempted to jump again. Another time. Another place. Maybe even back to the castle. 
 
   He looked down at his hands, the Sword of Unmaking in his right and the pocket watch in his left. He had not intended to use the pocket watch, but it had been the last object he could try. And this battlefield in Western Germany was safer than somewhere along the timeline where his Grandfather might be even closer. At least here, he could hide and catch his breath for a moment. Looking back where he had been, he saw nothing appear. No one. Apollyon had not been able to follow him here. 
 
   He let out a sigh of relief even as he sensed the space-time seal come into existence, even as he heard the voice behind him. 
 
   “Very clever,” Apollyon said.
 
   Gabriel felt an icy chill run up his back as his stomach cramped with fear. He wanted to spin and throw the sword at Apollyon. He wanted to run. He wanted to scream out for help. He made himself swallow his fears instead. He remembered all those days in the arena facing the Kumaradevi’s Light Mages. Apollyon was just the same. More powerful. More dangerous. But just the same. 
 
   He wrapped the chain of the pocket watch around his left hand and then joined it to the right hand around the hilt of the Japanese sword. He still held the magical energy of them as firmly as he had before, but as he reached out to try and touch the negative imprints of the World War Two battlefield, he discovered they were already held. By Apollyon. Gabriel slowly turned around. 
 
   “You did not learn that lesson well enough the first time I see,” Apollyon said, his handsome face breaking into a satisfied smile. “You bring me to a place with dark imprints like handing me a gift and only think to try and hold them yourself as an afterthought. I will teach you the advantage of taking all that is presented to you when facing an opponent.”
 
   “Which one are you?” Gabriel said, hoping to stall for time. Time for something he could only hope would happen, because it was the only thing he could think might allow him to escape. 
 
   “It does not matter,” Apollyon said. “We are all one now. We see with three dozen pairs of eyes. Think with three dozen minds. We are becoming something that has never been before. We are becoming the sum of all mages. The sum of all time. You could have seen through the eyes of your double had you left that branch of time you created intact. You would have had a taste of what it means to become something more than merely human. More than a mere mage.”
 
   “So you’re not the original,” Gabriel said. “I didn’t think so.” 
 
   “I tell you it does not matter,” Apollyon said.
 
   “I’ll bet it matters to him,” Gabriel said. Where was it? It must happen soon. He hoped it happened soon.
 
   “Spread doubt and uncertainty in the enemy,” Apollyon said, smiling again, but with more of an effort. “You learned much in your short time with my old master.”
 
   “He had very nice things to say about you,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “And why should he not?” Apollyon asked.
 
   “He is still upset that you tried to kill him,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “It is his own burden to put down, not mine,” Apollyon said. “The past is past. I am about the future.” 
 
   “Controlling the future, you mean,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I fear you have gotten a warped perspective of me from those you have been keeping company with,” Apollyon said. “Why don’t you put down the sword and we will speak. Like men. It will be a pleasant change, I am sure, being spoken to like an adult rather than a child.” 
 
   “Your turn to sow doubt and uncertainty?” Gabriel asked, keeping the sword held high, the point of its shaft aimed at Apollyon’s heart. 
 
   “As you will,” Apollyon said. “You cannot hope to defeat me. I am simply too powerful for you. Too powerful by far. And you cannot escape the time-seal I have set around us. But I believe it will be better for both of us if you come with me willingly.”
 
   “How do you plan to manage that?” Gabriel asked. “Going to threaten me with torturing versions of my parents?”
 
   “Crude tactics are often required for dealing with crude people,” Apollyon said, his smile returning as he opened his hands and spread them wide. “I am suggesting that we talk.”
 
   “Talk all you want,” Gabriel said. “I promise to listen to you as closely as I did to Kumaradevi.”
 
   “I was thinking of someplace a little more comfortable,” Apollyon said. “A little warmer.” 
 
   “I feel very comfortable right here,” Gabriel said, shaking his head to free it of the accumulation of snow that had been building up on his hair. He hoped it happened soon. It had to. How long could he stall? 
 
   “Then let me put my case before you and allow you to decide,” Apollyon said. “Like an adult.”
 
   “You’re going to give me a choice?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Of course,” Apollyon said. “The end result will be the same, but you will have a choice along the way.” Gabriel gritted his teeth at that. Always people making his choices for him. 
 
   “So tell me how we can rule the universe together and what a great pleasure it will be for me to serve you,” Gabriel said, lacing his voice with as much sarcasm as he could muster past the fear. If it didn’t happen soon, he was good and truly trapped. 
 
   “Not the universe,” Apollyon said, his smile fading at being mocked. “Merely the Primary Continuum of this world. And whatever that may lead to after The Great Barrier has been eliminated.”
 
   “Maybe it’s there for a reason,” Gabriel said. “Like a fence around the hen house to keep the wolves out.” 
 
   “Or a pointless impediment to a great man’s destiny,” Apollyon said.
 
   “You know a great man, do you?” Gabriel said. Seeing how completely Apollyon’s plastic smile had faded, he wondered if he had pushed the sarcasm too far. 
 
   “I will not be mocked by a boy,” Apollyon said, his voice deepening in anger.
 
   “Why not?” Gabriel asked. “Everyone else mocks you.” That had definitely been too much. Too far. Why did he always have to say what he really wanted to say at times like this? Maybe he had said it for all the times he had wanted to speak what was really on his mind with Kumaradevi. 
 
   “I could make you serve me and you would never even know it was not your heart’s greatest desire,” he heard Apollyon say in his mind. 
 
   “And how weak would that make your powers of persuasion?” Gabriel thought back. “How weak would that prove your grand philosophy to be?” That had clearly been too far to push his luck. He could see the anger in Apollyon’s eyes now and the quickness of his breath. For all his cool exterior, no doubt learned by studying Vicaquirao at close range, Apollyon was just as hot tempered and susceptible to anger as he had been when he lost that fight in Alexander the Great’s campsite while he was still known as Cyril. Gabriel wondered if he could use that weakness. If the thing he was hoping for happened, maybe he could. 
 
   “Ah,” Apollyon said, “you see a truly brilliant philosophy requires a truly brilliant mind to comprehend it.”
 
   “So who’s the brilliant person who explained it to you?” Gabriel said. It had to happen soon. If he kept egging Apollyon on and it didn’t happen…He didn’t want to think about that. 
 
   “I will explain it to you,” Apollyon said, ignoring Gabriel’s taunt. “In simple language for a simple boy.” Gabriel noticed that any pretense at flattery had vanished. “Life is composed of two manners of people: leaders and followers. Even the leaders follow other leaders. Eventually, you find that everyone follows one leader. Or does if that leader has the vision to claim that place of leadership. If that leader can hold that position. And a true leader must be more than his followers. He must attain more. He must accomplish more. He must become what has never been. He must become more than he thought himself capable of being. And those who follow him, those who lead under him, they too will accomplish great things. And the greatness of these accomplishments will be the proof that their position as leaders is justified. And the followers shall take their proper place in supporting the leader.”
 
   “So what about the people who don’t want to follow?” Gabriel asked. “What about the people who want a different leader? Or who want more than one leader?”
 
   “They will be swept aside as obsolete obstructions,” Apollyon said. “The bringing of a new order requires the destruction of the old order. Chaos must reign for truly new forms, truly new beings, to arise.”
 
   “And what if your chaos destroys everything that exists while this great leader is creating his new order of being?” Gabriel asked. He thought he could hear something. Something faint, but it might be what he needed. 
 
   “There is a power beyond chaos,” Apollyon said, a fire in his voice and his eyes. “A power that drives the heart of the universe as it churns out the history of the Continuum. It is a power that can be awoken and grasped and bent to submission. A power outside time. A power beyond life and death. An eternal force that can be commanded to create, as well as destroy.” This part of Apollyon’s philosophy was new to Gabriel. He wasn’t sure if he was talking about some evil power, some dark demon or devil, or if he was talking about some supreme being beyond human understanding. But it didn’t matter. He heard the sound now. Clearly. A high-pitched sound. The one he had hoped for. Now all he needed was the time to use it. 
 
    “You sound like you’re saying you want to use the power of God to rule the Primary Continuum,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Not God in the limited and infantile sense you use the word,” Apollyon said, with apparent annoyance. 
 
   “Well, that’s good,” Gabriel said. “You only want to use some nameless eternal universal power for your own selfish satisfaction. For a moment, I was afraid you’d really gone crazy.”
 
   “Enough,” Apollyon shouted, as much from anger as to be heard above the sound that now filled the air. The sound of mortar shells falling. “This place will not be safe soon. We must go. You may come willingly or I will take you by force. You cannot resist me.”
 
   “I like your idea of there being one supreme leader,” Gabriel said. “A supreme person becoming what others can’t. I am the Seventh True Mage, after all. I’ll tell you what, you agree to serve me as the supreme leader and I’ll go with you.”
 
   “You have mocked me for the last time,” Apollyon said, raising his hand, his mouth tight with the anger he was barely holding in check.
 
   “I hope so,” Gabriel said, flicking the point of the sword to aim through the trees, creating a field of invisible energy above the men in the foxholes he had appeared next to only minutes before. The mortar shells exploded in the air right where he had hoped they would. Right above the men he knew to be his Grandfather and his fellow soldiers. It was what he had been hoping for. An opportunity to create what he needed to escape. And Gabriel felt it. The fabric of space-time splintering like a brittle piece of ice, a new branch of reality breaking away from the Primary Continuum. A reality where the men in those foxholes all lived. An alternate reality that he and Apollyon now stood in, as well. 
 
   Apollyon laughed as Gabriel aimed sword at him again. “You stupid, sentimental little child. You’ve created a bifurcation. The very thing the Council has been trying to avoid for centuries. What kind of training have they been giving you? Can’t you feel it? You’re not in the Primary Continuum anymore.”
 
   “I know,” Gabriel said as the blackness swirled around him. “And a bifurcation is the only thing that can break a powerful space-time seal.” Whiteness became everything and he stood again in the forest, the mortars falling as they had before, just at the moment the new branch of reality had been made, just after the moment he and Apollyon had broken off from the Primary Continuum. He had not doubled back on his personal timeline, so there would be no copies of him or Apollyon. Both had slipped seamlessly into the new branch of reality.
 
   Even as he appeared in the Primary Continuum, Gabriel grasped for all the imprints of the battlefield, embracing both the tainted negative imprints and the Grace-filled positive imprints, adding them to the power he wielded in the Sword of Unmaking, and focusing all of the magical power on that slender thread of frayed reality leading to a new world, that slim portal to an alternate version of history. An alternate history Apollyon was trapped in. Gabriel’s head swam with the power of those imprints and he tightened his stomach against the instinctual retching that arose from holding so much tainted power. He focused all of the magical energy he possessed into severing that thin thread of reality. 
 
   The magical energy was enormous, amplified through the imprints of the pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking and the battlefield where he stood. The portal to the other reality began to close, the thread nearly sliced through, when he felt something push back. The portal seemed to hold. The thread did not shear away. And the power behind it was more than he had ever imagined was possible. Apollyon was pushing back from the other side of the branch of reality, trying to keep Gabriel from severing it. The thread was too weak to allow Apollyon to jump to the same moment of time and space that Gabriel inhabited at that instant, but he was still connected to all the magical energy of the copies of himself. 
 
   Gabriel tensed and tried to summon up more magical energy from within using the breathing and energy exercises he had been practicing every day with Ohin. He felt the energy swell in his heart center and radiate down his arms into the Sword of Unmaking. He was holding Apollyon, but he did not know how long he could last. If the thread of reality gained any more stability, Apollyon might be fully connected with his many twins, who might be able to locate Gabriel in this place and moment in time. 
 
   This place and time really was a single moment. Gabriel noticed the silence around him. The mortar shells hung suspended in mid-flight and some in mid-explosion. He and Apollyon were suspending time in that moment of the bifurcation’s creation. Gabriel didn’t know how long he could sustain it. He was mustering all the energy he could from within himself. Without more imprints of some kind to focus that energy, it was only a matter of time before Apollyon overwhelmed him. Apollyon was at the disadvantage, in that he needed far more magical energy to re-establish the alternate branch of reality that Gabriel struggled to sever, but he also had far more energy at his disposal than Gabriel. 
 
   Trying to break a part of his mind away to think, to plan, to search out a possible source of more imprints, Gabriel struggled to maintain and concentrate the magical energy at just the right spot, just the right moment. No matter what he considered, nothing seemed plausible. There were no imprints left for him to claim. Even if he could release the energy directed at severing the branch of reality that Apollyon was trapped in and tried to jump through time, there was a good chance that Apollyon would follow him. And his wrath was not something Gabriel wanted to see any more of than he already had. 
 
   He almost thought he could hear Apollyon’s screams of anger from the other side of the reality portal. Gabriel screamed himself then, in exhaustion and frustration. He would not allow Apollyon to take him and use him as a weapon for his conquest, to become some puppet with a sword. He would not be taken prisoner again. That was the plan that he kept coming back to. He could turn the sword on himself before Apollyon could stop him. If Gabriel was fast enough, Apollyon would not be able to save him no matter how strong his magic might be. 
 
   It was a feeble plan, and one that felt like surrender. But better to end his own life than risk it being used to kill and destroy others, especially those he had grown to love and care for. And what would they say? What would Ohin or Sema or Akikane or any of the others tell him to do? Or his family. His mother and father and sister, who he had lost as surely as if they had died. He thought about the last moment that he had seen them. The feel of his mother’s lips on his forehead. The smell of lilacs from her favorite perfume. His father’s strong arms around him. The weight of his father’s hand on his shoulder as they said goodbye that last time. Would they agree with his plan? Would it matter? Would any of it matter? He was already dead to them. He would be right back where he had started. Where he had ended. 
 
   There at the bottom of the river, trapped in the bus, the water filling his lungs. He would be right back at the moment of his death. He had faced it once. He could face it again. The loss of all he loved. He could make that choice. Just like he had chosen to dive back into the water, back down to the bus where he had drowned. Like he had chosen to risk his life to save others. Like he had died risking his life to save others. 
 
   Why hadn’t he seen it before? 
 
   The yell that filled his throat now was not a howl of frustration, but the roar of triumph. Gabriel reached for the imprints he had found, the imprints of Grace that had been with him ever since he had given his life to save others beneath the water of that river. He had never considered them. The actions of a person left imprints on themselves, as well as the objects they used. The power of the Grace imprints from willingly risking and giving his life to save others in that bus were far more powerful than the imprints of the pocket watch or the Sword of Unmaking. More powerful because they were closer to the source. They were part of his very being. He claimed hold of them and used them to redouble his focus on the magical energy aimed at the slim thread still tying the alternate reality with Apollyon in it to the Primary Continuum.
 
   Gabriel was surprised at the power of the imprints he held within himself. He would not have been able to access them without first using a talisman, but now that he held them, they increased his magical strength considerably. The thread of the alternate reality ceased to exist even as he concentrated his will upon it. 
 
   Then it was gone and he was alone in the forest of bare trees, the mortars falling through the snow-filled air and exploding in the clearing. Apollyon, the one he had confronted at least, had been eliminated from existence, trapped in an alternate reality that most likely had collapsed into nothingness the moment its connection to the Primary Continuum had been severed. 
 
   Gabriel took a deep breath and looked around. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the fossil of the beetle suspended in amber. He thought a moment about what he had just done. He had created an alternate world and severed it to save himself. The second time he had created an alternate reality and ended it. Destroyer of Worlds indeed, he thought, as he resheathed the Sword of Unmaking. He looked at the piece of amber in his hand and then turned his head away, toward the battlefield clearing. Toward the foxholes. Toward his grandfather. Nearly without thinking, he jumped through space, coming to stand at the edge of the foxhole where he knew his grandfather was. 
 
   Mortar shells still rained down from the sky, exploding throughout the clearing and the forest. Men shouted orders and screamed in pain. Gabriel cast a web of Soul Magic around himself that would make him invisible to anyone nearby. Then he did what he knew he did not entirely want to do. He stepped forward and looked into the foxhole.
 
   He recognized his grandfather from photos of when he was a young man. Blood covered his uniform and he held that same dented pocket watch Gabriel grasped in his own hand. Little to nothing remained of his friend’s body. The look of terror and anguish on his grandfather’s face stabbed into Gabriel’s heart and made him gasp. He had wanted to see his grandfather, but he did not want to see him like this — in unimaginable pain and with no way to comfort him. 
 
   He could do nothing. Except shed a tear. And leave. 
 
   Clasping the chunk of amber in his hand, he focused his magical energy through the pocket watch and the all-encompassing blackness of time travel followed swiftly. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 27: Home
 
    
 
   Whiteness faded like gauze pulled from Gabriel’s eyes to reveal that he stood in the northernmost edge of the courtyard of the Upper Ward of the Castle. That was where they had all agreed they would return if something went wrong. He had tried to return to a time equal in days and hours since the last time they had all been there. He stood facing the state apartments. Spinning around, he heard the voices even before he saw the faces. 
 
   Then a streaking cannonball of black hair struck him and he was lying on his back on the ground.
 
   “Don’t you ever do that again!” Teresa shouted as she sat on top of him, an angry angel of protection. “How am I supposed to guard you if you run away from me?”
 
   “I was trying to protect you,” Gabriel said, the wind starting to come back to his lungs. “That was the plan. For me to run.”
 
   “But I was supposed to go with you,” Teresa said, tears in her eyes. “What if something had happened? What if you needed me to back you up?”
 
   “Something did happen,” Gabriel said. “And I’ll always want you to back me up. But sometimes we have to face things alone. Now can I get up? I think you broke a rib.”
 
   “Sorry,” Teresa said, her eyes darting away. “I got carried away. Thanks for trying to protect me.” She said and kissed him on the cheek before she rolled away and stood up. Gabriel found a sudden need to avert his eyes. 
 
   “Anytime,” he said, trying to not to think about the kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for trying to protect me too.” 
 
   “She was a little worried,” Rajan said, stepping up and extending a hand to help Gabriel to his feet. 
 
   “You don’t say,” Gabriel said, accepting a brotherly hug from Rajan. 
 
   “We were all a little worried,” Ohin said. 
 
   “More than worried,” Ling said.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Very concerned.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Sema asked, stepping close and inspecting him with her hands, turning him this way and that to see if there were any marks or bruises. “Why is your hair wet? Is that snow?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve been sledding while the rest of us were running for our lives?” Marcus said clamping a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “How did you get away?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Most of them disappeared after you did,” Teresa said. “We thought for sure with that many of them they would catch you.”
 
   “And then we fought and ran as best we could,” Ling said. “Each of them is as powerful as Akikane.”
 
   “Much more, much more,” Akikane said. “We were very concerned.” 
 
   “As soon as the space-time seal was broken, we fled,” Ohin said. “We jumped in groups. I took Sema and Ling while Akikane took Marcus, Teresa, and Rajan. After a few jumps, they seemed to give up.”
 
   “Very odd, very odd,” Akikane said. “I expected them to chase us farther.” 
 
   “What about you?” Ohin said. “How far did they chase you?”
 
   “I kept switching relics and using different time frames like you told me,” Gabriel said. “By the time I ran out and used the pocket watch only one followed me.”
 
   The questions all came at the same moment. 
 
   “You met with one?” 
 
   “Did you fight him?” 
 
   “Where were you?” 
 
   “How did you get away?” 
 
   Gabriel looked around and realized he would have to tell them what he had done. “I used the pocket watch to take me to the battle of the Hürtgen Forest during World War Two in Western Germany in January of 1945,” Gabriel began. “It’s where my grandfather was given the watch by a friend who saved his life. It was a copy of Apollyon who followed me. Just one.” 
 
   Gabriel recounted what had happened. The conversation. The mortar shells. The alternate branch of time he created. Trapping Apollyon in the branch and severing it from the Primary Continuum. Using the imprints from his near death in the bus that seemed like so long ago. He finished to a profound and prolonged silence. He could not tell from their eyes or the looks on their faces what they were thinking. Only Akikane was smiling. 
 
   “Well done, well done,” Akikane finally said, his smile radiant. “I think the Sword of Unmaking has a new master now.”
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, trying to figure out what he wanted to say next.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “The Sword of Unmaking is yours now. But you will need to learn how to wield it. How to master it. I will teach you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said, his hand unconsciously sliding to touch the tip of the sword sheath hanging below his back. “Will I need to go before the Council? For creating an alternate branch of time.” 
 
   “Are you totally daft, Lad?” Marcus said, bursting out in laughter, quickly joined by the rest of the team. “You just destroyed a Malignancy Mage with the power of thirty some copies of himself at his disposal. You’ll be bloody lucky they don’t try to make you a member of the Council.”
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said, in mock seriousness. “You do not want that.”
 
   “You aren’t in any trouble,” Ohin said, embracing Gabriel quickly and then holding him by the shoulders. “You did the only thing that could have been done, and you did it very well.”
 
   “We’re all very proud of you,” Sema said, kissing Gabriel on the forehead. 
 
   “Very proud,” Ling said, punching his arm. 
 
   “And happy you’re back,” Teresa added, extending her hand toward Rajan, who frowned. 
 
   “More happy than you know,” Rajan said, passing Teresa the rabbit’s foot.
 
   “Happy indeed,” Marcus said, extending his hand toward Teresa, who frowned herself now, before handing him the rabbit’s foot. Marcus grinned. 
 
   “What was the bet this time?” Gabriel said, his eyes widening in surprise. 
 
   “Some bets you can’t know unless you join the wager,” Teresa said.
 
   “Those are the rules,” Rajan said. 
 
   “And never bet against a highwayman,” Marcus said. “That’s the first rule. Now, this,” he said, holding up rabbit’s foot, “and Gabriel’s return, call for something special. And I’ve got a bottle of Spanish port I’ve been saving for a unique occasion.”
 
   “How do you manage to turn every triumph into an excuse for drinking?” Sema said as they all began to walk back to toward the castle proper.
 
   “Sobriety and success are mutually exclusive in my view,” Marcus said. “Besides, port is a fine way to end a victory dinner.”
 
   “I don’t know if we can call this a full victory,” Ohin said, stroking his chin and sounding a little more serious than the others. 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “But every battle counts toward winning the war.”
 
   “Victory or not,” Rajan said, “it’s still time for dinner.”
 
   “And how do you turn everything into an excuse to eat?” Teresa teased. 
 
   “Because I’m hungry,” Rajan said. “Besides, a victory dinner means dancing, and we know how you feel about that.”
 
   “Right!” Teresa said, suddenly as excited about dinner as Marcus and Rajan combined. “I claim the first dance with our hero of the day.” Teresa grabbed Gabriel’s arm and held it high. 
 
   “What!” Gabriel exclaimed as the others laughed. “Dancing? I’m no hero. And I can’t dance.”
 
   “Neither can she,” Rajan said.
 
   “Coming from the one who trips over his own feet, that’s a compliment,” Teresa said. 
 
   “I’m sure you dance wonderfully,” Sema said.
 
   “I’ll take the second dance,” Ling added. 
 
   “But,” Gabriel said, “I really can’t dance.”
 
   “You don’t want to dance with me?” Teresa said with a fake pout. 
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, his face flushed. “Of course I’d dance with you if I knew how to dance, but I don’t, so…”
 
   “Gabriel,” Ohin said with a wide smile. “Let me give you some advice as tutor to apprentice. Stop while you’re ahead.” The team laughed again and Gabriel laughed with them as they walked toward the state apartments. 
 
   “I’ll dance,” Gabriel said, “but we need two more people.”
 
   “What kind of dance is this?” Marcus asked. “A cotillion?”
 
   “Not for dancing,” Gabriel answered. “For baseball. You need nine for a team. We already have seven. We just need two more people. And another team to play against.”
 
   “Only one more, only one more,” Akikane said. “Baseball is sublime. Particularly the peanuts.”
 
   “And hotdogs,” Rajan added.
 
   “And let’s not forget the ale,” Marcus quipped.
 
   “Beer,” Rajan said. “Lager, not ale.”
 
   “Close enough,” Marcus replied.
 
   “You want to start a baseball team?” Teresa asked her voice rising in incredulity.
 
   “Sure,” Gabriel said. “There’s plenty of room for a baseball diamond beyond the north wall of the castle. And it’ll be good for team morale.”
 
   “Not a bad idea,” Ohin said. 
 
   “I call catcher,” Ling said. 
 
   “First base,” Rajan added.
 
   “What sort of game is this?” Sema asked.
 
   “It’s like cricket,” Marcus said.
 
   “Hardly,” Rajan said.
 
   “They both use a ball and a bat,” Marcus said. “How different can they be?”
 
   “I think we may need to review the rules,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You can explain them over dinner,” Teresa said. “But get this straight right now, we’re not starting a football team. I don’t look good in shoulder pads.” Gabriel laughed and followed the others toward the Waterloo Chamber and dinner. 
 
   The dinner that night was as appetizing as usual, the conversation and the company as warm and filling as the meal. The small sip of port made his head light, but helped him quit worrying about where he placed his feet while he danced, first with Teresa, then with Ling, then with Sema, and before he knew it, learning a waltz with Councilwoman Elizabeth to teach him. It was a night that went on and on, seeming to stretch time out and spread a few hours over days. 
 
   When he finally lay in bed that night, his head spinning from the dancing, looking up at the stars through the window, Gabriel wondered, as he often did when staring at the stars, what the future would bring. What his future would bring. There would be other missions surely. He wasn’t certain what they would be, but he could think of several. Stopping Apollyon and his copies from destroying The Great Barrier for one. Saving an entire alternate world from the crushing rule of the cruel and despotic Kumaradevi for another. And Vicaquirao was out there somewhere, plotting and scheming, creating plans within plans like booby-trapped Russian matryoshka dolls, hoping to control Gabriel’s destiny from a distance. There was a lot of work left to do in saving the Continuum. And he’d need some sleep if he was going to be ready to train for it. 
 
   He fell asleep dreaming of dancing and stars and Windsor Castle and swords and magic and time travel and hoping that for once, he could finally sleep in.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   Fields of tall, gray-green grass undulate in the wind, rolling for miles and miles and miles until fading at the feet of an ice-capped mountain range. 
 
   Beasts roam through the grass — tall, shaggy furred, with curved tusks flashing bone-white in the bleached sun.  
 
   A man watches the past parade past a wide window. He wonders. To himself? 
 
   Can he wonder to himself anymore? Is that what he is doing? Even now with his mouth closed and his mind elsewhere, he can hear the voices. His voice. His voices. How many now? Enough? Will there ever be enough? 
 
   The man turns from the window and takes a sip of wine from a simple pewter cup. 
 
   He can hear them in his mind. Even before they speak. Words they have spoken before. 
 
   The other men sit and stand and pace and speak. 
 
   “We should kill him.” 
 
   “We did kill him.”
 
   “Once.”
 
   “We should kill him again.”
 
   “Only him?”
 
   “We should definitely kill him.” 
 
   “There is no time.”
 
   “There is always time.”
 
   “We make time.” 
 
   “We may need him.” 
 
   “May need them both.”
 
   “If we can find it, we won’t need anyone.”
 
   “Anyone?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Yes, we do.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “I’m not quite so sure.”
 
   “You there. You’ve…”
 
   “Been very…”
 
   “Silent.”
 
   Silence. 
 
   “Why…”
 
   “So…”
 
   “Quiet?”
 
   Quiet.
 
   “Do I need to speak? You know my thoughts. We are of one mind, are we not?”
 
   “Which one are you?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “It may.”
 
   “Not this again.”
 
   “Pointless.”
 
   “We’ve been over this.”
 
   “No difference.”
 
   “None?”
 
   “None that matters.”
 
   “And there are other matters that do matter.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “How can we get it?”
 
   “Should have killed him when we had the chance.”
 
   “But we died trying.” 
 
   “Not the same.” 
 
   “If we can find it…”
 
   “We can finish this.”
 
   “And kill him.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And kill…”
 
   “Kill…”
 
   “Kill…”
 
   “Kill him.”
 
   The men smile. All save one. One who turns away. One who looks out on the past,  past the words of the men, words of himself, words still echoing and mating and multiplying in his mind as he stares out the window, trying…trying to see…what?...the future?...yes.
 
   “What about the future?”
 
   There are no words now. Only…
 
   Stillness. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1: Extraction Expedition
 
    
 
   Vindobona. An exotic name for a common place. Not common in the sense of being like every other place, but common in the sense of being a place, like so many others, that would change its name, nature, and purpose throughout history. 
 
   Beginning in 500 BCE as a simple Celtic village situated along the Danube River the settlement became a fortified Roman outpost by the spring of 180 CE. Given the name Vindobona, or “white base” by the Celts and renamed Flaviana Castra by the Romans, the town was sacked and destroyed later that year by the “barbarian” tribes of the Quadi and the Macromanni. 
 
   By 600, the Lombards controlled the town, then the Avars, who gave it the Slavic name Wiena. The town soon became part of Charlemagne’s empire in 795, and later the seat of the Badenburg’s power in 1135, called by then Wienne, which became Vienna under the Habsburgs in 1273. 
 
   Eventually, Vienna became the seat of the Holy Roman Empire, facing down a siege in 1529 by the tenth sultan of the Ottoman Empire, Suleyman the Magnificent. Later, the city blossomed into one of the greatest cultural and musical centers in all of Europe, home to composers like Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Joseph Hayden, Franz Schubert, Johannes Brahms, and Ludwig van Beethoven as well as visionary artists like Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele. 
 
   The capital of Austria by the time of World War I, and bombed extensively in World War II, the city of Vienna became, like so many of its European compatriot cities, a living museum, simultaneously a testament to 2500 years of history and the hope for a cultured and civilized future that might last equally as long.
 
   A red-breasted flycatcher fluttered through the branches of a beech tree, sending a twig twirling down to Gabriel’s head, bringing him back from his meandering historical reverie to the present — which, as usual for him, was really in the past. 
 
   March 17, 180 CE. The date of a particular death, significant not merely to history, but potentially important to the course of the War of Time and Magic. At least Gabriel hoped it was March 17. It could be hard to tell when there were no calendars or newspapers around to check the date. Time travel wasn’t always an exact endeavor. 
 
   Gabriel lowered his binoculars and brushed the twig from his hair, watching it twist through the air as it fell to the ground some twenty feet below. He sat at the edge of one of several wooden platforms stretching between two large trees. Draped with camouflage fabric, the platforms composed a simple tree house functioning as the Chimera team’s observation outpost. After realizing they could not pinpoint the date with any certainty, and hence could not know the exact time of their intended candidate’s extraction, Ohin had instructed them to construct an observation station from which they could survey the fortified Roman outpost of Vindobona. 
 
   Heeding Sema’s advice to find a location with few people, they settled on a small forest of trees right across the Danube River from the walls of the Roman fort. Gabriel had been very attentive as he watched Rajan use Stone Magic to reform fallen branches and trees into planks of wood. Using Wind Magic, Ling had floated the planks into position between two trees near the edge of the riverbank while Marcus used Heart-Tree Magic to affix the planks to the tree trunks. They each carried a large piece of camouflage netting in their packs, and among them there had been enough to conceal the entire tree house.  
 
   Gabriel found living in a tree house fun. For the first day. Now, nearing the end of the fourth day, he felt ready for a real bed and anything resembling a hot bath, much less a functioning toilet. It had taken the team three days to locate the candidate. Ohin had traveled in small jumps into the future to determine the window of extraction, but it required several days for Marcus to create the Replacement after taking a hair sample. It still left them with little to do beyond monitor the candidate constantly so they would have enough warning before the extraction, and keep Vindobona under observation in case Malignancy Mages showed up to disrupt the plan. It had not been the most exciting week in the year since Gabriel had undergone his own extraction. 
 
   “I hate these dull extractions.”
 
   Gabriel turned his head as Teresa flopped down beside him, crossing her long legs and leaning forward to rest her face on the heels of her slender hands.   
 
   “I. Am. So. Bored.” Teresa sighed, and Gabriel laughed. 
 
   “How can you be bored with an entire Roman Legion to keep watch over?” Gabriel asked, struggling to keep the sarcasm from his voice. 
 
   “Seen anything interesting today?”
 
   “A boat full of soldiers crossed to this side of the Danube.” 
 
   “Exactly. Boring. Give me a good old twentieth century extraction any day. Calendars, newspapers, TV. Always something handy to let you know when and where you are. None of this watching from tree houses and sneaking through towns, trying not to be noticed. Your extraction? That was great.” 
 
   “How do you always manage to find the least appropriate subject to talk about at the most inappropriate time?” Rajan lowered the book he had been reading as he leaned against one of the tree trunks supporting their outpost. 
 
   “She has an appalling lack of consideration for other people’s feelings,” Ling said from where she sat in a branch above them, whittling a small wooden figurine with a thin-bladed dagger.
 
   “Ooo, irony,” Teresa said. 
 
   Ling flicked a splinter of wood at Teresa’s head. It evaporated into ash before it reached her. Teresa and Ling exchanged false smiles. 
 
   “Don’t be such a Melinda Manners. He’s fascinated by this stuff.” Teresa turned to Gabriel. 
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   “Well, I guess it’s sort of interesting,” Gabriel said, not at all sure how he felt about the subject of his own extraction — his own death.
 
   “Your extraction was both easy and exciting,” Teresa said, her eyes glowing with enthusiasm.
 
   “For you, maybe. I only remember drowning.” Gabriel frowned at the memory. 
 
   “Sure, that sucked,” Teresa said, “but the whole dying thing isn’t the worst part of the extraction.”
 
   “I cannot believe you just said that.” Rajan blinked incredulously.  
 
   “It’s not,” Teresa said, her tone suddenly defensive. “How could it be? He’s alive, isn’t he? We’re all alive. We die and then Marcus brings us back to life. The easy part.” 
 
   “I doubt Marcus would call reviving people after death easy,” Ling said with a snort. 
 
   “Marcus is overly dramatic.” Teresa pulled up the sleeves of her green and brown camouflage tunic. They all wore similar tunics to help them blend into the forest. “The hard part is switching the candidate with the Replacement before anyone notices.” 
 
   Gabriel couldn’t help but glance at the blanket-shrouded form lying at the edge of the observation platform. If he stared at it too long he might imagine it breathing.
 
   “I will admit, the actual extraction can be exhilarating,” Rajan said. “Knowing you’re helping to save someone’s life.” 
 
   “And rip them away from their loved ones and everything they ever knew.” Ling sliced deeply into the wooden figure taking shape in her hands. 
 
   “I’m trying to make an inappropriate conversation a little more bearable.” Rajan looked up to where Ling perched on her branch, her lean legs dangling down. “You’re not helping.” 
 
   A woodchip flew in his direction. He ducked his head.
 
   “Ignore them.” Teresa turned again to Gabriel. “The point is, your extraction was easy and fun. Big headlines in the papers. Exact location. Pinpoint time for the extraction. And no witnesses.” 
 
   “That’s because they drowned,” Gabriel said, frowning even deeper.
 
   “I know,” Teresa said, frowning herself. “Accidents are always difficult. Mine was a car crash. Very messy. A big crowd. I hear it was a very complicated extraction.”
 
   “It was,” Rajan said, a frown now on his face.
 
   “But a bus, underwater, with no bystanders around,” Teresa said. “That’s easy. And we got to learn how to scuba drive specifically for the extraction.”
 
   “The diving was not fun,” Rajan said. 
 
   “It was great fun,” Teresa said. “It’s not our fault you’re afraid of water.”
 
   “I can’t swim,” Rajan said. “Of course I’m afraid of water.” 
 
   “I couldn’t really swim, either,” Gabriel said. “I only had a couple of lessons.” 
 
   “Then why did you do it?” Ling asked, lowering herself down from the tree branch to sit beside Rajan. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Knowing him, he didn’t even stop to think about it, and plunged right in,” Teresa said, her tone slightly teasing. 
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” Gabriel said, fumbling with the binoculars as he considered the question — a question he had contemplated many times in the last year. “It seemed like the right thing to do. I thought I could help. How could I not help? ” 
 
   “No one else did,” Teresa said. 
 
   “You died giving others life,” Ling said. “That’s something to be proud of.”
 
   “So did you,” Rajan said softly.
 
   “Hmm,” Ling said, her gaze thoughtful. “I suppose that’s true.” 
 
   Gabriel remembered Ling had died in childbirth — the first time she had died. The second time had been at the hands of one of the multiple Apollyons, and Gabriel had risked the stability of the entire Primary Continuum to save her. He hoped her next death would be a long, long time ahead in her personal timeline. And in his own, for that matter. 
 
   “Saving people’s lives, precise underwater extractions…that’s exciting,” Teresa said, doggedly sticking to the theme of her rant. “None of this sitting around for days in the trees watching someone die of smallpox. It feels cruel.” 
 
   Gabriel nearly replied that the cruel part was telling the candidate they’d been saved from death so they could be recruited to fight in the War of Time and Magic when something prickled the back of his mind. He reached out for the magical Grace imprints of his pocket watch as his time-sense expanded. He turned to the source of the space-time disturbance as Ohin appeared behind him. 
 
   Gabriel released the imprints of his pocket watch and exhaled a silent sigh. He had expected it to be Ohin, but anything could happen. It would not have been the first time Malignancy Mages appeared in the midst of a mission. 
 
   “It is time,” Ohin said as he pulled a small, green fabric mask from his mouth and nose, letting it dangle around his neck. Smallpox was too contagious to tempt fate. Everyone in the team had similar masks dangling at their necks. “Marcus says he is close. It will not be long. The extraction begins now. Ling, ready the Replacement.”
 
   “Right.” Ling slid to her feet and ducked under a low branch as the Replacement gently floated into the air. The blanket, seemingly of its own volition, wrapped itself tightly around the still form of the Replacement.  
 
   “Teresa, you’re our eyes outside the bubble,” Ohin said. “If anything seems out of place, you know what to do.”
 
   “Nothing escapes my gaze,” Teresa said brightly. “I’m like the many-eyed Argus. All seeing.” 
 
   Ohin narrowed his own eyes at Teresa, but she stared back serenely. 
 
   He turned to Gabriel. “You will create the time-dilation bubble.” 
 
   “I know,” Gabriel said. 
 
   Ohin’s instructions were largely superfluous. The team had planned and rehearsed the extraction for several days. But Ohin liked to do things in an orderly fashion, and reiterating each team member’s role in the mission helped keep everyone in order. 
 
   “The whole room, or only near the bed?” 
 
   “There are two attendants with him,” Ohin said. “It will have to be the whole room. The quarters are tight and we will need space for Sema and Marcus and Ling.”
 
   “I’ll prepare the observation platform for departure,” Rajan said, putting his book in a nearby knapsack as he stood up.
 
   “Good,” Ohin said, “but wait until we return before you dissolve it completely. Marcus will need time for the revival and healing. Everyone ready?” 
 
   Ohin spread his gaze across his team. Gabriel felt a cauldron of excited energy bubbling up within him. Teresa was right. However morbid and morally confusing extractions might be — they were exciting. 
 
   Gabriel grabbed the Sword of Unmaking from where it rested between a yoke of branches and slid its strap over his shoulder. He had grown enough in the last year for it to fit at his waist, but now it felt too comfortable on his back to wear it any other way. 
 
   Satisfied that everyone stood prepared for their roles in the mission, Ohin pulled his mask up over his mouth and nodded for the others to do the same. Then Gabriel felt the all-too-familiar tug at his space-time sense, and blackness enveloped everything. 
 
   A brief whiteness followed, fading to reveal a long, wooden bed at the side of a small, stone-walled room. There were three windows, covered with a thin, pale fabric, allowing the afternoon sun to illuminate the chamber. Tapestries with simple geometric patterns draped the walls. 
 
   The candidate lay on the bed while two young male attendants in short white togas stood nearby, applying a cold compress to the dying man’s forehead. 
 
   Sema and Marcus stood at the back of the room, clear of the bed and the attendants. Marcus winked at Gabriel, and Sema gave him a look of motherly caution. He could sense the Soul Magic she used to turn the attention of the dying man and the attendants away from herself and the others, rendering the team virtually invisible. 
 
   Ohin stood beside Sema while Teresa took up a position near the cloth-covered doorway as Gabriel stepped over beside Marcus. 
 
   “Any moment,” Marcus said softly, turning his attention to the man lying on the ornately embroidered cushions of the bed. “He is very close.” 
 
   “Someone else is close, as well,” Teresa whispered from where she peeked through the thick, red fabric covering the doorway. “A soldier.” 
 
   Gabriel sensed Sema reaching out with magic to the mind of the soldier beyond the entranceway, even as the man reached out to pull the curtain aside and step into the room. He did not notice Teresa standing a foot away, and he never even glanced at Gabriel or the others bunched up at the back of the room. 
 
   His red tunic and banded armor resembled that of nearly all the soldiers of the legion, but the fanned crest of the helmet he held in the crook of his arm denoted him as a military leader. Gabriel had seen him several times before, usually through binoculars. The camp tribune — responsible for maintaining a smooth-running outpost. 
 
   The tribune knelt near the bed, but not too close. No one wanted to catch the dying man’s contagious disease. 
 
   “My liege, I have come for tomorrow’s watch word,” the tribune said, enunciating each word slowly so the dying man would be sure to hear. 
 
   The man on the bed opened his eyes and turned his pock-marked face to the tribune. He struggled to breathe, his voice faint as he strained to make words.  “Go to the rising sun. For I am already setting.” 
 
   The dying man closed his eyes, and the tribune bowed his head and rose to his feet. He stared at the dying man for a moment, his face filled with grief. He seemed deeply affected by the other man’s impending death. 
 
   Straightening himself, the tribune nodded curtly to the two attendants and walked quickly from the room, the red curtain swaying with his departure. In the corridor outside, Gabriel could see two more legionaries standing guard at the end of a long hallway.  
 
   “It’s time,” Marcus said quietly, drawing Gabriel’s attention back to the man on the bed. He watched with a mixture of sadness and horror as the man exhaled his last breath, his chest becoming still. 
 
   “Now, Gabriel,” Ohin said, stepping closer to the bed. 
 
   Gabriel clasped his grandfather’s silver pocket watch in his hand and reached for its imprints, using it to concentrate his own magical energy.  He expanded his time-sense and focused his mind on willing into existence a small bubble that gently distorted the space-time continuum around the room. The bubble held at the edges of the walls, and Gabriel could feel the space within settling slightly out of sync with the time around it.  Whatever happened in the time-bubble now would be imperceptible to those outside. 
 
   On an extraction mission like this, with so much to be done with witnesses standing nearby, a space-time bubble would help the team remain unnoticed and reduce the possibility of accidentally creating a bifurcation of the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Ohin could sense the stability of the space-time bubble, and he gave Gabriel a quick nod of approval before turning to the others. 
 
   “It is safe. Quickly.”
 
   Gabriel observed, with his magic-sense as much as his eyes, as Sema, Marcus, and Ling began the carefully orchestrated extraction procedure. Sema clouded the minds of the two attendants, who turned their faces away from the bed while Ling used Wind Magic to lift the dead man from the mattress and quickly strip him free of his robes. As the naked man floated to Marcus, a simple white sheet wrapped the body. Marcus embraced the corpse with Heart-Tree Magic, and the man slowly began to breathe again. The Replacement, looking exactly like that of the man who had been dead only moments ago, floated toward the bed. 
 
    “Someone is coming,” Teresa said from the doorway. “Three soldiers.” 
 
   Gabriel snapped his head around to stare at the doorway. There should be no soldiers arriving. From inside the space-time bubble, the world outside should appear frozen, or slowed to a near stop. Any soldiers should appear to be halted in mid-step. 
 
   If they were walking toward the room that could only mean one thing. 
 
   “Malignancy Mages,” Ohin said, turning to face the doorway. 
 
   “I’m almost done,” Ling said, magically wrapping the candidate’s robes around the Replacement. “Just need a second.” 
 
   “I can’t see who they are with their helmets on,” Teresa said, stepping back from the doorway. “They’re almost here.” 
 
   Gabriel felt her reach for the imprints of the golden bracelet on her wrist. 
 
   “Follow procedure,” Ohin said, placing himself between Gabriel and the doorway. 
 
   “Done,” Ling said as the Replacement settled beneath the covers of the bed. She turned to face the doorway as the first of the three soldiers improbably crossed the space-time bubble and entered the room. 
 
   “Now,” Ohin said, and Gabriel released the space-time bubble as he felt Ohin impose his own will on the space-time continuum. 
 
   A moment of utter darkness and a flash of brilliant light, and Gabriel stood in the forest trees below their observation outpost. The rest of the team from the room stood around him, facing the three helmeted soldiers. That was procedure. If problems arose during an extraction, retreat — and take the problems with you. 
 
   The problems stood before the team and slowly removed their helmets in unison. Gabriel was not surprised to see they were all Apollyons — duplicates of the Malignancy Mage determined to destroy the Council of Time and Magic and cross the Great Barrier of Probability that sealed the past from the future in the year 2012. 
 
   He was, however, surprised with how determined they were to kill him. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2: Fighting to Flee
 
    
 
   The Apollyons attacked with a unity of thought and purpose impossible for normal human beings to achieve. As duplicates, created by doubling the original Apollyon through repeatedly splitting the Primary Continuum, the men’s minds were linked throughout time. This allowed for a level of coordinated attack that even mages as experienced as the Chimera team could not hope to match. And, as fully trained True Mages, who were able to use all six magics, the duplicate Apollyons fielded a far greater range of magic than the Grace Mages assembled against them. 
 
   Gabriel strove to limit the magical power of the Apollyons by reaching out and claiming hold of all the Grace and Malignancy imprints in the surrounding land. Several battles had been fought over the town of Vindobona through the preceding centuries, and there were plentiful imprints — positive and negative — to be commanded. 
 
   Gabriel held a concatenate crystal in his pocket, as did all the members of the team. It was a precaution Councilwoman Elizabeth insisted upon when Gabriel was on missions. As he grasped the imprints flowing through the crystal and reached over his shoulder to draw the ancient, highly imbued katana from its sheath, the Apollyons began their silent attack. The attack was not quiet in the sense that no noise arose, but because the three Apollyons never uttered a word. 
 
   Gabriel simultaneously felt one of the Apollyons creating a space-time seal around the team as he sensed Ohin struggling to keep the seal from fully forming. Amber bolts of lightning erupted around Gabriel. He shielded himself against them as they formed and leapt through space. 
 
   He appeared behind the middle of the three Apollyons and stabbed his sword forward. The sword pierced nothing but air as the Apollyon disappeared. Gabriel’s space-time sense told him the Apollyon was appearing behind him. He threw himself to the ground and spun backwards, swinging the sword blade into the space he could feel the Apollyon appearing in. 
 
   The man gasped in surprise as the metal bit into his left thigh. The Apollyons on either side of Gabriel turned to attack, but he was already gone. He reappeared ten feet away and unleashed a simultaneous onslaught of magics against the three men — blasts of blue-white plasma energy from the tip of the sword, crushing gravitational forces to squeeze the men, vile curses to  make their bodies collapse and their hearts stop, magic to cloud their minds and induce sleep, energies to turn their talismans and concatenate crystals to ash, and a space-time lock to hold them in place while the rest of his team attacked them with near identical assaults, matching and reinforcing their attacks with Gabriel’s. They had practiced this kind of encounter many times. They knew the battle needed to be swift and merciless.  
 
   For a moment, while he watched the three Apollyons fight to beat back the numerous magics assailed against them, Gabriel believed he and his team might be winning…that they could defeat these three Apollyons and strike a blow against the entire army of duplicates. 
 
   Then he sensed something that frightened him. He could feel, with his magic-sense, a change in the imprints the three Dark Mages drew upon for their magic. 
 
   They were no longer only accessing the imprints available through the concatenate crystals around their necks. The imprints they touched were too numerous and powerful for that. The three Apollyons drew their powers from a large pool of strategically placed twins holding negative imprints in wars and battles throughout time. Gabriel and his team would need dozens of concatenate crystals to even approximate to the magical power the three Apollyons linked to. 
 
   As evidence of this newfound power, all of Gabriel’s magical attacks shifted and turned back against him. He felt a space-time seal fall into place like an iron door slamming shut. The blade of his sword glowed as energy flowed into it and him. He felt gravity pushing at him from all sides, trying to collapse him into a miniature black hole. He struggled against the desire to sleep, even as pain like being dipped in lava erupted throughout his body. As he wrestled with the dark magic of the Apollyons, he saw his companions falling to the ground, felled by the overwhelming magical power loosed against them. 
 
   Gabriel knew he could not hold out long against the three Apollyons, and he was certain his team would be dead in seconds, if they were not already. With the space-time seal in place, there was nowhere to run. He grasped at all the imprints he could, clutching at the imprints of his own body from when he had sacrificed his life to save others. He focused his mind as best he could on amplifying his own magical energy as Akikane and Ohin had taught him. 
 
   It was useless. Not nearly enough time or magical power to mount a defense. He struggled to hold the three Apollyons at bay a few seconds longer. He would never know when they had concluded that killing him was preferable to capturing him, but that decision had clearly been made. 
 
   Gabriel panted from the effort of concentration, feeling his strength wane. He realized the War of Time and Magic was about to end for him, and for the team. 
 
   His team — people who had come to be more than family to him. Ohin, who had become a second father. Sema and Marcus, the aunt and uncle he had lost. Rajan and Ling, the cousins he would never see again.  Teresa, the friend who might have become something more. 
 
   Gabriel stared through tear-filled eyes as his friends and teammates writhed on the ground, their faces turned so they could watch his demise moments before their own. 
 
   One face was missing. Where was Rajan? 
 
   The ground opened up beneath the three Apollyons and sucked them down, the soil undulating like the esophagus of some massive earthen beast. The magic afflicting Gabriel ceased, along with the space-time seal. 
 
   Gabriel looked upward to the tree house observation deck to see Rajan, hands outstretched, his face clenched in concentration.  
 
   In the confusion of the fight, Gabriel had forgotten Rajan had been above them in the trees. The three Apollyons had also failed to notice him. His well-timed attack might now give Gabriel the chance to do the thing he had trained for, the thing Ohin, Akikane, and even Teresa had insisted he do if ever such a situation arose — flee. 
 
   That’s what he had agreed he would do. As the Seventh True Mage, the only mage able to control imprints of both Grace and Malignancy, Gabriel was too valuable to the War of Time and Magic to risk his life saving his team members. Escaping alone, he might have a chance to elude the three Apollyons. If he tried to take the team with him, it would be easier for the Dark Mages to track his passage through time, ghost his trail, and eventually catch up with him. 
 
   Part of him, the selfish part, the part of him that didn’t want to die and would do anything to survive, wished he was the kind of person who could abandon his friends to certain death in order to save his own life. But he wasn’t that sort of person. Teresa had been right when she suggested he had lost his life the first time because he had not hesitated before diving back into the water to save his classmates in that sunken bus. It was the right thing to do, so he did it. Abandoning his friends was not the right thing to do, even if they all said it was. 
 
   The image of his last death flittered through his mind as the thought of his next death solidified. Something about that last moment underwater, drowning despite all his efforts, elicited a memory. A memory of another body of water — an ocean beside a beach. A beach he had been to thanks to a coin Councilwoman Elizabeth had given him. A coin that had been beneath the water as well as beside it. 
 
   The ephemeral thoughts began to coalesce into a single idea, one Gabriel sought to implement even before it cohered in his mind. He could feel the first pricklings of his space-time sense telling him the three Apollyons were about to teleport themselves from the deep earthen grave Rajan had created for them. With no time to explain, Gabriel gestured with the blade of the Sword of Unmaking, using a hand of invisible force to knock Rajan from his perch within the limbs of the tree house. Gabriel had no time to create a soft cushion of air for Rajan to land on. He was already turning the full power of his magical energy toward another task even as Rajan plummeted, screaming, to the ground. 
 
   Rajan would not have time to dissolve the tree house that had been their observation platform for the last week. But it could not be left standing. It was too likely to create a bifurcating branch of the Primary Continuum if discovered by a Roman soldier or Celtic villager. They could not hope to come back to destroy it at some later time as the Apollyons would surely stand guard over it, waiting to ambush them yet again. It needed to be dissolved quickly and completely. 
 
   Unfortunately, Gabriel had never dissolved a structure like this before. Like the walls of the Council’s Windsor Castle, the magic Rajan had used to fashion the platform made it both resilient and easily disintegrated. Gabriel had seen him make it, and watched him unmake a similar outpost, but it had been a process requiring minutes, not seconds, to accomplish. 
 
   To compensate for his lack of experience and the shortness of time available to him, Gabriel focused all of the magical energy at his disposal toward the task of vaporizing the entire platform in a single moment. A cloud of ash fell from the treetops revealing suddenly empty branches. 
 
   The three Apollyons appeared above ground as Gabriel put the riskiest part of his plan into action. Before the Apollyons could attack, Gabriel did as he had promised and withdrew from that time and place. 
 
   He reached into his pocket and clasped the familiar coin. It had become a good luck charm, always kept near at hand. He felt for a place along the timeline of the coin, and made his retreat. 
 
   His evacuation was not solitary, however. 
 
   As the blackness of time travel pervaded everything, it specifically engulfed his fallen teammates. When the blinding light of their concluding transit faded, the fullness of his retreat revealed all three Apollyons present, as well. 
 
   This had been intentional. He had taken them with him for a reason — because of the place he had taken them to. 
 
   Gabriel, his teammates, and the three Apollyons floated twenty feet beneath the surface of the Mediterranean Sea. Everyone except Gabriel struggled, gasping for air, sucking in water against their wills. Gabriel knew the feeling, and how disorienting it could be. He also knew it would not confuse the three Apollyons for long. He had little time to work his plan. 
 
   His friends were already convulsing and sinking toward the seafloor. Gabriel saw a flash of light and felt a burning sensation along his left side, but ignored it as he swung the Sword of Unmaking toward the three Apollyons, still floating together as they grappled with their sudden immersion. He focused the considerable magical energy at his command on one single task — making the water around the three men instantly boil. 
 
   The sea surrounding the three Dark Mages exploded in a ball of roiling white steam bubbles as Gabriel concentrated again on the coin, jumping through time with his companions, first to a deserted beach, then a barren desert hillside, then an empty ship deck at night. Then he switched relics, choosing a button from the same pocket. And then switched again. He took the team through several more relics and time frames until he was certain the three Apollyons had not been able to track their trail through time. 
 
   When the white light of time travel faded for the final time, Gabriel and the team rested on a small, grassy hillside overlooking a vast savanna in southern Africa sometime in the Paleolithic age. 
 
   Gabriel collapsed to his knees in exhaustion. The whole left side of his body burned with an incredible pain, but he ignored it. There was no time to see what the source of the pain might be. He scanned the hillside and his teammates. 
 
   Teresa struggled to sit up, still coughing and spitting water. “Just because I was talking about how you died drowning doesn’t mean I wanted you to show me.” She gave Gabriel a weary but thankful smile. 
 
   “Show her all you want, but leave me out of it,” Ling said, shaking the water from her hair and blowing snot from her nose into her hand. She wiped it on the grass and gave Gabriel a wink. 
 
   “I seem to remember mentioning a fear of water.” Rajan took long, deep breaths to reassure himself that air, not liquid, flowed into his lungs. 
 
   “I am thankful,” Ohin said, straining to stand on his feet. “But you must learn to obey orders.”
 
   “I’m trying the best I can,” Gabriel said, wincing at the pain in his side. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Ohin asked, stepping closer. 
 
   “Nothing,” Gabriel said. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   Sema, kneeling beside Marcus, called out.
 
   “Gabriel! Marcus needs your help. He’s wounded.” She held up her hand, covered in blood, to make her point. 
 
   “No,” Rajan called from over Gabriel’s shoulder. “I need help over here. He’s dead. Again.” 
 
   Rajan crouched beside the lifeless form of the extraction candidate. 
 
   Gabriel spun around, looking between Sema and Marcus and Rajan and the candidate. With Marcus unconscious, Gabriel was the only hope of once more reviving the dead man. 
 
   Gabriel tried to stand, but a stabbing pain in his left leg brought him back down again. He crawled forward, holding the sword in his right hand, his left arm throbbing and largely useless. 
 
   “You are hurt!” Teresa said, getting to her feet and running to his side. She and Ohin reached him as his left side gave way completely and he tumbled into the grass. He yelped at the pain as Ohin rolled him over and Teresa pulled up the side of his tunic. She gasped and lurched back in surprise. 
 
   “Your whole side is burned,” Teresa said, trying to hold the tunic away from his skin. 
 
   “We have to get you and Marcus back to the castle immediately,” Ohin said. 
 
   Gabriel could feel Ohin reaching for the imprints of his necklace’s seashells and the magical energy that would allow him to transport them through time to the castle. 
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, looking at the candidate’s body ten feet away. “He won’t survive if we do that. Every second is important. That’s what Marcus said.”
 
   “Every second may be important for you, too,” Ohin said.
 
   “He’s right,” Teresa said. “The burns are spreading. I don’t know how, but they’re getting worse.” 
 
   Gabriel felt the pain dispersing farther along his left side and had a pretty good idea what the cause was — a powerful Heart-Tree curse. Untreated, it would consume his body in minutes and kill him. He could attempt to treat it himself, but he would lose the opportunity to revive the candidate, and their entire mission would have been pointless. 
 
   “No,” Gabriel said, pleading with Ohin. “I can save him. There’s time to save us both.” 
 
   Ohin held Gabriel’s eyes for a moment, then glanced to the candidate before turning back and nodding his assent. 
 
   “Quickly.” 
 
   Ohin grabbed Gabriel under his good arm and helped him sit up. 
 
   “I’ve got him,” Ling said, gesturing with her hand as she magically lifted Gabriel from the ground and carried him through the air, setting him down beside Rajan and the extraction candidate. 
 
   Gabriel knelt beside the candidate, wheezing now as he tried to ignore the burning pain spreading across his back. The old man beside his knees looked peaceful in death. Curly, gray hair and a carefully trimmed beard accented his regal features. He had a commanding presence, even in the stillness of his demise. 
 
   “Hurry,” Teresa said, her voice filled with worry. 
 
   Gabriel nodded to her and took one quick look across the hillside to where Sema tended Marcus’s wounds, trying to slow the flow of blood. Then he concentrated on the imprints of the sword in his hand. Magical energy flowed through him as he reached out with the Heart-Tree sense of his mind to scan the dead man’s body. 
 
   First came the man’s heart. Gabriel willed the heart to beat again, helping it, as only a True Mage could, with small, gentle contractions of Wind Magic as he healed the complex muscle. The heart once again began to beat, and he turned his attention to the lungs. The man breathed deeply, first once, then twice. 
 
   “That’s enough,” Ohin said, placing a hand on Gabriel’s good shoulder.  
 
   “One more moment,” Gabriel replied. “He’ll die again if I stop now.” 
 
   It was true. The smallpox had so ravaged the man’s body that he would die again in minutes. Gabriel focused as much magical energy as he could into healing the man, eradicating the disease and repairing damaged organs and tissue. He couldn’t heal the man completely, even with the enormous amounts of magical energy he devoted to the task. A complete healing would take much longer. But this would be enough. This would keep the man alive until they could get him back to the Heart-Tree Mages at Windsor Castle. 
 
   Gabriel released the magical energy and slumped to the ground. The man lying in the grass blinked and opened his eyes. He did not look around, did not seem bewildered. Although Ohin and the others stared at him, his eyes never left Gabriel’s.
 
   “Am I dead?” the man asked, his voice a sonorous baritone. 
 
   “You were,” Gabriel said. “And you are to those who knew you. But now, you live.” 
 
   “Thank you,” the man said, trying to sit up. “I am…”
 
   “We know,” Gabriel said. “You are Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus, Emperor of Rome. I am…”
 
   Gabriel’s eyes fluttered as he struggled to finish his thought, but the pain in his back had spread to his chest, and now it seemed to be inside his head. He would have screamed, but the agony felt too great. As his mind faded, he noticed the blackness of time-travel blending seamlessly with the darkness of unconsciousness.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3: Ballgames and Barbecues 
 
    
 
   Gabriel’s feet slapped the dark brown earth as he ran. He glanced over his shoulder and strained to run faster, gulping down air to fuel his muscles. He risked another look and dove feet-first to the ground, sliding forward into a square rock. 
 
   CRACK. The ball struck the leather mitt. 
 
   “Safe!” 
 
   The black-jacketed umpire crossed and uncrossed his arms in a nearly universal gesture as Gabriel stood to his feet, panting. 
 
   Baseball is great, he thought, smiling at Teresa, swinging a bat as she stepped up for her turn at the plate. The improvised baseball field filled the old royal gardens of the east terrace, running back to a small corn field within the boundary of the space-time barrier that prevented the castle and the surrounding grounds from slipping completely into the Primary Continuum. 
 
   At the bottom of the ninth inning, with two outs already and the other team leading 5-2, it looked like a clear loss for the Chimera team. With Gabriel on first base and Akikane on second, their best hope for not getting entirely trounced was for Teresa to get on base and then for Jan to hit a home run. 
 
   Jan, a sixteen-year-old Wind Mage from 1920s Minnesota, had eagerly volunteered for the ninth place on the team. Jan said he loved sports, but Gabriel suspected his interests lie more with Teresa than baseball. 
 
   Gabriel found his stomach increasingly uncomfortable every time he saw them together, but had had to admit — Jan hit the ball like a young Babe Ruth. Unfortunately, from Gabriel’s perspective, he didn’t look like a young Babe Ruth but rather a young Clark Gable. 
 
   Gabriel fidgeted with the small bracelet of granite-colored stones around his left wrist. It looked like a small mala of prayer beads, and he played with one of them absentmindedly. He edged away from the base as Teresa took her position at home plate. The pitcher from the opposing team, Marie, a Time Mage from the Dark Ages of France, threw the ball high and wide. Teresa swung and missed as the umpire called a strike. 
 
   She must be nervous, Gabriel thought as he edged a little father from the base. Teresa couldn’t seem to catch a ball to save her life, but she could usually hit anything thrown her way. Gabriel risked another half-step toward second base as Teresa set her feet and positioned the bat in anticipation of the next pitch. 
 
   The pitcher leaned back, preparing for the throw, hesitated for the briefest of moments, then spun on her heel and rocketed the ball toward first base. Gabriel yelped in surprise and dove back for the base, closing his eyes as he stretched out his arms, racing to beat the speeding ball. He collided with the first baseman’s legs a moment after he heard the ball strike leather.
 
   “Out!” 
 
   Cheers erupted from the crowds of mages lining the back of the eastern terrace. Gabriel spat dirt from his mouth and wiped dust from his eyes as he stood up and sighed. Losing was bad enough, but being the reason the team lost annoyed him more than he could contemplate. Especially since creating baseball teams to build castle morale had been his idea in the first place. 
 
   He saw Teresa standing near home base, baseball bat resting idly on her shoulder, eyes wide as she stared at him with a look of incredulity. He shrugged his shoulders in response and started walking back to the castle. Akikane caught up with him halfway there. 
 
   “Good game, good game,” Akikane said, beaming as though they had just won in a shutout. 
 
   “We lost.” Gabriel sighed. 
 
   “True winning is having fun, not the highest score,” Akikane said. “I had great fun.”
 
   Gabriel’s mood brightened considerably as Akikane’s words settled into his mind. It had been a fun game. He had caught two fly balls and had made one of the two runs the team managed to score. 
 
   “You’re right. It was a good game.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, patting Gabriel on the shoulder. “Next time though, maybe stand a little closer to the base. Winning can be fun, too.”
 
   Gabriel laughed at Akikane’s teasing as they rejoined their teammates near the home plate.
 
   “Nice dive for the plate.” Teresa walked up beside Gabriel, still swinging her bat. “Too bad you were so far away from it you couldn’t get back in time.”
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel wasn’t sure how many times he’d need to apologize for the loss of the game, but he suspected it would be numerous.
 
   “That’s okay. You know I have a problem with the whole hand-eye coordination thing required for hitting the ball, and I hate running around bases, and honestly, winning is so overrated.” 
 
   Teresa was well known as the best batter on the team and almost as competitive as Ling. Gabriel wondered if swinging the bat was an unconscious act, or whether she might be refraining from using it. 
 
   “My strategy was sound, but my execution was a little off.” Gabriel tried to make sure his voice didn’t sound too defensive. Although his voice had begun to deepen in the last year, it also had an annoying tendency to crack and jump an octave when excited.
 
   “I find it amazing that someone who can defeat a pack of Apollyons can’t figure out how to help us win a baseball game.” Teresa teased. “Maybe we should challenge the Dark Mages to a baseball game. Apparently you need a life-threatening incentive to play your best.” 
 
   “We could always set the baseballs on fire.” Gabriel felt glad to see her happy. 
 
   “Don’t tempt me.” Teresa swung the bat up and rested it on her shoulder. Gabriel hadn’t really thought she might swing the bat at him, but he sighed in relief nonetheless.
 
   The crowd did not disperse with the end of the game or the setting of the sun. Rather, it doubled, as cooks from the castle wheeled out large charcoal grills and tables covered with dishes of sweet corn, potato salad, and apple pie. Gabriel had convinced Councilwoman Elizabeth and the rest of the council that an old-fashioned American barbeque would be not only a great end to their weekly baseball game, but also the perfect way to celebrate a successful extraction. 
 
   It had taken two full days for Gabriel to completely recover from the Apollyon’s curse. His life had hung in the balance for several hours as Elizabeth and Akikane worked together to save him. Their combined powers and skills cleansed Gabriel’s body of the curse, but the process had left him physically exhausted. Marcus’s recuperation had been far swifter owing to the nature of his injuries, which a fellow Heart-Tree Mage had healed in minutes. The entire team had required healing of one form or another, but none of them suffered any permanent damage. 
 
   Gabriel discovered an increased appetite was the only side effect of the healing. An hour after the Chimera team’s ignominious loss due to Gabriel’s miscalculation, he sat jamming a third hotdog into his mouth as his teammates discussed the game.
 
   “Practice.” Marcus lifted his glass of beer. “We can’t hope to win more games unless we practice more often.”
 
   “I must be drinking too much.” Ling looked at the glass of beer in her hand. “I actually agree with Marcus.”
 
   “Great minds think alike.” Marcus drained his glass of beer as he laughed at Ling. 
 
   “Yes, they do.” Teresa winked at Ling. “And so do simple minds.” 
 
   A potato chip launched itself from Ling’s plate toward Teresa’s head as Ling winked back at her. Teresa caught the chip in her mouth and chomped down on it.
 
   “As well as violent minds.” Teresa laughed around the potato chip.
 
   “Words to remember.” Marcus grinned as he, too, tossed a potato chip at Teresa. She craned her neck forward to catch the chip in her mouth and then stuck her tongue out at Marcus. 
 
   “Why must every meal devolve into a food fight?” Sema asked, sipping her iced tea. 
 
   “That’s not true.” Gabriel squirted more mustard onto his hotdog. “We hardly ever throw food at breakfast.” 
 
   “That’s because Teresa is always too tired to instigate anything before noon.” Rajan scooped a second helping of potato salad onto his plate. 
 
   “I’m not the one who started throwing food.” Teresa crunched loudly on the captured chip.
 
   “If we’re going to practice more, it’ll have to be on Sundays.” Ohin stroked his chin in thought. “We can’t afford time away from our real training.”
 
   “You mean on our one day to sleep in,” Teresa said.
 
   “Laundry day,” Ling said. 
 
   “A holy day, let’s not forget,” Marcus added.
 
   “Holy for you in what sense?” Sema asked, turning to Marcus. “In that you drink twice as much?” 
 
   “It was Gabriel’s idea to start the baseball team,” Rajan said. “So he can do the laundry.” 
 
   “Yes, he’s very good at heating up water and shaking things around in it,” Teresa said. 
 
   “It’s not his fault he confuses you for a sock that needs washing when you’re wet.” Ling laughed as she ducked Teresa’s impulsively thrown hotdog.
 
   “Let’s not waste food,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Or entirely forget our table manners,” Sema added. 
 
   “I agree with Akikane,” Gabriel said. “It’s not about winning. It’s about how much fun we have playing the game.”
 
   “A perfectly enlightened attitude,” Sema said, nodding her head toward Gabriel in approval.  
 
   “Particularly when we lose as often as we do,” Ohin said with a deep chuckle. 
 
   “I think I’m going to practice having fun with a piece of apple pie,” Gabriel said. “Anyone want some?” 
 
   His teammates all made gestures and comments about how full they were as Gabriel excused himself.  He walked over to the dessert table, filled a thick clay bowl with a large piece of apple pie and then piled several scoops of vanilla ice cream on top. As he dipped his finger into the ice cream and stuck it into his mouth for a quick taste, a voice spoke up beside him. 
 
   “You were really good today.” 
 
   Gabriel swung around, an ice cream covered finger still in his mouth, to find Justine, a pretty blonde girl with blue eyes from 1960s New Zealand. New to the castle, she had only recently begun her third month of apprenticeship as a Heart-Tree Mage. Gabriel had only spoken to her a few times. Her sapphire-colored eyes were quite dazzling. Had her eyes always been that amazingly blue?
 
   “Mmmm.” Gabriel pulled his finger from his mouth. His face felt suddenly aflame. “I got caught off-base and lost us the game.” 
 
   “Well, yes.” Justine frowned slightly. “But up until that point, you were really doing quite well.” 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   “I’m a big fan.” 
 
   “I love baseball, too.”  
 
   “No, I meant…well…yes, I do like baseball.”
 
   “You should join a team.”
 
   “Is there a spot open on your team?”
 
   “Well, no. I meant one of the other teams.” 
 
   “Oh. I see.”
 
   Gabriel suddenly realized how uncomfortable he felt and how odd it seemed. Not odd because a beautiful blue-eyed girl appeared to be a fan and wanted to talk to him, but odd because the more they talked, the more he wanted to be talking to a different girl with enchanting eyes. Looking over Justine’s shoulder, Gabriel could see several of his teammates standing up from the table. 
 
   “I should probably…”
 
   “I hear you escaped the Apollyons again.” 
 
   “Uh. Yeah.” Gabriel felt his face beginning to burn again, but for a different reason. Being the Seventh True Mage meant fielding many stares and questions from the other mages at the castle. Strangely, it was easier to talk about being the boy who lost the baseball game than the one who escaped three Apollyons.
 
   “That’s amazing. How did you do it?”
 
   “I ran. And I got lucky. And I had my team. Speaking of which, I should get back to them. It was nice talking to you, ah, Justine.”
 
   Justine looked dejected as Gabriel smiled at her and walked back to the dinner table. By the time he arrived only Sema and Marcus remained, sitting next to each other and chatting pleasantly in low tones. 
 
   Gabriel had noticed over the last year that they seemed to get along much better when they didn’t think anyone was watching. He looked around for the others and caught sight of Teresa sitting on a garden bench with Jan, laughing and drinking lemonade. Gabriel sat down with a sigh and looked at his dessert. Apple pie and ice cream suddenly didn’t seem as appetizing. 
 
   “She’s very pretty,” Sema said.
 
   “What. Who?” Gabriel took a bite of ice cream as much to cover his thoughts as to cool the heat once more rising in his face. 
 
   “Young Justine.” Marcus laughed. “She seems quite taken with you.”
 
   “She was only…she likes baseball.” Gabriel stuffed another bite of pie and ice cream into his mouth. He had discovered with conversations like this that the less he spoke, the better things went. 
 
   “I’m sure she does,” Sema said, hiding her amusement as she dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Among other things.”
 
   “Let me give you some advice, my boy.” Marcus leaned across the table, his eyes suddenly serious.
 
   “Is that really such a good idea?” Sema furrowed her brow. 
 
   “It’s simple advice. No harm can come of it.” Marcus looked Gabriel in the eyes. “If you care about a woman, tell her so. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”
 
   “Justine is a friend. Well, sort of a friend.” Gabriel thrust his spoon into the bowl again.               
 
   “Ah, yes.” Marcus leaned back with a sigh. “No harm at all.”
 
   “That actually seems like sound advice.” Sema’s expression darkened slightly. “Odd that you never seem to follow your own advice.” 
 
   “Its knowledge gained from painful experience.” Marcus’s eyes drifted from the table in thought. 
 
   “When I was a boy, not much older than young Gabriel here, I fell madly in love with a local farm girl. I used to walk five miles each way just to bring her flowers. We would talk while she taught me how to milk the cows. 
 
   “I must have spent weeks helping her with chores around the farm. She seemed to be interested, but I could never muster the courage to tell her how I felt. I was sure she must know my feelings. Then I fell ill and ended up bedridden for a month. When I finally managed to bring her a handful of forest flowers again, I found another local boy helping her with her chores. It seems he had the nerve to tell her his feelings. They were married a month later. 
 
   “I left home the day of their wedding and never returned. I often wonder where my life might have gone if I had only followed the call of my heart.” 
 
   An awkward silence fell over the table as Marcus’s words faded into the night. Sema seemed on the verge of saying something. Marcus sighed and looked up, realizing Sema still sat there. He cleared his throat and rose to his feet as she stood. 
 
   “That’s a very illuminating story,” Sema said, her voice sounding strained. “I’m sure Gabriel will find it most edifying. It’s late. I should get to bed. I’ll see you both in the morning.” 
 
   Marcus sat back down as Sema disappeared onto the crowd. He placed his face on one hand and sighed. “Seems I’m still no smarter than that young farm boy I used to be.” 
 
   “Well, I’ll be sure to take your advice if I ever find myself in that situation.” Gabriel looked down into his empty bowl and wondered if he should lick the melted ice cream from it. He was working very hard to ignore all the implications of Marcus’s words and the effect they seemed to have on Sema. Maybe he needed a second dessert.
 
   “I wanted to compliment you on saving my namesake.”
 
   “What?” Gabriel looked up from his bowl and into Marcus’s eyes. 
 
   “My father named me for Marcus Aurelius.” Marcus checked a nearby beer bottle, found it empty, and frowned. “He thought an imperial name might rub off on me. Seems to have had the opposite effect. Regardless, that was a fine triage the other day. You made the right call. Three lives were saved when it might have been only two.”
 
   “I don’t think Ohin was so happy with my decision,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Ohin wouldn’t have let you make it if he didn’t agree.” Marcus squinted as he looked around Gabriel’s head and laughed. “Seems our leader is in need of a little saving himself right about now.” 
 
   Gabriel turned around to see Ohin standing near a well-groomed shrubbery and talking with Paramata, a lovely, diminutive Indonesian woman from the 18th Century. She had joined the castle and the war shortly after Gabriel. More swiftly than most, she recognized that the castle provided an insufficiently small pool of potential mates for the mages who lived there. She had also quickly realized that Ohin was one of the most eligible men to be found. Unfortunately, she hadn’t yet questioned why this might be the case. 
 
   Gabriel would never have broached the subject with Ohin himself, but it seemed to have taken decades for his teacher to get over losing his wife with his extraction from the timeline. Finally, he had opened his heart and married again, another Time Mage from the Olmec civilization of 1000 BCE. Unfortunately, she died on a mission after only a year together. Since then, he had remained resolutely single. This, of course, did not keep the single women of the castle from attempting to convince him to alter his resolution. 
 
   “Excuse me, I just remembered something I wanted to talk to Ohin about.” Gabriel wiped his mouth with a nearby napkin as he stood up. 
 
   “Smart lad.” Marcus laughed. “Get him in your debt.”
 
   Gabriel strolled over to Ohin and Paramata. She seemed to push the conversation along with an act of sheer will power. Ohin glanced around as she spoke, as though looking for an exit to dash through. The look on his face reminded Gabriel of an ensnared animal. He hoped Ohin wasn’t considering chewing off his own leg.  
 
   “Have you ever been?” Paramata asked Ohin, who barely had time to shake his head, much less open his mouth in response. “It’s a lovely place, especially in spring with the trees and flowers in bloom. The sunsets are breathtaking. I’ve always wanted to go back. It’d be a wonderful spot for a getaway. No people for centuries. Isolated. Very romantic.” 
 
   “Well…” Ohin looked around as Gabriel stepped forward. He almost sighed with relief. “Ah, Gabriel.” 
 
   “Hello.” Gabriel presented Paramata with his most charming smile before turning to Ohin. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there’s something I need to talk to you about.”
 
   “It can’t wait for the morning?” Paramata asked with a slight pout. 
 
   “Unfortunately, no.” Gabriel contorted his face to its most apologetic continence. “It’s mission related. Kind of important.”
 
   “Duty calls,” Ohin said, trying to seem remorseful, but looking as though he’d narrowly escaped a Malignancy Mage’s curse. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad we had this chance to talk again.” Paramata’s soft eyes looked up to Ohin’s face. “We should do it more often.”
 
   “Ah…yes.” Ohin blinked in surprise at his own words. “I should see what Gabriel needs. I’m sure we’ll talk soon.”
 
   “I’m going to hold you to that,” Paramata said, her face radiant. She winked at Ohin, then walked back into the party crowd. 
 
   “Thank you,” Ohin said as Paramata stepped out of earshot. 
 
   “Teammates have to look out for each other,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You might remind your other teammates of that.” Ohin frowned. “They all ignored my pleading stares.” 
 
   “She’s not so bad,” Gabriel said. “She’s nice, actually. Tough, but nice.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Ohin began. “But I’m not…” Ohin let that thought hang between them, unfinished. “You said you needed to discuss something. Or was that merely a ruse?”
 
   “Totally a diversionary tactic.”
 
   “Well then, there is something I would like to discuss with you.” Ohin breathed deeply and raised himself to his full height.
 
   Gabriel felt his stomach tighten instinctively at the shift in Ohin’s posture, but he relaxed a bit at the soft tone of his mentor’s voice.
 
   “What you did the other day, risking yourself to save the team, disobeying protocol, it angered me at the time. You are too headstrong, and you refuse to see how important you are in the larger strategy of the war. However, as you were recuperating, someone said something that made me realize how lucky I was. Paramata, actually.” 
 
   Ohin paused for a moment and seemed to consider something. 
 
   “She said she felt glad that she didn’t have the responsibility of leading a team, of making the hard decisions necessary to protect them. I realized I am glad I do not face the decisions you must make. My primary responsibility is to the Council and the war, but my ultimate responsibility is to the team. To all of you. To make sure you all return safe from every mission. I am more than willing to risk, even give, my life to make sure you are all safe. And if the Council determined that one of you must be sacrificed to further the goals of the war, it would be an order I would not hesitate to disobey.”
 
   Ohin stopped again, thinking about his next words. 
 
   Gabriel’s mind felt empty in the silence. Ohin had never spoken to him like this before. As an equal rather than a pupil. A sadness softened Ohin’s eyes as he placed his hands on Gabriel’s shoulders.
 
   “I realized I am lucky that I am not you. You will face decisions I will never have to consider. You will need to make choices affecting countless lives. Mine, the team’s, the castle’s, the Continuum’s. I realized that I cannot ask you not to risk your life to save the people you care about when I would do the same.” 
 
   Gabriel stared up at Ohin a moment before he heard himself speaking. 
 
   “So I’m not in trouble?” 
 
   “Not today.” Ohin laughed as he clapped Gabriel’s shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll rectify that tomorrow.” 
 
   “You never know,” Gabriel said as his teacher’s words and advice sank in. “I may hold off until the end of the week.” 
 
   “Hold off what until the end of the week?”
 
   Gabriel and Ohin turned in simultaneous surprise to see Councilwoman Elizabeth standing behind them, smiling as she cradled a small teacup in her hands. 
 
   “Hold off getting in trouble,” Ohin said, still smiling. 
 
   “I’d be surprised if he could hold off until the end of the evening,” Elizabeth said. 
 
   Gabriel laughed along with Elizabeth and Ohin. The truth was, he rarely got in trouble. Of course, when he did, it tended to be for reasons that could threaten the balance of the war and the stability of the Primary Continuum. It wasn’t all that funny, which is probably why they were laughing about it. 
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Ohin said as he patted Gabriel on the back. He nodded to Elizabeth as he walked away. “Goodnight.”
 
   Gabriel and Elizabeth called their goodnights to Ohin as she led him deeper into the garden and away from the revelers. His space-time sense tingled. He had a good feeling for when a Time Mage was about to jump through time or space. Thanks to his training with Akikane, he was also getting better at sensing where a mage might go when leaping instantaneously through space. He knew they were headed to the top of the Round Tower moments before flashes of darkness and brilliance delivered them there. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4: Teacup Tempest
 
    
 
   As soon as they arrived at the edge of the crenellations atop the Round Tower, Elizabeth enclosed them in a magical seal of air, shutting out the night sounds of the castle and the party at the far end of the grounds. The presence of a sound seal concerned Gabriel. Why would they need to worry about being overheard atop the ancient tower? And why would Elizabeth not choose her office for a private conversation? 
 
   “Do you recognize this?” Elizabeth handed Gabriel the small porcelain teacup in her hands. 
 
   “It’s a cup from the castle kitchens,” Gabriel said, staring down at the blue floral pattern of the empty white teacup. 
 
   “It is,” Elizabeth said. “Now put it to your ear.” 
 
   Gabriel cocked his head in curiosity, but did as requested. As soon as he held the teacup to his ear, he heard Teresa’s voice. 
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “I figured since it was a day off for both of us, maybe we could do something together.” That voice belonged to Jan. Gabriel frowned.
 
   “What kind of something?” he heard Teresa say. 
 
   Gabriel felt a powerful temptation to continue eavesdropping on the conversation, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know how it would end. Besides, he wanted to know something else far more. He pulled the teacup away from his ear and looked at Elizabeth, her face illuminated but unreadable in the soft light of the half-moon above. 
 
   “How did you do that?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “It’s a very subtle bit of magic,” Elizabeth said. “But there is a better question.”
 
   Gabriel thought about it a moment. “Why show me? Why here?”
 
   “Exactly,” Elizabeth said, her lips curling slightly. “Why don’t you see if you can answer the first question before I explain the second?”
 
   Gabriel turned his attention and magic-sense to the teacup in his hand, discovering an enchantment both elegant and brilliant. A bond of magic linked the cup through time and space to something somewhere else. He probed along that link to find what he had expected — an identical teacup on a table back at the party. A teacup Teresa and Jan happened to be sitting near. 
 
   As he continued to examine the magical space-time link between the cups, he realized they were not merely similar cups. They were the same cup. Somehow, the teacup in his hand was also the exact teacup sitting on the table beside Teresa. The original teacup had been duplicated in a manner that left the two resulting cups connected through time and space. He knew Teresa would have some mouth-mangling scientific explanation for it, but he didn’t need words to understand the phenomenon — he instinctively comprehended the connection between the teacups. 
 
   “This is amazing,” Gabriel said as he handed the teacup back to Elizabeth. “Did you come up with this?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no.” She sighed. “That brings us to the second question, which I will explain with a third. Do you remember the teacup on the bookshelf in my office?”
 
   “Sure.” Gabriel could picture the teacup in his mind. “The one Nefferati gave you as a birthday present.” 
 
   “The very same.” Elizabeth raised her eyes, but said no more. It took Gabriel a moment, but the question suddenly made a sickening amount of sense. 
 
   “Someone’s bugged your office!” Elizabeth squinted at him in question and he corrected himself to compensate for the difference in slang between Victorian England and 1980s America. “Someone is eavesdropping on your office with a magically twinned teacup.”
 
   “Precisely. I only discovered it by accident when I moved the teacup to retrieve a book.” 
 
   “How long has it been there?”
 
   “How long, indeed?”
 
   “That would explain how the Apollyons knew about the extraction for Marcus Aurelius.”
 
   “Among a number of other things, yes.” 
 
   “So you can’t speak freely in your office.” Gabriel looked at the castle grounds below the tower and realized something even more shocking. “You can’t trust anyone.”
 
   “Well, not exactly.” Elizabeth joined him in looking over the tower parapet, the lights of the castle leaving most of the grounds in ominous-seeming shadows. “I trust Akikane, and Ohin, and your team. And clearly I trust you, as you are the only person I have mentioned this to as yet. But you are correct. I have no way of knowing who replaced my teacup with one that provides a direct means of listening in for Apollyon, assuming it is him.”
 
   “There could be twinned cups and glasses and vases all over the castle.” Gabriel leaned against the stone of a tower crenel as a wave of despair swept through him. “They could know everything.”
 
   “We must assume they do,” Elizabeth said as she pulled something from a deep pocket of her light blue tunic. She handed Gabriel a small, red leather notebook. “This is something I have mentioned on occasion to Akikane while in my office, which, until recently, is where I kept it.” 
 
   Gabriel took the book in his hands and flipped through the first few pages. The script looked strange and unreadable — like no written language he had ever seen. Elegant and arcane. 
 
   “What is it?” Gabriel thumbed through the book, but all the pages were composed in the same indecipherable language. 
 
   “It is my notebook.” Elizabeth reached out and Gabriel handed back the thin volume. “It contains everything I have ever learned about the Great Barrier of Probability. It is the only place where all of this information exists. I have been assembling it to help me consider how best to thwart Apollyon’s plans to destroy the barrier.”
 
   “Does Akikane know what’s in it?” 
 
   “He is familiar with some of what the notebook contains, but far from all of it. There are things I have learned very recently, on a little excursion I took yesterday, for instance, that are only known to me.”
 
   “Are you going to tell him?”
 
   “Akikane is extraordinary in many ways. One of those ways is his ability to accept the universe as it appears rather than wonder why things are the way they are. To him, the Great Barrier is like a natural phenomenon. It simply is. I, on the other hand, am more interested in why things work the way they do.” 
 
   “What language is the notebook written in?”
 
   “A dead language. One that only I and one other living person know.”
 
   “A windtalker book.” Gabriel saw the look of puzzlement on Elizabeth’s face and explained. “During World War Two the United States needed a code that couldn’t be broken. Instead of trying to create a new code, they enlisted men from the Navajo tribe and used their language as the code. Only the Navajo knew their language, so the code was never broken.” 
 
   “Precisely,” Elizabeth said. “Except the notebook is written in the language of the Indus rather than the Navajo, and I write using an alphabet I created myself.”
 
   “That sounds incredibly complicated,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “That was the point. You’ll discover how complicated when I teach you how to read it.” 
 
   “It seems like that could take a while.” 
 
   “Not as long as it took me to learn it. Nearly a year. Or a long lunch from the perspective of everyone in the castle. Regardless, you’ll need to know everything in this notebook to help figure out how to stop Apollyon.” 
 
   “Couldn’t you simply tell me?” 
 
   “I could, but at some point I’ll be turning this notebook over to you, and you’ll want to know how to write in it as well as read it. Fortunately, I’ve created a secret Rosetta Stone to help you.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   Gabriel stifled the sigh bursting to escape his lungs. He spoke a little Spanish, thanks to his Guatemalan mother’s insistence, but he had never had a knack for picking up languages. With the amulets all mages wore to telepathically translate their various tongues, he hadn’t seen a need to address that deficiency. He knew from his history studies that the real Rosetta Stone had been discovered at the end of the 18th Century, inscribed with duplicate Greek and Egyptian text. It had been the only way modern archeologists had managed to decipher the ancient written Egyptian language. He wondered what Elizabeth’s Rosetta Stone might be.
 
   “As my office is no longer safe, we’ll meet in the east terrace gardens in the afternoons. We’ll begin tomorrow.”
 
   The mention of Elizabeth’s office brought a thought to Gabriel’s mind.  
 
   “It’s possible Vicaquirao put the cup on your office. It sounds like something he would do.”
 
   “Potentially.” Elizabeth considered this for a moment. “However, it doesn’t seem complicated enough for Vicaquirao. Not enough layers in that cake. If it’s not Apollyon, that means he’s found some other means to know about our missions. Not a comforting thought, even if we must consider it.”
 
   “Kumaradevi, maybe?” 
 
   “No.” Elizabeth actually laughed. “If Kumaradevi could place a cup near me, she’d make sure it killed me as soon as I touched it. The hatred she bares me for her husband’s death wouldn’t leave room for the restraint of something like this.”
 
   “He probably deserved it.” Gabriel couldn’t imagine what kind of man could love Kumaradevi. He found it even more improbable that Kumaradevi might care for someone other than herself. 
 
   “I’m sure he did.” Elizabeth sighed. “However, I was trying to kill Kumaradevi at the time. She fled, leaving him in the way. I’ve never been quite certain if she blames me for his death or blames herself for abandoning him.” 
 
   Gabriel snorted with laughter before he could stop himself. The very notion of Kumaradevi blaming herself for anything going wrong sounded ridiculous. 
 
   “Yes, you’re right,” Elizabeth said, laughing a bit herself. “We should be getting back. People will wonder what we’re up to. And we must not let on that we know we’re being listened to.” 
 
   Elizabeth let the magical sound shield drop and transported them to back to the gardens, appearing behind a large tree where no one would notice their arrival. 
 
   “I should collect my other cup,” Elizabeth said, wiggling the porcelain teacup in her hand. “What mischief are you contemplating?”
 
   A large number of castle folk still sat at tables and benches or sprawled out on the lawn. Gabriel scanned the faces for Teresa and Jan. He didn’t see them and didn’t want to consider what that might mean. He also didn’t want to consider why he should care one way or the other. But he knew he did. He felt his energy leave him in a wave as he sighed. 
 
   “I should get to bed. I have a long day tomorrow.” 
 
   “As do we all.” Elizabeth hesitated a moment and then kissed him on the forehead. “Goodnight, Gabriel.” 
 
   Gabriel grinned at Elizabeth’s restrained affection and walked back through the castle grounds to his room in the old visitor apartments. Contrary to castle custom, he had been allowed to keep a private room and forgo the tradition of new apprentices bunking with a roommate. A minor privilege of being the Seventh True Mage. 
 
   Later, after a brief shower, he lay in bed, letting the various conversations of the day drift through his mind, replaying parts of each in no particular order, pondering how they might all fit together. As he dozed, he wondered why he attempted to find patterns in things that didn’t seem related. When he fell asleep, he dreamed of Vicaquirao. 
 
   Vicaquirao sat across an oaken table, a small, flat red stone held between his finger and thumb. His deep brown eyes examined the stone.  
 
   “The object of the game it is to capture as many of your opponent’s stones as possible and be the first player with an entire section of the board dominated by a single color of stone.”  Vicaquirao gestured toward the game board.
 
   What is this game? 
 
   Gabriel studied the square wooden board. Within the frame of the board sat six concentric rings, each smaller than the next, and each with a series of round black spaces marked for placing game stones. The circular rings were divided into four sections, each ring with a decreasing number of spaces. The outer ring had four sections of six spaces, the next ring four sections of five spaces, and so on. The final ring held four sections with only one space in each. In the center of the board sat a single, empty, uncolored circle. A small clay dish with game stones rested on the board outside the base of each section. Each dish held either red, blue, green, or yellow stones. 
 
    “At the beginning of your turn, you may place one stone or you may move one stone. Each stone may move up to three spaces at a time.” Vicaquirao placed the red stone on the fourth ring of one section of the board and picked up two dice, one with six sides and the other a pyramid-shaped die with four sides. 
 
   “After you place a stone, you roll the dice. The six-sided die will tell you which ring must move while the four-sided die will tell you how far it must turn. Since there are four sections, a roll of four means the board stays as it is.” 
 
   Gabriel watched as Vicaquirao rolled the dice. A three and a three. Vicaquirao touched the edges of the third ring, and Gabriel observed with fascination as he rotated the ring three turns.
 
   “The keys to the game are learning to anticipate and plan for the subtle changes in the board, and how to arrange for minor alterations and use them to your advantage.” 
 
   Why is he showing me this?
 
   “I’ve never seen a game like this.” Gabriel picked up one of the green stone pieces and held it before his eyes.
 
   “I can’t imagine you have.” Vicaquirao’s eyes appeared warm and bright. “Why don’t you take a turn? The game can be played by four people, but as there are only two of us, I’ll play blue and red, while you play green and yellow.”
 
   Where are we?
 
   Gabriel looked up from the board and noticed for the first time that he and Vicaquirao sat in the grass along the edge of a swiftly flowing stream. 
 
   How did I get here? Is this a dream?
 
   “Your move.” 
 
   Gabriel brought his gaze back to Vicaquirao and the board of the mysterious game. He still had the small green stone in his hand. He placed it in the fifth ring in the section nearest himself and picked up the dice. He rolled a five and two, inclining his head in curiosity as Vicaquirao rotated the fifth ring of the board two sections clockwise, bringing his green stone next to Vicaquirao’s previously placed red stone. 
 
   Vicaquirao laughed deeply. 
 
   “You have a great deal to learn about how to play this game.” 
 
   Vicaquirao placed his red stone on the space Gabriel’s green stone occupied, capturing it and setting it aside. 
 
   I can beat him at his game. I only need practice.
 
   Gabriel watched as Vicaquirao rolled the dice and rotated the board once more, eager to begin his own next move, his mouth dry in anticipation. Dry as…
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5: Left Behind
 
    
 
   Cotton. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes, blinking at the sunlight coming through the open window of his room and wincing at the ringing of his alarm clock. He reached out and smacked the clock into silence. 
 
   His throat felt dry. He must have slept with his mouth open. He sat up and grabbed a glass of water beside the bed, rubbing his eyes as images from his dreams faded from consciousness. 
 
   Vicaquirao. He’d been dreaming of the Dark Mage again. It happened sometimes. Less now than after his ordeals a year ago, however. Kumaradevi and Apollyon were more likely to be the sources of his nightmares. This hadn’t been a nightmare, though. He’d been doing something with Vicaquirao. A game. Yes, they had been playing some strange board game. What an odd dream. He wondered what it meant. 
 
   Sema would probably say it had to do with his own desire to gain mastery over Vicaquirao in order to compensate for his feelings that the Dark Mage had gained power over him. That seemed as good an interpretation as any, and he let the thought fade as he prepared for the day. 
 
   Gabriel’s days always began, after a hastily consumed breakfast in the Waterloo Chamber, with private lessons from Akikane. These lessons started with a period of meditation, followed by a longer period of sword training, and culminated in an extensive session devoted to learning how to blend and manipulate all six magics simultaneously for both combative and non-combative purposes. 
 
   Akikane believed meditation stilled the mind while swordsmanship helped concentrate it. With practice, the sword would become an extension of the will on an instinctive level. Too much conscious thought in the middle of a sword fight could lead to defeat. Thinking about how to use the sword took up precious time that should be used wielding the blade. The same, Akikane said, held true for magic. Just as a master swordsman or swordswoman could react intuitively and purposefully in a fight to defeat an opponent without taking the time for conscious thought, a mage could do the same. Learning to use magic in an instinctive way in combat, particularly all six magics simultaneously, consumed much of their lesson time together. 
 
   Mastering that lesson, however, usually involved collecting numerous bruises from the bokken, the wooden practice sword Akikane used to focus Gabriel’s mind. Gabriel also held a bokken, but in nearly a year of practice, he had never once slipped past Akikane’s defenses to make contact with more than air. He was, however, getting better at defending himself from Akikane’s attacks. He’d lasted nearly a minute before one of Akikane’s blows struck his arm. 
 
   “No thought, no thought.” Akikane disappeared and reappeared behind Gabriel, sword swinging. Gabriel rolled and disappeared himself, appearing behind Akikane, his back to his teacher. Akikane appeared facing Gabriel, sword already outstretched to block the blow from Gabriel’s attack. 
 
   “Good, good. More surprise.” Akikane disappeared again. Gabriel leapt through space to the other side of the room, sensing where Akikane would appear next. He swung his bokken at the spot where he felt certain Akikane would soon occupy and felt a slap along his back, sending him sprawling to the floor. Looking up, he saw Akikane’s smile, floating in midair like the Cheshire Cat, as his tutor hovered serenely above the ground. 
 
   Gabriel rolled and leapt to his feet, throwing his sword at Akikane’s chest. The wooden blade burst into flame as it flew toward Akikane, guided and accelerated by Gabriel’s magic. Akikane disappeared before the flaming sword could reach him, jumping through space to appear, once again, behind Gabriel, who spun and reached out with his magic, grasping and twisting space-time to deliver the bokken from Akikane’s hand and into his own. Gabriel swung the bokken at Akikane even as the wooden sword materialized in his hand. 
 
   A look of beatific joy flashed across Akikane’s face as he threw himself at Gabriel with incredible speed, managing to get inside the arc of the sword’s trajectory, block his arm, turn into his body, and swing the young mage over his shoulder to the floor, simultaneously twisting his wrist to relieve him of the sword. To his credit, Gabriel rolled from the fall and jumped to his feet to face Akikane again, arms raised in defense — swordless and annoyed with himself.
 
   “Wonderful, wonderful.” Akikane raised the sword point to Gabriel’s heart. The burning sword on the floor behind him extinguished itself in a small puff of smoke. 
 
   “What’s so wonderful?” Gabriel tried to keep from panting. “I lost my sword!” 
 
   “True, true, but now comes the best lesson of all.” Akikane’s smile grew so dazzling, Gabriel nearly smiled himself.
 
   “What lesson? How to lose?” Gabriel knew the point of the lesson — allowing subconscious thought to guide action — but he couldn’t stop consciously thinking about how he might gain the upper hand again. Taking Akikane’s sword had seemed like an act of inspiration. Now he’d have to settle for an act of desperation. 
 
   “No, no, you have already lost.” Akikane stepped closer. “What options are available to you now?” 
 
   “Fight again?” Gabriel wiped the sweat from his forehead as he tried to discern the intent behind Akikane’s words. 
 
   “Fight to lose more?”
 
   Gabriel considered this. The absence of repetition in Akikane’s words lent them more power. The answer was simple, but Gabriel didn’t like it.
 
   “Surrender.”
 
   “Exactly, exactly.” Akikane lowered the sword. “With surrender comes the possibility of peace.”
 
   Gabriel frowned as he tried to figure out the meaning of Akikane’s words. “But if I don’t want peace…”
 
   “Then you must fight,” Akikane said. “Fight until you lose.”
 
   “And if neither of us wants peace?” Gabriel thought he saw where this line of reasoning might lead.
 
   “The same end, the same end.” Akikane stepped closer, swinging the wooden sword over his shoulder. 
 
   “You’re talking about the war.” Gabriel let his arms drop to his sides. 
 
   “You see, you see.” Akikane flipped the sword from his shoulder and handed it, hilt first, to Gabriel. 
 
   “The more skillful opponent can force the other into surrender.” Gabriel took the sword from Akikane with a slight sigh. “And you’re more skillful than I am, even without a sword.”
 
   “Just so, just so.” Akikane held Gabriel’s eyes. 
 
   “You think that if we are strong enough, skillful enough, we can force the Malignancy Mages into peace.” 
 
   Gabriel bit his lip as he considered the notion. He, like nearly every other mage, had assumed the war would be eternal, with neither side ever clearly losing nor winning. 
 
   “Not us, not us.” Akikane’s eyes still had not left Gabriel’s. 
 
   Gabriel thought he might draw blood if he bit down any harder on his lip. 
 
   “You mean me.”
 
   “A leader must be strong enough to fight, and to make peace.” Akikane looked at the sword in Gabriel’s’ hand. “Most importantly, a leader must know when to fight and when to make peace.” 
 
   “But…” Gabriel didn’t like where this lesson had lead and didn’t want to know the answer to the question it left singing in his mind. “How will I ever be that strong?” 
 
   “Strength is not here.” Akikane touched a finger to the wooden blade. “Strength is here.” He moved two fingers to touch Gabriel’s head. “And here.” He placed his fingers above Gabriel’s heart. 
 
   “Do you really think peace is possible?” Gabriel felt a pleasant, powerful warmth radiate through him from where Akikane touched his breastbone.
 
   “Possible, possible.” Akikane lowered his hand. “But likely? Who knows?” Akikane chuckled. “Now let us practice fighting when our opponent has a sword and we do not.” 
 
   “I thought I already practiced that,” Gabriel said with a laugh. Akikane laughed as well, then stopped and frowned as he turned to the door of the dojo training quarters. 
 
   Elizabeth strode through the door and headed toward them. 
 
   “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have something I need to discuss with you both,” Elizabeth said. 
 
   Gabriel lowered the wooden sword. She had never interrupted their lessons before and had never summoned Gabriel in person to discuss something. She usually sent someone to bring Gabriel to her office. He suspected why she would choose to come to them herself, but the fact that she did so made him worry about the reasons. 
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Akikane said as Elizabeth stepped before them. “We should take a break. Someplace with some more air, perhaps?”
 
   “Yes, that would be ideal,” Elizabeth said, waving gauzy remnants of burnt sword smoke from her face. “I know exactly the spot.” 
 
   A moment later, the three stood atop the King Henry III tower. A magical sound barrier slipped into place as Elizabeth looked around. 
 
   “I have important news.” Elizabeth seemed content that no one on the castle grounds had noticed their appearance on the tower and turned back to Gabriel and Akikane. “One of our informants believes the Apollyons will attack the Dresden outpost.”
 
   “When, when?” Akikane’s joyful continence evaporated, replaced by a stern curiosity.
 
   “The informant has provided a date and a time,” Elizabeth said. “I believe we should mount a defense and use the opportunity to reduce the number of Apollyon duplicates as much as possible.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “We must act quickly before his own informants can alert him of our plan.” 
 
   “I agree,” Elizabeth said. “I want to assemble a strike team within the hour. Secretly. And I think you should lead it.” 
 
   “Certainly, certainly,” Akikane said. “We could have twenty teams ready to go that quickly. Maybe thirty.” 
 
   Gabriel gasped slightly at the number. There were only around a hundred teams in total, and a third of them were out in the field at any given time. An assault force of thirty teams of mages would be half the complement of the castle. 
 
   “I’m glad you agree,” Elizabeth said. “I’ll inform the council privately. One at a time to avoid suspicion. I think it best if the teams leave at the same time and rendezvous for instructions.”
 
   “Nanjing, Nanjing,” Akikane said. “The outpost there has room to hold them all for a time.” 
 
   “Perfect.” A glint of fury and determination filled Elizabeth’s eyes. “We should begin immediately. Remember, ears could be anywhere.” 
 
   Gabriel looked between Akikane and Elizabeth, feeling awkward and childish to still be holding a wooden sword while plans for the most dangerous and daring assault of the war unfolded before him.
 
   “What about me?” Gabriel’s voice brought the attention of both senior mages.
 
   “You and I will stay here.” Elizabeth’s gaze softened as she spoke. “This may be a trap. I won’t send to you face the Apollyons when you have only just recovered from the last encounter. That too may have been a trap. I’ve been looking into how we discovered Marcus Aurelius, and it seems altogether too convenient.”
 
   “But I can help.” 
 
   “No doubt, no doubt.” Akikane’s joyousness had returned. “However, the war will not end today. You will see plenty of battles before it does.” 
 
   “If it ever does.” Elizabeth regarded Akikane with a hint of sadness. 
 
   “Faith, faith.” Akikane slapped Gabriel on the shoulder. “We must have faith.”
 
   “I prefer certainty, but I suppose I’ll take what I can get.” Elizabeth waved her hand and the sound barrier vanished, the noises of the castle returning to their ears. “Well, then, we should be about it. You know what to tell Ohin and your team?” 
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”  Gabriel flipped the wooden sword to his shoulder in what he hoped looked like a supremely confident gesture. “I’ll let them down easy.”
 
   “Good.” Elizabeth turned to Akikane. “Good luck.” 
 
   “And you.” Akikane nodded to Gabriel. “And you.” 
 
   Akikane disappeared, followed a moment later by Elizabeth, leaving Gabriel alone on King Henry III’s tower. He paused a moment to look out beyond the castle to the primeval world of dinosaurs surrounding their little fortress in time. It seemed so peaceful but really wasn’t. Massive reptiles running, hunting, slaughtering, and eating each other in an endless cycle of conquest of survival. 
 
   Thinking about the battle his fellow mages were about to embark upon, it dawned on Gabriel that mammals hadn’t changed the nature of life on the planet much when the dinosaurs became extinct. Different actors, same play. He wondered briefly if he might be able to rewrite one short act of that drama, but knowing he wouldn’t know until he knew, he instead focused on the task before him. 
 
   He teleported from the tower and returned his bokken to its rack in the practice room, grabbing the Sword of Unmaking before heading off in search of Ohin and the rest of the Chimera team. They took the news of the impending assault, delivered discretely under and elm tree in the Lower Ward, with the usual dispassion. 
 
   “Bloody foolish leaving the best team in the castle behind on a mission like this.” Marcus rubbed his hand over his bald head in annoyance. 
 
   “We always get stuck with guard duty.” Teresa kicked at a rock. It tumbled through the grass, landing on Ohin’s foot. Teresa blushed. 
 
   “We can find a way to be useful here.” Ohin kicked the rock back to Teresa with a frown. 
 
   “There’s useful,” Ling spat, “and then there’s useful!”
 
   “It does seem like a sensible plan.” Sema looked at the bracelet of small stones around Gabriel’s left wrist. “We only narrowly escaped our last encounter with the Apollyons.” 
 
   “But we know his weakness now.” Rajan laughed aloud. “He can’t swim.” 
 
   “We’ll meet at the usual time.” The serious tone in Ohin’s voice ceased any desire to bicker or complain. “If we are not part of the mission, we can at least continue training for other operations.”
 
   The team dispersed to continue on with their normally assigned tasks. Gabriel would usually have spent the rest of the morning training with Akikane. To keep himself occupied, he wandered around the castle grounds, trying to burn off his nervous energy. He always felt like a kettle boiling over with excitement before a mission. Even though this wasn’t really a mission involving him directly, it might turn into an important day and a turning point in the war. 
 
   While walking along the path in the Upper Ward, he came across a man sitting on a bench beneath a maple tree. The man looked much healthier than the last time they had met. 
 
   “Aurelius.” 
 
   The former ruler of the Roman Empire looked down from the cloud he stared at. “You?” 
 
   “Gabriel.” He sat down beside Aurelius, leaning the Sword of Unmaking against the bench. It was unusual to meet famous people from history. The possibility of creating an alternate branch of time usually forbid any sort of interaction with people in the past. Occasionally, though, a famous person also turned out to be a mage. It was rare, both for Grace and Malignancy Mages. There were only a few dozen people living in the castle who history books had recorded in some fashion. Marcus Aurelius turned out to be most famous person ever identified as a Grace Mage. 
 
   “They tell me you saved my life.” Aurelius stroked his chin. The gray-and-black curly hair of his beard matched exactly the short hair on his head. “I owe you a debt of gratitude. I suppose.” 
 
   “You may change your mind about thanking me.” Gabriel knew something of the inner turmoil and pain Aurelius felt. He hadn’t been an emperor, but he had left behind his family to become a mage in an endless war. “It will get easier as time goes by. The first days are the worst.”
 
   “I hope you are right.” Aurelius folded his hands in the lap of his gray tunic. “I was an emperor of a vast nation. A leader of millions. My laws and edicts shaped people’s lives and defined justice. I led campaigns with tens of thousands of soldiers at my command. I died knowing I had done my duty and fulfilled it to the best of my ability. I died in peace, with the knowledge that my successes outweighed my failures, both as an emperor and a man.”
 
   Aurelius looked at his hands in his lap as if contemplating what they had become.
 
   “Now I am a foot solider in a war I could never have imagined possible, surrounded by people from history and the future, wandering a fortress so far in the past I cannot recognize the wondrous beasts outside its walls, and all of us led in our struggles by a woman. A woman who, if I am honest with myself, frightens me more than a little.” 
 
   “You don’t need to fear Councilwoman Elizabeth.” Gabriel nearly laughed at the thought, then thought of something else. “But if you ever meet Nefferati, I’d proceed with caution.” 
 
   Gabriel tried for a moment to consider how odd everything must seem for a man who had been the focal point of an empire where women were considered unworthy of rights. An empire that not only condoned slavery but subsisted upon it. An empire expanded over centuries by war after bloody war of conquest. 
 
   Gabriel felt almost envious of Aurelius’s sudden relegation to the sidelines of life in the castle and the war. Gabriel’s journey had been the reverse. From oblivious obscurity to the center of the raging fire of at the heart of the War of Time and Magic. 
 
   “Where did you get that bracelet?” Aurelius pointed to the beads wrapped around Gabriel’s wrist.
 
   “I made it, actually.” Gabriel held his wrist up so Aurelius could examine the stones more closely. 
 
   “A craftsman as well as a magician.” Aurelius touched one of the beads with an outstretched finger. “I once gave something similar to my daughter, Lucilla, when she was a child.” 
 
   Aurelius lowered his hand and sighed. 
 
   “I have learned she was executed by my son, Commodus, for attempting to overthrow his rule a few years after my death. Of all the mistakes I made in my life, insisting that my son become emperor was the most misguided. When I first learned of my second life, my rebirth, I felt possessed with the desire to know what had befallen my friends, my family, and my empire after my death. Now I wish I could forget everything I learned and live instead in ignorance. How long will that desire last, my young friend?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel had researched Aurelius’s life before the extraction and knew most historians considered his son Commudus’s twelve-year reign to be one of the three worst in the entire history of Roman Empire, alongside Nero’s and Caligula’s. Depressing news to add to all the knowledge that came with a mage’s rebirth.
 
   “I’m lucky. I was no one when I died.”
 
   “It seems you are very much someone now.” Aurelius breathed deeply and his mood seemed to brighten. “They tell me you are something rare.” 
 
   “I can do things other people can’t.” Gabriel thought about all those things for a moment. “It doesn’t make me special the way most people think it does.”
 
   “In my experience, character is what separates great individuals from people who are merely talented.” 
 
   Aurelius looked into Gabriel’s eyes as though searching for something. Seeming to find what he sought, he nodded, then turned away to stare back up at the clouds. “I do not envy you. I may have traded one burden for another, but mine is trivial in comparison to the weight you must carry.” 
 
   “How did you bear that weight in your other life, back when you were an emperor?”
 
   “All things are not as separate as they seem.” Aurelius waved his hand. “The clouds, the sky, the sun, the castle, the trees, you, me, all the people throughout time. They are all connected. We each have a part in the grand design of the universe. And we all must play our parts. If I had abandoned my duty when my people needed me, I would have been neglecting my role in the cosmic pattern. 
 
   “In a better world, I would have been a scholar, a philosopher. I have no doubt that I would have been a better philosopher than a ruler. But that was not my part to play. My responsibilities extended beyond my own desires. I had a duty, and I could not have been true to myself if I did not discharge it, even if it meant I made choices and took actions I personally disliked. My duty was more important than my own feelings. No one thread is central to the pattern of the cosmos, but one’s unraveling can unravel all the others.” 
 
   “But what if, in trying to do your duty, you unravel the pattern by accident?” This was another question Gabriel often wondered about. How could he know his actions had helped rather than harmed the war? 
 
   “A leader cannot know the future.” Aurelius laughed suddenly. “Well, maybe you can know the future, but you cannot know your own future. The best we can do is act upon our convictions with the hope that the results will benefit the world. Sometimes this means waging a war when you would rather sue for peace, or accepting peace when war might seem justified. 
 
   “Again, I am glad our roles are not reversed.” Aurelius reached out and patted Gabriel’s arm, a familiar, grandfatherly gesture that caused Gabriel’s heart to clench in remembrance of the grandfather he would never see again. 
 
   “Sometimes, I wish this all had never happened to me.” Gabriel held that thought a moment. “But then again, there are days when I get to sit and talk to one of the most famous men in history.”
 
   “And were I still dead, I could not sit and talk with a boy as unique as yourself. And I would not be able to do this.” Aurelius pointed his finger at a fallen leaf in the lawn. It quivered and then floated into the air, hovering for a second before gradually floating down to the grass. 
 
   “That’s great for your first week of training!” Gabriel smiled at the old emperor’s newfound skill. 
 
   “I’ve always been good at focusing my mind single-pointedly on a task.” Aurelius lowered his hand. “That seems to help.” 
 
   “It helps a great deal.” 
 
   As Gabriel looked up from the leaf, his eyes rested on the clock of the Curfew Tower. Nearly an hour had passed since his surreptitious meeting with Elizabeth and Akikane. The teams, all thirty of them, would be readying to leave. He concentrated on his space-time sense, extending it as far as he could. He felt gentle tugs at the fabric of space-time and knew the teams had begun their departures. If he had not known what to look for, and when, he would have noticed nothing. It was unlikely that any of Apollyon’s potential spies would be able to warn him or his duplicates of the surprise counter-attack. 
 
   “Well, it’s begun,” Gabriel said out loud. 
 
   “What has begun?” Aurelius gave Gabriel a quizzical look. 
 
   “Nothing, I was thinking out…” Gabriel stopped. His time-space sense rang in his head like a fire alarm. Multiple time-space jumps erupted throughout the castle grounds. Could the assault teams be back already? 
 
   An explosion rocked the Curfew Tower. Screams and shouts filled the air. Gabriel looked around, catching sight of someone standing atop the nearby Garter Tower. 
 
   His breath froze in his lungs. How could that be? He knew then what the many space-time jumps meant. What the jumps still happening meant.
 
   The war had come to Windsor Castle. 
 
   “What can I do?” Aurelius’s eyes went to the sword beside Gabriel. 
 
   Gabriel grabbed the Sword of Unmaking, swinging the strap over his shoulder with the same motion he used to unsheathe the blade. He turned to Aurelius. 
 
   “Hide.” 
 
   A nearby tree exploded in flame. Gabriel looked overhead to see three Apollyons floating above the King Henry VIII gate. 
 
   He took one step forward, claimed hold of all the imprints available to him, and launched himself upward into the sky. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6: Capture the Castle
 
    
 
   Gabriel soared through the air, heading straight for the three Apollyons hovering above the castle. 
 
   He did not fly often. Although slower than simply teleporting through space, it might give the advantage of being unexpected. The Apollyons did seem momentarily surprised by his arrival in the sky, but they swiftly began their simultaneous attack, nonetheless. 
 
   A wave of Malignant magic assailed Gabriel. Streams of fire from the three Apollyons’ fingers wove around him as curses battered his body and mind. A space-time seal fell around him while some invisible hand tried to crush him like a frail leaf. Gabriel focused on the power of the imprints at his disposal and dissolved the magical assaults arrayed against him. The three Apollyons blinked in unison from astonishment. 
 
   Gabriel found himself surprised at how easily he had overpowered the three Dark Mages. The source of his own now considerable strength lay in the bracelet around his left wrist. The beads of the bracelet, each a miniature concatenate crystal, connected to a string of six full concatenate crystals, linked back in turn to powerfully imprinted relics and artifacts in the vast store rooms of St. George’s Chapel. The resulting bracelet linked him to forty-nine objects imbued with Grace imprints and another forty-nine imbued with Malignant imprints. 
 
   The size of the tiny concatenate crystals rendered them useless beyond the confines of the castle grounds, but they bestowed upon Gabriel a massive amount of magical power within its boundaries. The idea of creating the links to both negatively and positively imbued objects in the castle had been Gabriel’s, but Ohin’s skill proved invaluable in making the crystals as small as possible. Teresa had helped him paint the crystals to look like stones and presented him the bracelet with some fanfare one dinner so no one would suspect its true nature. 
 
   Gabriel fought down a powerful wave of nausea from the Malignant imprints he held. They were easier to endure when balanced with Grace imprints, but it still felt like he had ingested a bucket of putrid swamp water. He relished the looks of confusion on the faces of the three Apollyons as he regained his internal equilibrium. 
 
   “It seems you have learned a few things of use in this castle, after all,” the middle Apollyon said. 
 
   “A shame it won’t be here for long.” The Apollyon on the right scowled. 
 
   “But then again, neither will you.” The Apollyon on the left glared.
 
   Gabriel could sense them beginning to form another attack. The three of them floating before him reminded him of the last time he had faced three Apollyons. Magical energy followed his thoughts even before the idea had fully formed in his mind. A space-time seal clamped down around the three Apollyons while the air around them rushed away, leaving them trapped in a vacuum bubble. 
 
   The Apollyons gasped and struggled, combining their magical energies to attack the space-time seal Gabriel held in place. As they panicked and their mental defenses slipped, Gabriel could hear their thoughts calling to their twinned brothers for assistance. 
 
   “Help.”
 
   “Above.” 
 
   “He’s killing us.” 
 
   Gabriel felt the bending of space-time, signaling the arrival of several Apollyons to rescue their brethren. He released the space-time seal and vacuum of air, letting the Apollyons plummet to the ground as he leapt through space to a point high above the castle grounds. The vertigo of suddenly being half a mile above the castle made his head spin, but he steadied himself and studied the scene below. 
 
   He could see five Apollyons halting the decent of their three falling companions near the castle gate. From his vantage in the sky, the castle seemed overrun with ants. Vicious, dangerous, black-clad ants intent on destroying the castle and the mages within it. With all the chaos created by the magical battle being fought, Gabriel found it hard to follow the events below. 
 
   He estimated at least fifty Apollyon twins were involved in attacking the castle. He could see no other Malignancy Mages. Maybe the Apollyons felt they were strong enough on their own. Maybe they didn’t trust the other Dark Mages. Maybe the other Dark Mages were all involved in the attack on Dresden…if there was an attack. It seemed clear that the information on Dresden had been a double-layered trap, intended to both separate the castle forces and attack the castle itself. But why? Why take the risk? 
 
   The upper floor of the state apartments exploded in flame, bringing Gabriel’s thoughts back to the fighting below. He couldn’t afford to waste more time. He needed a plan. Akikane’s training concentrated on learning how to unify thought and magic in battle, but he always emphasized the importance of strategy. 
 
   Gabriel watched as the castle defenders beneath him took heavy losses. A team of six Grace Mages normally proved barely a match for a single Apollyon, even when they had time to prepare and could access concatenate crystals. Caught by surprise, the teams remaining in the castle stood little chance of survival. Gabriel scanned the castle grounds for his own team, but found it impossible to discern them from his altitude. He fought back against a rising sense of panic as he watched the battle for the castle. If only he could do something about all those vile little ant-like Apollyons killing his friends and fellow mages. 
 
   Ants. 
 
   A memory bubbled up in the back of Gabriel’s mind — a summer afternoon spent in the company of distant cousin intent on introducing him to a favorite cruel pastime. 
 
   Gabriel looked above to the noonday sun blazing in the pale cerulean sky. Magic formed even as he looked back down. Ling had taught him how to manipulate gravity to create a lens capable of warping and magnifying light. She used it like a massive telescope to see things at a distance. But a magnifying glass also had other uses. 
 
   Gabriel spotted five Apollyons standing atop the Round Tower casting bolts of lightning, streams of fire, and waves of other devastating magics against fifteen or so Grace Mages trapped in the yard of the Middle Ward. Uncertain how big to make the lens, or how much to bend and concentrate the light that would flow through it, Gabriel elected the most reliable option — making it as large and powerful as possible. As the magic creating the gravity lens coalesced, he estimated it stretched nearly a mile in diameter. A wave of anger rushed through him as he focused the gravity lens on the five Apollyons attacking his fellow Grace Mages.
 
   Unimaginable brightness blotted out the landscape below, centered on the Round Tower. An explosion of stone and light followed for a second before Gabriel released the magic of the gravity lens. The whole top half of the tower had been vaporized. Stone, melted to magma-like rivulets, streamed down the side of the structure’s remnants. No sign remained that the Apollyons might have escaped. 
 
   Shocked by the level of destruction he had wrought, as well as the potential deaths of the five Apollyons, Gabriel barely noticed the bending of space-time around him as a swarm of eight Apollyons appeared in the nearby air to attack him. He leapt through space himself as they arrived. 
 
   He had a strategy now. He might have to destroy the castle to save it, but the alternative would be worse. 
 
   Gabriel appeared in the middle of a magical skirmish between two Apollyons and a team of six Grace Mages in the Upper Ward courtyard outside the state apartments. The Apollyons spun to redirect their attacks toward Gabriel but found him already focusing his anger and magical energy as he materialized and raised his hand. The two Apollyons flew backward as though struck by a giant baseball bat, hurtling a hundred feet through the air like small black missiles before hitting the walls of the Prince Wales Tower with a painful sounding crunch. Even as the two unconscious Apollyons fell to the ground, Gabriel bent space around himself, catching the astonished looks of his fellow Grace Mages before he appeared again, high above the land.
 
   As he formed the gravity lens again, Gabriel scanned the castle, looking for his next target. A flame erupted from the ground, capturing his attention. Three Apollyons in the Lower Ward fought a circle of twelve Grace Mages, attacking from the vantage of the Mary Tudor Tower. Gabriel’s rage against the invaders felt like a furious fire in his breast. He focused the gravity lens and a cloud of light and earth erupted in the Lower Ward. As the dust settled, a massive crater of charred soil twenty feet in diameter smoked in the ground. Gabriel released the gravity lens and teleported through space as he felt several Apollyons jumping to his location.  
 
   He appeared in the Royal Gardens in the middle of four Apollyons fighting against a circle of nine Grace Mages. One of the Apollyons looked over his shoulder. Gabriel glared at the man he had come to despise, the bonfire of hatred in his heart taking manifest form. A wall of flame exploded around the Dark Mages, billowing into the sky as it became a cyclone of fire and wind, carrying away the four Apollyons.  
 
   Gabriel pushed the tornado of flame across the garden grounds, directly toward two other Apollyons fighting a lone Time Mage who jumped through space around them, the steel blade of his sword flashing in the sunlight. Gabriel recognized him. Hans. One of Akikane’s best students. The young man stared in astonishment as the fiery whirlwind swept up the couple of Apollyons and carried them toward the edge of the grounds. 
 
   Gabriel heard two screams, which seemed distinguished amid all the other sounds of terror around him. These voices sounded entirely too high-pitched and too distraught. 
 
   Children. 
 
   He frantically looked around, knowing he needed to jump again soon. There. A boy and a girl, ages six and eight, hiding under a bench in the gardens. How had they gotten there? There were very few children in the castle, and they should have been in the school room within the private apartments. 
 
   Gabriel jumped through space to the children. They screamed even louder as he appeared suddenly, crouching down beside them. Fortunately, they quickly recognized him. 
 
   “Gabriel!” The girl threw her arms around Gabriel’s neck, and he felt the flame of anger within him flare again. He had to protect them.
 
   “The Goblins are attacking!” The boy clutched at Gabriel’s arm. 
 
   With so few of them around, everyone knew the names of all the children. Leah and Liam. Brother and sister. Both born in the castle. Their parents both Time Mages. Hopefully, both still lived. 
 
   “Hiding is good, but we need to find someplace safer for you.” Gabriel tried to smile reassuringly. By the children’s reactions, it more closely resembled a scowl. He held them both tight, more for their comfort than practicality, and jumped again. They appeared a moment later in a dimly lit room of stone blocks and iron bars. 
 
   “The dungeon,” Leah said, her voice squeaking. She held him tighter. 
 
   “The cellars,” Gabriel said. “You’ll be safe here.” Electric bulbs flickered. The emergency generators were probably under attack. Gabriel used Fire Magic to light two old oil lamps bolted to the walls.  
 
   “But it’s dark!” Liam said, his eyes filled with panic.
 
   “Would you rather be down here by yourselves, or up there with the goblins?” Gabriel slowly and gently pulled the children’s hands from his arms. 
 
   “We’d rather be with Mommy and Daddy.” Leah wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve. 
 
   “You’ll be with them soon.” Gabriel hoped it proved true. He had seen a lot of fallen Grace Mages on the castle grounds above. “I need to go now.” 
 
   “Are you going to stop them?” Liam sniffed and rubbed his eyes. 
 
   “I’m going to do my best.” Gabriel hoped his best would be enough. And soon enough. He sensed the rage begin to burn brightly within him once again. 
 
   “Make sure they don’t come back.” Leah frowned in barely controlled anger. 
 
   “Stay here.” 
 
   Gabriel warped the space around himself and once more appeared high above the castle. 
 
   As he completed the jump, he realized his mistake. A space-time seal slipped around him as a barrage of Malignant magics assaulted his mind and body in rapid succession. Eight Apollyons floated in the air around him. They had countered his strategy more quickly than he had anticipated. 
 
   He drew on all the power of the magical imprints he held yet still found himself barely able to keep the onslaught at bay. Eight Apollyons were a match for him. 
 
   Relying, as they did, on their connection to their duplicates holding negative imprints at sites of great violence, rather than concatenate crystals, the Apollyons could be extraordinarily powerful. However, their powers, like all mages’ powers, came from how many imprints they could hold. If nearly fifty Apollyons were at the castle, that left few able to provide them with imprints. Especially if more were involved in the attack on the Dresden outpost. Unless there were more duplicate Apollyons than the Council suspected. 
 
   “We are stronger than you.” The Apollyons all looked the same and dressed the same, so Gabriel didn’t bother wondering which one spoke. He saw anger in their eyes, and, for the first time, fear. He didn’t have to read their minds to know their thoughts. They wanted to kill him. Badly. 
 
    “We will always be stronger.” Another Apollyon. 
 
   He hoped they could not so easily intuit the icy fear suddenly grasping at his heart, threatening to freeze the rage blazing there since the battle began. A sweat broke out along his face and back as he focused on repelling the Apollyons’ magics. 
 
   “How many of you are there these days?” Gabriel might as well try to acquire some useful information while he had the opportunity. Assuming he lived through the encounter, it might prove important. 
 
   “Enough.” Several Apollyons answered in unison. 
 
   “If it were really enough, the Great Barrier would be gone.” The Council suspected that Apollyon would need to make at least 108 copies of himself to have any hope of destroying The Great Barrier of Probability. If he had created that many twins, why would he delay? 
 
   “It will be gone soon enough.” The Apollyons spoke in unison. It felt like listening to a demented choir. “As will you.” 
 
   As the Apollyons’ last words faded, their magical attacks, which had not ceased during the conversation, abated momentarily. With his next breath, Gabriel discovered why. No air occupied the space surrounding him, trapping him in an airless space-time seal, exactly like he had done to the first three Apollyons he’d encountered. 
 
   The eight Apollyons still spoke, but with no air to bring the sound waves of their voices to his ears, Gabriel could only see their lips moving. They appeared to be gloating, but he could hear none of it. The physics of the situation apparently escaped them. Gabriel might have tried to read their lips if more urgent matters, like breathing, hadn’t required his attention. 
 
   Through a haze of terror, his mind noticed two things simultaneously. First, suffocating from lack of air felt nothing like the sensation of drowning. Neither was pleasant, both would kill you, but lack of air seemed to create less fright. The second thing he noticed provided him a sliver of hope. The Apollyons used the same method of suffocation against him as he had against their twins, but incompletely. While they held him in place with a field of gravity, they devoted most of their energies to maintaining the space-time seal. 
 
   Gasping for airless breaths, the fiery sensation of his lungs becoming a physical manifestation of the anger burning in his breast, Gabriel abandoned his struggles against the space-time seal and focused all the power of his magic into two separate courses.  He thrust himself earthward, even as he again formed a gravity lens above himself. The lens did not stretch as wide as previous versions, but it proved more than sufficient in its magnifying power. 
 
   He forced his way through the magical chains of gravity holding him aloft moments before the sky around him exploded in heat and light. The concussion from the explosion of super-heated air hit him like a crashing wave. 
 
   He tumbled through the sky, temporarily unconscious, arms fluttering, the Sword of Unmaking slipping from his grasp. He blinked his eyes with awareness, gasping in shock as he rushed toward the ground below. He concentrated on reclaiming the imprints of the concatenate crystal bracelet, using its magical energy to arrest his descent at the last possible second. 
 
   Gabriel hung inches above the ground, feeling as though he were a speeding train that had hit a mountain wall. He lowered himself to the grass of the Middle Ward lawn and sat up. The Sword of Unmaking struck the ground beside him, burying itself nearly to the hilt in the soft grass. Gabriel jumped, his heart pounding in his chest from his narrow escape and near impalement from his own sword. 
 
   In the brief moments following, he noted the absence of the rage that had so consumed him during the battle. He knew its source. The Malignant imprints he wielded to defend the castle affected his mind. He had trained to avoid their effects, but never with this many dark imprints, and never against a foe as ruthless as the attacking Apollyons. He would have to worry about the consequences of this anger after the army of Dark Mages had been defeated.
 
   Around him, the battle to save the castle still raged, Apollyons attacking in groups of threes and fours and hammering teams of Grace Mages with wave after wave of Malignant magic.  Gabriel rolled to his feet, straining to pull the Sword of Unmaking from the ground as he tried to assess the battlefield and quickly determine a new strategy for defending the castle. 
 
   He found little time to formulate a new set of tactics. He saw something equally as important as saving the castle. Across the yard, beneath the broad branches of an oak tree, four Apollyons waged a battle of horrendous magic against Elizabeth and the members of the Chimera team. 
 
   Gabriel jumped through space, appearing beside the fallen ruins of the still-smoking Round Tower. The acrid odor stabbed at his nostrils as he raised the Sword of Unmaking above his shoulder. The four Apollyons, twenty feet away, turned like limbs of a single body to see him standing at their sides, sword raised in challenge. 
 
   Gabriel felt the rage rekindled within, searing hot as he lowered the sword in a swift arc, the mountainous wall of rubble behind him flying into the air like a million stone projectiles traveling faster than the eye could track. The wall of debris crashed through the four Apollyons, carrying them across the yard and slamming them into the North Terrace wall. 
 
   Gabriel disappeared and reappeared beside Elizabeth and his team. They looked exhausted, each sporting at least one obvious wound. He would have sworn they had been the ones hit with a wall of rubble. At least they were all still alive. 
 
   “Gabriel.” Elizabeth sighed, wiping dust and sweat from her face. “At least one of us is having some success in defending the castle.”
 
   “Was that you who blew up the Round Tower?” Rajan bent over to catch his breath. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel looked around. He didn’t want to stay in any one place too long, especially near Elizabeth and the team. It presented too great a risk. He couldn’t jeopardize them like that. Not with how strongly the Apollyons wanted him dead. 
 
   “That was brilliant.” Teresa placed her hand on his shoulder. “But you had us worried.” 
 
   “I’m fine.” Gabriel looked at Teresa, grateful for her touch, but still too possessed by anger at the invaders to offer his customary smile. He turned to Elizabeth. “Do you have it?”
 
   “Yes.” Elizabeth patted the pocket of her tunic. “I thought it would be safer with me, but I’m beginning to suspect that was a mistake.” 
 
   “Do you think they’re here for it?” Gabriel asked, looking around. 
 
   “Among other things.” Elizabeth frowned. “Yes. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “You have to protect Councilwoman Elizabeth at all costs,” Gabriel said to Ohin, his voice tight with passion. 
 
   “That is what we’ve been doing.” Ohin’s voice sounded weary and annoyed. 
 
   “Not here in the open.” Gabriel looked around at his friends, his heart pounding with fear for them, and also what it might mean if Elizabeth were captured. “You have to hide. Try the cellars.” 
 
   “We can’t hide when the castle is under attack.” Ling looked like she might fight Gabriel for suggesting the notion. 
 
   “He’s right.” Everyone looked at Elizabeth. “It’s more important than the castle.” 
 
   “I’ll find you when it’s over.” Gabriel turned to go, gently sliding Teresa’s hand from his shoulder. He wanted to turn to her and tell her…tell her what? He had no time to puzzle through his feelings for her. 
 
   “What will you do?” Marcus gestured to Gabriel’s singed clothes and bruised face. “You look half-dead.” 
 
   “I’ll think of something.” Gabriel hoped he would. 
 
   “They are all sharing one mind,” Sema said, reaching out to wipe a smudge of soot from Gabriel’s face. “Try to use that if you can.” 
 
   Gabriel felt space-time around them warping and knew the other Apollyons had found them. As he jumped away through space, he tried to grab the materializing Apollyons and take them with him. There were six of them. He managed to grab four. Hopefully Elizabeth and the team could cope with the other two and then find a secure place to take shelter. 
 
   Gabriel and his four captive Apollyons appeared on the roof of St. George’s Chapel. The four were not as disoriented as he had hoped they might be, and they seemed intent on calling for reinforcements. Gabriel felt seven more Apollyons arriving via the warping of space as he jumped again himself. 
 
   Sema’s idea had given him the glimmerings of a plan, but he would need to find and restrain a lone Apollyon for it to work. Unfortunately, the Apollyons knew they were vulnerable alone and only attacked in groups. Gabriel repeatedly jumped through space from one end of the castle to the other, alighting for a moment to survey the battleground before jumping again in search of a solitary Apollyon. 
 
   After twenty-plus jumps, he found one fighting three Grace Mages near the Military Knight’s Lodgings, a fallen fellow Apollyon at his feet. Eight Grace Mages also lay on the ground, some far too motionless to be alive. A Time Mage held the lone Apollyon from jumping through space while one Fire and one Wind Mage attacked. 
 
   Gabriel studied the scene for a moment, feeling the anger flare in his heart. Raising his hands, he used Wind Magic to pull the Apollyon to him in a single, jarring motion. The Apollyon crossed fifteen feet in a fraction of a second, Gabriel’s hands reaching out to clasp the man’s skull as he came to a halt. 
 
   Remembering his lessons in Kumaradevi’s arena, his fiery rage blazing even brighter at the memory, Gabriel concentrated all of his magical energy into the Soul Magic he arrayed against the Apollyon in his grasp. The Apollyon struggled for a moment, then went rigid, a high-pitched wail bubbling forth from his lips. Gabriel pressed on, reaching into the Apollyon’s mind and searching for the man’s connection to his twins. After a moment, he found it — a whirlwind of voices. Voices filled with concern. As Gabriel pushed farther, pouring more caustic Soul Magic into the link between the Dark Mages, the whirlwind of voices became a cyclone of screams. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes and looked around, trying to gauge the effect his Soul Magic had on the army of Apollyons. From his vantage on the side of the Lower Ward, he could see several Apollyons grasping their heads, immobile with pain. He could also feel them fighting back along the links that connected them to the Apollyon quaking before him. 
 
   Gabriel took to the air once more, risking the use of some of his magical energy for flight, sparing a little more for the Wind Magic necessary to hold the convulsing, lone Apollyon beside him. 
 
   He came to a halt several hundred feet above the castle grounds and looked down. The tide of the battle had changed. The Apollyons stood motionless and under attack by the remaining Grace Mages. Gabriel noticed several other people not moving. 
 
   Teresa lay on the grass where he had left her in the Middle Ward. Elizabeth lay beside her, as did the rest of the team. Three Apollyons stood clasping their heads in agony nearby. Gabriel knew he could not continue to hold the Soul Magic spell on the Apollyons for long, and could never hope to keep it in place while helping his fallen companions. 
 
   Gabriel released the Wind Magic holding the Apollyon beside him in the air at the same time he undid the Soul Magic trapping the Dark Mages like beetles in amber. He glanced at the screaming Apollyon as the man plunged to the ground. Against all his better judgment, Gabriel felt sorry for him. Not sorry enough to quell the anger still swaying him, nor enough to slow the Dark Mage’s descent, but sorry, nonetheless.  
 
   Gabriel jumped through space, appearing beside Teresa and the others. He scanned Teresa’s unconscious form with Heart-Tree Magic and found her mildly concussed but otherwise uninjured. Fearing an attack, he glanced up, his eyes widening in surprise as he watched the army of Apollyons disappear from the castle grounds while they recovered from Gabriel’s Soul Magic. 
 
   He quickly examined his other unconscious teammates, finding nothing life-threatening in their injuries. As Ohin moaned, Gabriel knelt next to Elizabeth. He frowned as he probed her with his magical senses. A deep unconsciousness held her mind, a powerful Soul Magic curse clinging to her brain like black tar on exposed skin. The magic-induced coma gripped her mind completely. 
 
   Gabriel could not guess how much time it would take to cure her from the spell. Probing the curse, seeing how deeply it reached into Elizabeth’s mind, he could not be certain that she would ever be cured. It did, however, explain the uniform state of his teammates. Close proximity to a curse that powerful could easily have rendered them instantly unconscious. 
 
   Gritting his teeth in anger, he checked Elizabeth’s tunic pocket and cursed. Empty. One of the Apollyons must have it. But which one? He looked around as more of Dark Mages fled from the castle and the defensive attacks by the Grace Mages. It could be any one of them. Could be, but more likely one who had been close to Elizabeth when Gabriel started his attack. There had been several close by. Three were still left, battling off a team of Grace Mages as they tried to recover one of their fallen duplicates. 
 
   Gabriel stood up, looking around. How to make sense of the pattern? So much movement. So much activity. Except…one place. One person. Someone not moving. Someone in black, hiding behind a fallen wall. Odd. Why would one of the Apollyons be hiding? Why not simply jump through time with the others? 
 
   Then Gabriel realized the fallen wall concealed the hiding Apollyon from the view of his fellow duplicates in the courtyard. The rogue Apollyon wasn’t trying to avoid capture by the Grace Mages — he awaited the retreat of the other Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel ducked down behind a nearby fallen tree and watched the rogue Apollyon. The last of the other Apollyons had finally departed. Gabriel waited, but did not sense a disturbance in the space-time continuum for nearly a minute. As he watched the lone Apollyon, he noticed something in the Dark Mage’s hand. Was that a flash of red leather? Did this Apollyon have Elizabeth’s notebook? 
 
   He felt the Apollyon begin to warp time and space to jump away, free from his brothers. 
 
   Gabriel knew he only had one chance of retrieving the notebook. He would have to try shadowing the rogue Apollyon to ghost his time travel path, following him like a bloodhound tracking the scent of a fox. 
 
   He glanced over at Elizabeth, Ohin, and the others and then looked back to see the rogue Apollyon disappear. He could feel the trail with his space-time sense, but he couldn’t follow too closely or the Apollyon would sense him. Too far away and he would never be able to perceive the faint trail of the relic the rogue Apollyon used to travel through time. 
 
   Gabriel waited as long as he could, nearly a full ten seconds, and then warped the fabric of space-time around himself to follow the mysterious rogue Apollyon, hoping to recover the notebook that might otherwise give the Dark Mage the long-sought knowledge of how to destroy the Great Barrier of Probability. 
 
   As Gabriel departed the castle grounds, leaping through space and time toward an unknowably dangerous destination, he felt a hand clasp around his shoulder.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7: Siege Mentality
 
    
 
   Gabriel ignored the hand on his shoulder. Whoever grabbed ahold of him wasn’t trying to attack, so he disregarded the fingers grasping him tightly. He needed all his concentration to follow the rogue Apollyon. Ghosting a Time Mage, particularly a mage as powerful and experienced as the rogue Apollyon, would be no simple task. As the whiteness of space-time travel faded, Gabriel held onto it, keeping himself and his mysterious companion on the edge of materializing with the rogue Apollyon. 
 
   To surreptitiously follow another Time Mage jumping through time without their knowledge, one needed not only to sense the specific warping of space-time, but also the signature of the relic being used to determine a time and location in history. 
 
   The whiteness signaling the contraction of space-time at the end of a jump continued to linger. Gabriel could distinguish a forest beyond the horizon of the time barrier around him. He could also perceive the rogue Apollyon making another jump. 
 
   Gabriel allowed the whiteness to collapse around him for a fraction of a second, seeing the forest he had sensed, large pine trees looming overhead. His space-time sense stretched to its limit, he caught the fading tendrils of the rogue Apollyon’s jump and thrust himself into the chase.
 
   Gabriel had spent months with Ohin practicing how to avoid allowing another Time Mage to track him while making jumps. This training also resulted, not surprisingly, in Gabriel being very good at tracking Time Mages jumping away from him. He pursued the rogue Apollyon through repeated jumps in various times and places in history. His prey took no chances, using a different relic for each jump — taking them to rural China in what looked like the country’s medieval period, then to a barren island in the middle of a rock-strewn sea, and to an empty apartment in what might have been New York City in the 1920s. The rogue Apollyon made eight jumps in all. 
 
   Gabriel held the whiteness at the end of the final jump long enough to make sure the rogue Apollyon would not depart again, then nudged himself back into blackness. He warped space-time ever so slightly and arrived a full thirty seconds in the past, a hundred feet from where the rogue Apollyon would appear. 
 
   Gabriel had only seconds to take in his surroundings and confront the enigmatic companion still clutching at his shoulder. He stood near the wall of what appeared to be a courtyard within a medieval castle. 
 
   He grabbed the hand at his shoulder and twisted from the wrist, as Ling had taught him in their many martial arts lessons. As he turned around to face the owner of the hand, he found his own wrist bent back in a counter move. 
 
   “Ouch, you idiot.” He let go of the hand and spun on his heel at the sound of Teresa’s voice.
 
   “What are you doing?” Gabriel looked around the crowded castle courtyard beyond Teresa’s shoulder. 
 
   “I’m keeping you from doing something stupid again.” Teresa straightened up to her full height, which left her an inch taller than Gabriel, even after a year of male adolescent growth.
 
   “I’m not doing something stupid, I’m tracking one of the Apollyons.” Gabriel stepped between the oaken beams of an open-faced lean-to built along the stone walls of the castle so they would attract less attention. He didn’t think anyone had seen them arrive, but if they continued to argue, someone would surely notice them. 
 
   “You ran off by yourself again. How is that not stupid?” Teresa stepped beside Gabriel under the edge of the lean-to and looked around. She shimmered briefly, and her clothing shifted to become similar to the dress of the medieval villagers they could see jamming the inner courtyard of the castle. 
 
   Gabriel followed Teresa’s example, remembering to adjust the coloring of his skin to appear paler like the people around him. As a final touch, he made the Sword of Unmaking slung over his back appear to be a small bundle of sticks. 
 
   “I had no choice but to go alone.” Gabriel actually felt relieved seeing Teresa, and this emotion found expression through his tone of voice. He also felt a sense of peace as he realized the anger dominating his mind since touching the Malignant imprints of the bracelet had finally begun to fade. 
 
   “I saw one of the Apollyons waiting for the others to leave. I think he had Councilwoman Elizabeth’s notebook. So I followed him.” 
 
   “What notebook, and where is this Apollyon?” Teresa looked furtively around the castle’s bailey yard. 
 
   “The notebook contains everything known about the Great Barrier of Probability.” Gabriel pointed discreetly to the other side of the castle grounds. “And the rogue Apollyon is going to arrive over there in about two seconds.” 
 
   Teresa followed the direction of Gabriel’s finger and they both watched as the rogue Apollyon blinked into existence in the shadowed recesses between two thatch-roofed stables. He did not bother to change his appearance as he stepped out into the throng of people working and milling about the courtyard. Gabriel could feel the Soul Magic the rogue Apollyon used to turn people’s attention away from his presence. 
 
   “We have to follow him, but we can’t use magic.” Gabriel started to walk in the direction of the rogue Apollyon. “He might be able to sense it.”
 
   “So, what’s the plan?” Teresa stepped quickly to catch up with Gabriel. 
 
   “We have to get the notebook back before the rogue Apollyon can decipher it.” Gabriel tried to relax his mind while he walked. Without the aid of Soul Magic, he and Teresa would need to do everything possible to avoid attracting attention. Ohin and Akikane had taught him how to gently force the subtle energy of his being, the same energy he used to create magic, lower and lower into his body. Doing this lessened people’s subconscious interest in him. Teresa called it putting her chi in her feet. Gabriel had no doubt she performed the same practice as she walked beside him. 
 
   “What kind of code is it written in?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “Elizabeth wrote it in a dead language using a special alphabet she created herself.” Gabriel twisted sideways to avoid colliding with a soldier.  
 
   “Where does she find time for…never mind.” Teresa ducked under a ladder carried by a man whose tool bag silently named him as a carpenter. 
 
   “We need to follow him and steal the notebook back, then escape without him tracking us.” Gabriel slowed down, realizing they didn’t need to follow the rogue Apollyon very far. The black-shrouded man walked through the front entrance of a small stone church built against the wall of the castle. What would an Apollyon be doing in a church? 
 
   “Now what?” Teresa asked as they stopped beside an open-sided foundry, a blacksmith’s hammer strikes ringing out as he slowly forged a double-edged sword. 
 
   “We have to get inside and see what he does.” Gabriel looked around the courtyard. It seemed awfully full of people from what he could remember about medieval castles. He could see soldiers high on the walls above, and several groups of them among the crowd of villagers in the courtyard. Some of the village men worked building stone and wooden structures along the walls while several women cooked in pots suspended by tripods above open fires. Children, looking even dirtier than their adult counterparts, raced through the spaces between clumps of peasants, or they sat huddled with their companions while gnawing on hard, dark bread. 
 
   “We should go back to the castle and get reinforcements.” Teresa ignored their surroundings and stared at Gabriel. “We need help.” 
 
   “I’d love to, but we can’t.” The more Gabriel looked at the courtyard and the walls of the castle, the more certain he became of that statement. “If we use magic to leave, the rogue Apollyon will sense it and flee.”
 
   “If we leave the castle, we can get far enough away. He’ll never sense a thing.” Teresa’s voice sounded simultaneously hopeful and worried. 
 
   “We can’t get out of the castle.” Gabriel sighed and gestured to the mass of villagers packed into the castle’s bailey. “The castle is under siege.”
 
   Teresa looked around and blinked as the truth of Gabriel’s statement sank in. 
 
   “So let me sum up.” Teresa sighed and raised her fingers, counting them off silently as she spoke. “We can’t go back to our castle. We can’t use magic. We need to steal a notebook back from one of the Apollyons so he can’t use it to destroy the Great Barrier of Probability. We’re trapped in a medieval castle under siege. And we have no idea what castle it is, whether or not everyone dies, or when that might happen.” 
 
   “Actually, I think I do know what castle this is.” Gabriel barely managed not to sigh. 
 
   “Okay, impress me.” Teresa raised one eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
   “Based on the curves of those scalloped walls, I’d say we’re in the middle bailey of Chateau Gaillard.” Gabriel gestured to the castle walls, which curved into each other like a series of semicircular towers built right next to one another. 
 
   “Those walls are very distinctive. They were designed to make it harder to attack with projectiles. And see those arrow slits? The curves allow arrows to be fired from multiple angles. That’s the inner bailey, and beyond those walls you can see a tower that has to be the keep. Behind the far walls is the Seine River. We’re in the middle bailey, and back behind us, across a moat, is the outer bailey, facing the valley where the sieging soldiers are massed.” 
 
   “I am so glad somebody pays attention during Ohin’s history lectures.” Teresa laughed lightly. “What do you know about the siege?”
 
   “Based on the weather and the number of people still in the castle, I’d say we’re near the beginning of it.” Gabriel squinted as he tried to remember more details about Chateau Gaillard and the siege. He wished he had his copy of The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History with him. “The siege lasted six months, I think. This is probably sometime in December of 1203. King Philip of France won’t capture the castle for a few months yet.”
 
    “Then we have plenty of time if we need it.” Teresa breathed a little easier.
 
   “Not really.” Gabriel tilted his head in the direction of the villagers. “The lord of the castle, Roger de Lacy, I think, is going to realize any day now that all these people eat a lot of food. He’s going to start kicking them out pretty soon.” 
 
   “So…” Teresa gave Gabriel a look that worried him a little. “What are our chances if the two of us attack this lone-wolf Apollyon when he’s not expecting it?”
 
   “You mean assuming we don’t use so much magic and attract so much attention that we create a bifurcation?” Gabriel had grown used to people telling him he could be impulsive and reckless. Not for the first time, he wondered how they never seemed to notice that Teresa was at least as impulsive and reckless as he. Reckless or not, her loyalty and bravery were beyond measure — as was his gratitude now at having her by his side. 
 
   “I’ve got the Sword of Unmaking and the pocket watch, but we have no idea what imbued artifacts he may have access to. He could have one concatenate crystal or several. It seems like he’s hiding from his brothers, but if he connects with their power, we’d be lucky if we could survive a battle, much less win it.” 
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Teresa’s face brightened. “Which means we’re going to have to be devious.” 
 
   “Then it’s a lucky thing for me that you tagged along.” Gabriel found his mood had lightened considerably with the hint of assuredness on Teresa’s lovely face. 
 
   “We need to sneak into that little chapel and see what this Apollyon is up to and get that notebook.” She looked toward the church the rogue Apollyon had disappeared into. “So, what are we waiting for?”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8: Castle Spies
 
    
 
   Gabriel and Teresa stepped though the slender doorway of the small chapel and paused for a moment, as much to let their eyes adjust to the darkened interior as to allow their nostrils to adapt to the odor. 
 
   The chapel had few windows. The outer wall of the castle dominated one whole side of the building, leaving only the opposite side to provide illumination from the sun. A handful of oil lamps, hung at strategic points around the space, added a dim, flickering yellow glow to the pale blue light of the overcast day that seeped through the heavily leaded glass windows. 
 
   No pews or benches lined the church floor. Medieval church parishioners normally stood for their weekly sermons. The majority of the forty or so refugees from the nearby village filling the chapel lay prone on the floor or leaned against the walls. The chapel housed all those too old, young, or sick to bear the strain of the frigid weather beyond its confines. 
 
   Gabriel noticed a thin man with tonsured hair and brownish-black robes kneeling in prayer beside an elderly woman coughing with some illness. Disease arising from humans crammed in close quarters with improper ventilation and poor sanitation proved a challenge for many castles under siege. If Gabriel remembered correctly, at least this castle had two interior wells. He wasn’t sure about waste disposal, but he seemed to remember something about the siege ending when King Philip’s men breached the castle walls by sneaking through a latrine chute. 
 
   “Not many places he could hide.” Teresa stepped into the chapel and slid up against the wall. She was right. The open rafters of the chapel held no attics or balconies. Behind the altar, 
 
   Gabriel could see a door illuminated by the light of a window at the back of the chapel. 
 
   “Maybe he’s in the priest’s quarters behind the altar.” Gabriel joined Teresa against the wall. “Or a cellar.”
 
   “I don’t see any way down to a cellar, even if there is one.” Teresa wrinkled her nose. The pungent smell of the oil lamps did little to cover the aroma of human sweat and excrement permeating the church. “I’d forgotten how much I love visiting the Middle Ages.” 
 
   “After a couple of days without a bath, you’ll hardly notice.” Gabriel motioned toward the back of the chapel. “Let’s see what we find.” 
 
   He gingerly stepped between two women crouching with their babies on the floor nearby and focused his mind, keeping his subtle energies in control, pushing them down, making himself less noticeable. It took nearly a minute to navigate the length of the chapel in this fashion. Occasionally people glanced up from their tasks, women darning the holes of overworn clothes, children playing with small clay marbles, old men laughing at some shared memory, but inevitably their gazes slid away from the young mages like water flowing around rocks in a stream. 
 
   No villagers occupied the small vestibule behind the altar. Gabriel assumed that respect for the priest as much as their faith kept them from sprawling in the space. The side of the short corridor facing the courtyard outside held a darkly stained wooden door. A stone wall filled the other side of the vestibule. Something about this seemed a bit odd to Gabriel, but he found himself strangely unconcerned about it. 
 
   “I’ll check it out,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I’ll keep watch,” Teresa said. “Be careful. He’s probably in there.” 
 
   Gabriel slowly crept down the hall. He glanced over his shoulder. Teresa stood where she could easily watch both him and the villagers in the nave. 
 
   He slipped beside the thick oak door and listened. He heard nothing from within. He pulled gently on the handle of the door, hoping the wrought-iron hinges nailed into the stone archway would prove well-oiled. The door swung toward him slowly. The hinges remained silent. He tugged at the handle until a slender crack opened between the door and the frame. 
 
   Darkness filled the small, stone chamber. Gabriel risked pulling the door open enough to peer through, placing his eye to the opened slit. He closed his other eye and waited for his vision to adapt. 
 
   The room held nothing but a wash basin resting on a small table, a three-legged stool, a thin wooden bed, and a clay chamber pot. 
 
   Gabriel frowned and leaned back, pushing the door closed to what appeared to be the priest’s private quarters. He turned to Teresa and shook his head at her questioning look. She frowned. 
 
   Gabriel mimicked her frown, but not because the room had been empty. Something else bothered him. The wall across from him seemed solid, but it lay a good seven feet from the side wall of the chapel, the outer wall of the castle. Odd, but nothing he needed to be concerned about. 
 
   Gabriel started to walk back to Teresa, but stopped. He frowned even deeper. He turned back to the wall and placed his hand on it, reaching out with his magic-sense. As he did so, the wall changed, revealing a door resting directly across from the one he had examined. 
 
   The rogue Apollyon had used Soul Magic to cloak the presence of the room. With so many villagers around, no one would know the room existed except for the priest, whose memory the rogue Apollyon could easily adjust. 
 
   The door to the hidden room sat slightly ajar. Gabriel took a long, slow breath, concentrating on his subtle energy and pushing it down into his toes. He took two quick, silent steps to the door and placed his eye to the inch-wide gap. 
 
   The room looked almost identical to the one across the hall. The rogue Apollyon sat on a rickety stool, hunched over a table. Councilwoman Elizabeth’s notebook sat opened before him. He rubbed his forehead in frustration as he slowly flipped through the last pages of the thin, leather-bound book. The Dark Mage sighed heavily. 
 
   Gabriel eased away from the door, quickly retreating to Teresa’s side. He guided her around the corner and out of sight of the rogue Apollyon’s chamber. 
 
   “Is there a reason you were staring at that wall so closely?” A mild concern filled Teresa’s face as she gently placed her hand on his chest. “You can’t lose your mind on me while we’re trapped in a castle under siege in the Middle Ages with an Apollyon wondering around.” 
 
   “I’m not losing my mind.” Gabriel found the warmth of Teresa’s hand on his chest comforting — and extremely distracting at the same time. 
 
   “There’s a door to another room. The rogue Apollyon used Soul Magic to cloak it.” 
 
   Teresa looked around the corner of the wall to where the door should be and shook her head. 
 
   “I can’t see a thing.” She sounded annoyed to be so easily fooled by the rogue Apollyon’s magic. 
 
   “What was he doing?”
 
   “Nothing,” Gabriel said. “He was looking at the notebook. Probably trying to figure out how to read it.”
 
   “If he had any sense, he would have gone to the future and tried to use a supercomputer to break the code,” Teresa said. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
   Outside the chapel, Gabriel and Teresa sat in the dirt beside a thatched-roof storage barn across the courtyard and considered their options. They had few.
 
   “Would you like to sum up again?” Gabriel’s tone sounded both teasing and tired. Exhaustion still clung to him from the battle to save their castle. It felt like he hadn’t slept in days. He couldn’t tell if his mind ached more than his body, but both needed rest. He longed for a hot shower, a hearty meal, and the comfort of his warm bed. 
 
   He consoled himself with the fact that he would finally have some time alone with Teresa. 
 
   “Let’s see,” Teresa said in a chipper tone of voice as she assumed a plastic smile. “We need to find food, but we can’t disrupt the Primary Continuum, and since we’re in a castle under siege, we’ll be lucky to steal a few potatoes.” 
 
   “No potatoes yet.” Gabriel’s mouthed watered at the thought of a big baked potato with melted cheddar cheese and sour cream. “Potatoes come from Peru. They don’t end up in Europe until the 1700s.” 
 
   “Thank you, Mr. History.” Teresa nudged Gabriel playfully with her elbow. “So, to continue with the litany of our predicament, we’ll be lucky to steal some old parsnips. Those are parsnips that woman over there is cooking, right?”
 
   “They smell like parsnips.” Gabriel swallowed to keep from drooling as his stomach rumbled. 
 
   “So, food will be hard to come by, and we need to find a place to sleep that’s out of the cold but where we can watch that chapel in case the rogue Apollyon leaves, and we need to spy on him often enough to figure out how to steal the notebook back before he decodes it but without using magic, and we have to escape before he can kill us both.” Teresa’s plastic smile melted into a scowl. 
 
   They sat together in silence for a few minutes. Gabriel contemplated all the points in Teresa’s list. The hardest part would be getting the notebook from the rogue Apollyon. But none of it would be easy. When he had imagined spending time alone with Teresa, it had been under circumstances more amorous than arduous. He suddenly found himself aware of how close she sat to him. He could feel the heat of her arm where their shoulders touched. 
 
   “What’s he up to?” Teresa put her chin in the palm of her hand, staring the chapel doors. 
 
   “Plotting to take over the universe?” Gabriel could not keep himself from noticing how lovely Teresa looked, her hair falling down around her shoulders, across her cheek…
 
   “No, why is he here?” Teresa tilted her head in curiosity and squinted. 
 
   “He’s hiding from the others?” Gabriel found he could not manage to have distracting thoughts about Teresa’s many attractive qualities and hold a conversation at the same time. He stared at the old chapel and tried to concentrate on the problem at hand. 
 
   “But why hide in this place?” Teresa crinkled her brow in frustration. “Why this castle at this time? Is it random? Was he planning this all along? He went right for the chapel when he arrived. He must have been here before.”
 
   “You’re right.” Gabriel’s eyes went wide as he thought about Teresa’s words. “He’s not merely a rogue, he’s a defector. He’s been planning his escape from the others for some time.”
 
   “But why?” Teresa said. “Why now and why here?” 
 
   “This must be someplace the others wouldn’t think to come.” Gabriel placed his chin in his palm in unconscious mimicry of Teresa as he thought about the question. “It’s a place where there are imprints he can use, but not many. Not yet, at least.” 
 
   “If there aren’t many imprints, the other Apollyons wouldn’t be interested.” 
 
   “No, they wouldn’t. But their minds are connected. That’s how I managed to get them to abandon their attack on Windsor Castle. This Apollyon would have needed to keep this place a secret while he was plotting his escape.” 
 
   “How could he do that?”
 
   “He’d have to suppress the connection. I’ve been learning how to do something similar with Sema. But the rogue Apollyon would have to do it all the time.” 
 
   Gabriel suddenly realized what that might mean. “He can’t sleep for fear the connection will return and the other Apollyons will find him.”
 
   Teresa turned to Gabriel. “So, we need to get the notebook before he goes crazy from sleep deprivation, or before he falls asleep and his brothers come for him.”
 
   “Exactly.” Gabriel’s stomach rumbled as much to protest the lack of food as the constant stress of the day. He heard Teresa’s stomach growl in friendly response to his own. Ignoring the seriousness of their dilemma, he laughed aloud. “We should do something about that.” 
 
   “Yes,” Teresa said, laughing lightly. “I’ll find us a hiding place while you rustle up some dinner. It looks like it’s going to be a long, cold night.” 
 
   “Deal,” Gabriel said as he stood to his feet and offered a hand to help Teresa up. “I’ll see if I can find something hot that the Primary Continuum won’t miss much.” 
 
   It took Gabriel longer to round up sufficient supplies for the night than he expected, but the process turned out to be easier than he’d feared. Village men, guarded by castle soldiers, distributed food twice a day to the villagers trapped by the siege. 
 
   He had considered trying to steal the food, but while he could escape casual notice by controlling his subtle energy, he lacked the skills of a true thief. If he were caught, it could cause trouble in a number of ways. More than once, he wished Marcus and his deft hands were there to help. 
 
   While waiting in line for the food, he tried his best to avoid attracting attention and listened to the conversations around him in hopes of better ascertaining how long the siege had been in place. A half-hour in line brought him within ten villagers of the food. 
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   Gabriel turned to see a young girl about his age with long, stringy black hair and ice-blue eyes. 
 
   “Thanks for saving me a place.” The girl grinned wide, her white teeth a stark contrast with her soot-smudged face. 
 
   Gabriel glanced around, eyes wide, unsure what to do. He tried to push his subtle energy down into the ground. Across the courtyard he could see Teresa staring at him, a look of curiosity falling across her face.
 
   “Sure.” Gabriel assumed she had mistaken him for some other young boy in the castle. 
 
   “I hate starting at the back of the line.” The girl stepped even closer to Gabriel. He considered stepping away, but didn’t want to attract attention from the men and women in line behind them. “Do you think the Lord will toss us out? That’s the rumor. There isn’t enough food to last, and the Lord will throw us to King Philip’s wolves.” 
 
   Gabriel’s mind teetered between fear and panic as he tried to figure out how to respond to the girl’s question. Interacting with people could be very dangerous to the timeline, easily creating alternate branches of time by throwing off the person’s own timeline. He reached out with his space-time sense but could find no impending danger from speaking with the girl. He settled on something bland that might discourage further conversation. 
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “You don’t talk much do you?” The girl laughed and nudged him with her shoulder. 
 
   Gabriel could feel his face warming from the casual affections of the strange girl. Her attractiveness only helped amplify his discomfort. Something about her reminded him of Justine back at the castle. He risked a glance across the courtyard. Teresa still stared at him. The look on her face had changed from curious to incredulous. 
 
   “My name is Agrace.” She stared at him until he couldn’t help but return her gaze.
 
   “Gabriel.” He wanted to kick himself for using his real name, but he and Teresa hadn’t had time to come up with a cover story of who they were in case they had to talk to people. The whole point was never to talk to people. 
 
   “Like the angel.” Agrace grinned again. “We could use some angels now. We’re next. You go first. For saving me a place.”
 
   “Thanks.” Gabriel smiled back at Agrace, feeling like an idiot for thanking her. 
 
   The men handing out food gave him dried meat, cheese, bread, and apples. The cheese looked hard, the apples soft, but the bread seemed fresh and still felt warm against his hand. He even managed to convince the men that he had a sick sister too ill to join the line but in need of rations all the same. His space-time sense told him taking the food posed no risk of changing the time line. He assumed the castle still had enough provisions to support two extra mouths without endangering the Primary Continuum. 
 
   They handed him the food in a small piece of cloth and he turned to walk away.
 
   “I hope your sister gets better.” 
 
   Gabriel looked back, seeing Agrace waving at him. 
 
   “Thanks.” He turned and walked even quicker, wandering through the crowd a bit before heading toward Teresa, checking over his shoulder to make sure Agrace couldn’t see him. She left the line and disappeared onto the sea of villagers milling about the castle bailey. He hurried to find Teresa standing beside a stable not too far from the church entrance.
 
   “Who’s the girl?” Teresa asked as Gabriel handed her the rag-wrapped food.
 
   “She came out of nowhere and wouldn’t stop talking.” Gabriel’s frustration elicited a poorly timed squeaking of his voice.
 
   “She’s very cute.” Teresa opened the cloth and inspected their supplies. 
 
   “Her name’s Agrace.” Gabriel regretted mentioning it when he saw the frown on Teresa’s face. 
 
   “No signs of a bifurcation being created from your little chat?” Teresa took one of the apples and sunk her teeth into it.
 
   “No.” Gabriel also grabbed an apple. “Which is weird. I would have thought I’d feel something, even if a bifurcation wasn’t likely.”
 
   “Not so weird if you think about it.” 
 
   The sudden sadness in Teresa’s eyes gave Gabriel pause. He considered the situation for a moment and felt a wave of sorrow well up within him, twinned with a painful understanding. 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   Gabriel took a sullen bite of his apple. Talking to Agrace wasn’t likely to cause a bifurcation because Agrace wasn’t likely to survive the siege. That knowledge gave him yet another reason to hope he didn’t need to talk to the beautiful, blue-eyed girl again. 
 
   “I found a place for us to hide at night.” Teresa pointed to a narrow alleyway between the stable and a small storage shack. From the scraps of broken bark on the ground, Gabriel surmised it had been used to store wood, another scarce commodity within the castle walls during the siege. 
 
   “It’s perfect.” Gabriel stepped inside the thin passage and turned around. They would be able to keep their backs to the castle wall and still see the front of the chapel across the bailey yard. 
 
   “It’s going to be a little cold.” Teresa scowled. “What’s the point of being a Fire Mage when you can’t create a fire to keep warm?” 
 
   “I’ll see if I can find us a blanket.” Gabriel took another bite of his apple and felt his mood lighten. It felt like they were making some progress in their stakeout, even if they didn’t have a clear plan yet. 
 
   As shadows draped the castle courtyard and the stars began to awaken in the evening sky, he saw a number of villagers with blankets, but none who seemed to have a spare they might be willing to offer, or one he could pilfer when they weren’t looking. 
 
   His search took him as far as the Outer Bailey, across a thin drawbridge above a water-filled moat twenty feet below. Eventually, he admitted he would need to use magic to get a blanket. It was too risky to access the imprints of the pocket watch, much less the Sword of Unmaking, so he settled on the imprints on his own consciousness, those he had acquired when risking his life to save his classmates in that bus at the bottom of a river. It seemed so long ago. 
 
   Gabriel had been practicing meditations with Ohin and Akikane to concentrate and amplify his own imprints and subtle energy. He would never be as strong as with his pocket watch, but after months of steady work, he could manage a time jump with nothing but his own imprints. He couldn’t take anyone with him, but it gave him a modicum of peace knowing that if he were ever held captive by Kumaradevi again, he might be able to escape. 
 
   He used as little magic as possible, fearing any magic at all might alert the rogue Apollyon to his presence. He found a soldier with two blankets and, after thoroughly scanning the man with his space-time sense to make sure no bifurcations might erupt, he used of a subtle bit of Soul Magic to convince the man to hand over a threadbare bedcover. 
 
   When Gabriel returned to Teresa, he found her sitting with her back against the castle wall staring at the chapel entrance, her arms around her knees, chin resting between them. She accepted the blanket eagerly, and even more so, Gabriel’s added heat beside her. They huddled close, and Gabriel ate what remained of the food, gnawing on a lump of heavily salted, dried meat while watching the chapel door and trying not to think about how warm Teresa felt beside him, or how much he wanted to put his arm around her, or how nice she smelled. How could she smell nice after the day they’d had? Could she smell him? He doubted he smelled good. 
 
   Why was he having these thoughts at all? Why was he always having these thoughts lately? Well, not lately. For months. Teresa was like a sister. The whole team felt like his family. He loved them like the family he had lost. But Teresa wasn’t his sister. Not really. She was certainly a friend. A friend he kept thinking about kissing. He glanced at her, seeing her dark eyes reflecting the dim, shifting light from a nearby fire in the courtyard. She looked angelic. 
 
   Gabriel turned away. Looking at her didn’t help cease the thoughts of kissing her. And what would happen if he did kiss her? Would she want that? She didn’t seem to. But then, how did you know when a girl wanted you to kiss her? And wouldn’t she rather be kissing Jan? Jan, the handsome, older boy. 
 
   Gabriel sighed. 
 
   “I’m bored, too.” Teresa sighed, as well. “You’re not the exciting company I thought you’d be on a stakeout.” 
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel squinted through the darkness at the chapel door as he rephrased the question he had been asking himself — why would Teresa want to kiss the boring boy she probably thought of as a little brother? 
 
   “Let’s go check up on our rogue Apollyon.” That wasn’t boring.
 
   “Excellent idea.” Teresa shifted sideways, excitement flickering in her eyes alongside the reflected firelight. “If he’s asleep, we can sneak in, steal the notebook, and be in our nice warm beds in the castle in no time. Assuming you didn’t destroy my bedroom while you were saving the castle.”
 
   “It’s probably still there.” Gabriel rose to his feet. “It might have some smoke damage, though.”
 
   “Everything has been so crazy since we left the castle.” Teresa stood up, letting the blanket fall to the ground as she held Gabriel’s eyes. “I should have told you this before, but you were amazing. You’re the only reason we’ll have a castle to go home to. It was very impressive.” 
 
   Gabriel couldn’t help himself. He fidgeted under Teresa’s stare. The look in her eyes was both grateful and…and what? What was that look? 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now let’s see if I can impress you with my abilities by sneaking into a church full of sleeping villagers.” Teresa walked out of the alleyway. 
 
   “What makes you think you’re going alone?” Gabriel hastily stuffed the blanket in a corner and hurried after Teresa. 
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9: Waiting Game
 
    
 
   Getting into the church proved far easier than crossing its inner expanse in near darkness while avoiding the dozens of sleeping villagers strewn about the straw-covered dirt floor. Gabriel and Teresa proceeded at a glacial pace, stepping gingerly over legs and arms and snoring heads, often feeling gently with their toes to make sure their feet would land on packed earth rather than soft flesh. By the time they reached the far side of the altar they were both dripping with sweat, even in the chill air of the chapel. 
 
   Relief filled Gabriel’s mind as he discovered that the short corridor behind the pulpit and altar held no sleeping villagers. Gabriel wondered if it might not be due to the volume of the priest’s snoring rumbling from behind his chamber door. Gabriel pointed to the opposite wall and beckoned Teresa to follow him as he leaned closer to listen. He cleared his mind of the Soul Magic the rogue Apollyon used to camouflage the little room and placed his ear against the door. Teresa did the same, although he knew that, to her, it would seem her head rested on a cold stone wall. 
 
   Gabriel had hoped to hear snoring noises similar to the priest’s to indicate that the rogue Apollyon had fallen asleep. An opportunity to try and sneak in and steal back the notebook. Instead, he heard something far more disconcerting. 
 
   “Word, words, what do the words mean? What language? Is it a language? A code, yes. But what language in code? And the symbols? Have we seen those before? No. No. Have I seen those before?”
 
   Gabriel saw the concern he felt mirrored silently in Teresa’s eyes — it was past two in the morning, and their rogue Apollyon couldn’t sleep for talking to himself. 
 
   “Can’t see. Not enough light. No not the light. Can’t see past the darkness. Yes. The light reveals. The darkness conceals. The darkness within conceals what? What am I concealing from her? What are they concealing from me? I should rest. No. No. No. No sleep. Mustn’t sleep. They can find us in our sleep. No. No. They can find me. Me. They can find me in my sleep. No sleep. Words. Symbols. Patterns. That’s what he always said. Look for the patterns. See the patterns and see the whole in the part of the whole that is part of the whole. Yes. Patterns.”
 
   Gabriel slowly stepped away from the door and into to the nave of the church. Teresa followed him as they warily made their way across the church floor, out through the courtyard, and back to their hiding spot. Neither spoke until the blanket once more wrapped them and their backs rested against castle stone. 
 
   Teresa cupped her hands and blew into them slowly, rubbing them together. “You’ve been alone with him more than anyone else. Is he always that crazy?”
 
   “No.” Gabriel imitated Teresa’s strategy, using it to warm his own hands. “I think being able to hear each other’s thoughts is driving them mad. Even more mad than they were before.” 
 
   “And this one more mad than most.” 
 
   “He’s trying to escape them for a reason. But if he’s turned against them, why would he want the notebook?” 
 
   “Leverage against them? To pay them off? To blackmail the Council?” 
 
   “If he does fall asleep, the other Apollyons may find him. But if he doesn’t fall asleep, he might become even more unstable.”
 
   “And then the real fun will begin.” Teresa yawned. “How long do you think he can go before he collapses into unconsciousness?”
 
   “A lot longer than me.” Gabriel could not resist answering Teresa’s yawn with one of his own. He realized how heavy his eyelids felt. His body, mind, and heart ached with progressively deeper intensity. He closed his eyes. He might have said goodnight. Or he might not have. 
 
   At some point, he realized his dreams held sway over his mind. In one of these dreams, he again played the mysterious and complex board game with Vicaquirao.  They sat in the middle of a narrow wooden bridge spanning a small stream running through a dune-swept desert. 
 
   “How can you predict the future?” Vicaquirao’s dark brown eyes glittered in the midday sun as he took a blue stone and placed it on the board. “How can you know where a piece will end up when part of its motion is driven by chance?” He rolled the dice and turned the third ring of the board.
 
   “You can’t.” Gabriel took a green stone and moved it two spaces toward the center, then rolled the dice and turned the second ring. 
 
   “True.” Vicaquirao moved a red stone and captured the green stone that Gabriel had placed down a moment before. “However, if you look carefully, you can discern probabilities, and within the probabilities, potentialities. By looking for recurring motifs you can begin to assemble a hypothetical image of an emergent future state.” 
 
   Vicaquirao rolled the dice. The fourth ring turned five spaces as a result. 
 
   “You mean you have to imagine the pattern of the board when the game is done.” Gabriel took a yellow stone and captured a red stone, now conveniently at the edge of the fourth ring. 
 
   “Yes.” Vicaquirao watched with amusement as Gabriel rolled the dice and turned the innermost ring. “And you must be willing to improvise in the face of luck. Both your opponent’s and your own.” 
 
   Vicaquirao’s delight increased as he moved a blue stone from the inner ring to the open circle in the center of the board. Gabriel frowned at the pattern of red and blue stones on the board forming a perfect cross — one line of crimson, one line of cobalt.
 
   “How?”
 
   “You don’t simply need to envision the final state of the board, you need to know what you want that final state to be.” 
 
   Vicaquirao laughed as the wind gusted around them, a wall of sand blowing across the board and obliterating everything into dusty darkness. 
 
   Gabriel awoke, working his tongue as though gritty soil filled his mouth. As he rubbed his eyes, he decided finding water would be the first mission of the day. It took him a moment to realize Teresa no longer leaned against him. He bolted to his feet, tossing the blanket aside and dashing down the thin alley. He crashed into Teresa coming from the courtyard, sending two apples rolling back along the passageway.
 
   “Morning to you, too.” She rubbed her head and handed him the heel from a loaf of bread. 
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel accepted the bread and picked up the apples, handing one to Teresa. “When I woke up and you weren’t here…”
 
   “I saw the rogue Apollyon leaving the church, so I followed him.” Teresa wiped dirt from the spongy apple. 
 
   “You should have woken me up.” Gabriel again found his voice uncontrollably creaking and rising in pitch. 
 
   “I tried, but I couldn’t wake you.” Teresa squatted down to watch the church doors again. “I figured you needed the rest.” 
 
   “Where did the rogue Apollyon go?” 
 
   “Shopping. He got some food and wine. I figured I might as well do the same. I stood in line after I knew he had gone back to the church.” Teresa unslung a goat’s bladder water skin and handed it to Gabriel.
 
   “How did you steal a water skin?” Gabriel took a long, satisfying drink. The earth-chilled water tasted heavy in minerals. 
 
   “Let’s just say I’ve learned a few things hanging around with Marcus for the last couple of years.” Teresa bit into her piece of bread with zeal. “So what’s the plan now?”
 
   “We watch him and wait for an opportunity to get the notebook back.” Gabriel chomped on his heel of bread, realizing Teresa’s enthusiasm came from hunger, not the flavor of the loaf.
 
   “How long do think that will take?” Teresa took the water skin back and sipped.
 
   “A day, maybe.” Gabriel took a bite of his apple, hoping its juices would help to soften the dry bread in his mouth, as he contemplated how long their mission might last.
 
   Three days later, they sat in the same spot, eating the same meal, and wondering the same thoughts. The days had passed with excruciating monotony, nearly entirely consumed with the act of huddling together beneath the blanket in an attempt to ward off the chill air while keeping the church under constant observation. Twice a day they would take turns getting food and water. Twice a day they would sneak into the chapel to spy on the rogue Apollyon. Twice a day they would hear him muttering to himself, each time more erratically and unintelligibly than the last. He rarely left to get food and always returned directly to the hidden chamber at the back of the chapel. 
 
   On the second day, Gabriel had hoped they might try picking the Apollyon’s pocket under the assumption that the notebook would always be in his possession. While the bulge in the breast of the Apollyon’s black shirt clearly announced the presence of the notebook, neither Gabriel nor Teresa could figure out a way to liberate it from its well-buttoned pocket without being noticed. 
 
   Their best option would have been taking a page from Marcus’s past and trying to rob the rogue Apollyon like a Highwayman, knocking him unconscious from behind and fleeing with the notebook. Unfortunately, the rogue Apollyon only ventured out during the busiest part of the day. Attacking him then would have risked attracting the attention of the villagers and possibly creating a bifurcation in the timeline. They had discussed several possible plans, but abandoned them all as unnecessarily risky. 
 
   By the afternoon of the fourth day, Gabriel wondered if he would ever feel warm again. The mid-December air regularly dropped to near freezing at night and hovered not much higher during the day. The need to snuggle beneath the blanket with Teresa, arms wrapped around each other for added warmth, became his only consolation. Unfortunately, the unrelenting noise of his chattering teeth drove any possible thoughts of romance straight from his mind. 
 
   “When we get home, I’m going to build the biggest bonfire the castle has ever seen.” Teresa’s breath clouded the air before them. “Then I’m going to sit right in the middle of it.” 
 
   Gabriel laughed and then wondered if she might be serious. If ever a Fire Mage could sit unharmed in the middle of a bonfire, it would be Teresa. Imagining himself back at Windsor Castle warmed him a little, even if only in his heart. “It’s odd to think of a place so large and strange as home.” 
 
   “Some days it’s hard to remember my real home.” Teresa sighed. “It took me a long time to realize, or to admit to myself, that I was more comfortable in the castle than I had been in my family’s house. Not that I didn’t love my family, or don’t still love my family, but I always felt out of place there. It wasn’t their fault. My mom and dad were the best parents I could have hoped for. Always encouraging me. Always supporting me. Loving me. And my brothers and sisters, too. 
 
   “But I wasn’t like them. And we all knew it. I was different from them and from everyone we knew. I never fit in at school. It’s not being smart that makes it hard, it pretending you’re not as smart as you are in hopes people will like you, because how can they like you when they always feel stupid and uncomfortable around you?” 
 
   “I never feel stupid and uncomfortable around you.” Gabriel realized the truth of this statement even as he spoke it aloud. He felt more comfortable around Teresa than anyone he knew. Except maybe when she turned and looked at him with those soft brown eyes of hers as she did just then. 
 
   “Thank you.” Teresa smiled and Gabriel could not help but grin back at her. “Things are so difficult as a prodigy child. You see things other kids can’t. Things adults in your life don’t see. And you learn and remember quicker. And even when people seem to cheer you on, you can sense resentment under it all. By the time I was ten, I was doing math equations that stumped my school teachers. 
 
   “College was even worse. A twelve-year-old at college! Finally I had people around who could challenge my mind, but I felt even more out of place, like the kid sister no one wanted. I felt alone there. And boys. No offense, but boys were the worst part. The college boys were too old and the boys my age were all afraid of me. And I can only pretend to be stupid enough to be attractive for so long.”
 
   “See, that’s where they were confused,” Gabriel said. “There are plenty of reasons to be afraid of you, but your brain isn’t one of them.”
 
   “That’s sweet.” Teresa looked at Gabriel again. “That’s the best part about the castle for me. Being around people so amazing…I finally feel like I fit in. No. That sounds pompous. I finally feel ordinary.”
 
   “You are anything but ordinary.” Gabriel meant it in a number of ways, but Teresa seemed to only acknowledge one of them. 
 
   “But I am.” Teresa seemed adamant now. “Did you know I’ve never beaten Akikane at chess? I’d never lost a game of chess before I met Akikane. And Ohin. Do you have any idea how much he remembers? I don’t mean things and places and people. I mean whole books. And Rajan. Don’t ever tell him I said this, but I get lost sometimes when he’s explaining the history of some philosophy and how it relates to some development in science. And I love that stuff! That’s what’s so impressive.”
 
   “It’s an amazing place with extraordinary people.” Gabriel felt a little homesick from the mention of the people they had left behind. He hoped they were all safe.
 
   “No, not the castle. You.” Teresa stared at Gabriel, her eyes filled with intensity. “You’re the one who is impressive. Being a child math prodigy is nothing compared with being the Seventh True Mage. But you make it seem easy, like it’s no work at all to fit in at the castle or the Council or the team. It’s amazing. No wonder all the girls like you.”
 
   “What girls?” Gabriel hadn’t expected Teresa’s compliment, and her observation on girls at the castle baffled him. 
 
   “Justine, for one.” The look on Teresa’s face changed subtly and Gabriel struggled to discern the difference and what it might mean.
 
   “She’s…well, she’s very friendly,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “She’s not following you around the castle like a stray puppy because she’s friendly.” Teresa gave a small snort of laughter.
 
   “Jan follows you around the castle.” Gabriel tried to keep the note of jealousy in his voice to a minimum and largely failed.
 
   “That’s just…he likes me.” Teresa wrinkled her nose as she thought about her next words. “But I don’t really think of him that way. I mean the way a girl would. Or the way he hopes for.”
 
   “Oh.” Gabriel reappraised all the times he had seen Teresa and Jan together and the way she behaved around him. “I thought that you…well, that you and he…or that he and you…”
 
   “And everybody thinks the same about you and Justine.” Teresa’s voice sounded defensive.
 
   “But that’s silly.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I’m not interested in her.” 
 
   “And I’m not interested in him.” 
 
   The recipient of Gabriel’s unspoken interest stared at him with her soft brown eyes, her arm over his shoulder, and his arm around her waist. He could barely form a thought in his head beyond the desire to know if she reciprocated that interest. How could he know? Could he ask her? He could simply kiss her. That wild and adventurous idea had been floating around the back of his mind for months, repressed by feelings of jealousy and inadequacy. Now the thought seemed to be the only one he could manage. 
 
   Teresa still held his gaze, her breath warming his lips. He leaned in slightly, his eyes fluttering shut as he watched hers close. He bent his neck slightly, tilting his head as he had seen others do so many times. He held his breath…
 
   The screams filled the air and fell between them like an iron wall, thrusting their heads apart and their eyes open. Gabriel looked at Teresa for a second, knowing their moment of romantic reverie had been shattered. He saw something in her eyes. Regret? 
 
   Then they clambered to their feet and stumbled down the alleyway to discover the source of the screams in the courtyard. Men and women shouted as children ran pellmell in every direction while soldiers shouted orders and brandished their blades. 
 
   “We don’t have much time.” Teresa swallowed audibly beside him. 
 
   “Lord De Lacy is expelling the villagers from the castle.” Gabriel and Teresa slowly backed into the shadows of the tiny alley, hoping to escape the notice of the soldiers forcing the villagers from the castle and out to face the army of King Philip of France.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10: Entering and Breaking
 
    
 
   Gabriel and Teresa hid in the hayloft of the stable as soldiers corralled the villagers toward the gates. For all the screaming and yelling and pushing and protestations, the eviction of most of the villagers happened rather quickly. Within an hour, the last villagers marched out the main gate. 
 
   Fortunately, King Philip’s troops allowed them to pass their lines unmolested and flee the area. The villagers allowed to stay were mainly able-bodied men to help work the castle. The very frail, those encamped within the chapel walls, had also been allowed to remain. The children had all been expelled. 
 
   Gabriel knew from his history lessons it would not be long before the lord of the castle decided to evict even these refugees. He also knew this second lot would not be as lucky as the first. King Philip’s rage at learning that his men had allowed the villagers to pass meant the final peasants expelled would be trapped between the castle walls and the soldiers holding siege around it. They would wander for days without food or water in the cold, many of them dying, before King Philip would relent and set them free. 
 
   “How long did you say before they kick out the rest of the villagers?” Teresa brushed straw from her hair. 
 
   “A few days.” Gabriel leaned back in a pile of hay and sighed. “Maybe.”
 
   “We need a better plan.” Teresa leaned back beside him. “With so few people, we’ll have to hide all the time.”
 
   “We can steal food at night.” 
 
   “But how can we steal the notebook?”
 
   “The next time he goes out, I’ll search his room.” 
 
   “How will that help? He always has the notebook on him.”
 
   “Maybe not.” Gabriel peered into the cobwebs decorating the rafters of the stable. “I’ve been thinking about it. If he learned anything from Vicaquirao, it would be misdirection. Maybe he carries a dummy version of the notebook in case one of his brothers shows up. If so, he’d keep the real notebook someplace safe.”
 
   “And you think he’d hide it in his room?” Teresa scrunched her nose up in thought. “That’s very optimistic.”
 
   “It’s the best idea I’ve got.”
 
   “And I’ve got nothing better, so it seems we have a plan.” Teresa sat up, energized by the prospect of actually doing something after days of idle observation. “Let’s find a new hiding place to watch the church.” 
 
   Masking their presence by hiding their subtle energy didn’t work nearly as well with so few people in the castle to blend in with. The fact that children were supposed to have been removed from the castle added an additional complication. It took them nearly half an hour to creep from the stable and sneak across the courtyard to hide behind some barrels twenty paces from the church entrance.
 
   They sat in silence, as much from fear of being overheard as from lack of constructive conversation topics, while they waited for the rogue Apollyon to make his daily supply run. Late in the afternoon, the Dark Mage exited the chapel doors and strode across the courtyard. 
 
   “Good luck.” Teresa squeezed Gabriel’s hand quickly but firmly. 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   Gabriel waited until a soldier crossing the courtyard turned away. Then he dashed through the shadows along the castle wall and slipped through the church door. Inside, he found much the same scene as his previous visits to the chapel. He walked slowly through the sick, feeble villagers reclining on the chapel floor, doing his best to avoid attention and keeping his subtle energy hidden in his feet. 
 
   In the back corridor, he concentrated his mind, clearing the Soul Magic spell hiding the rogue Apollyon’s room. He touched the door and extended his magic-sense as deeply as possible into the room, looking for possible magical booby traps. More convinced he would run out of time than that the room held no dangers, he gently pulled the door open and stepped inside. 
 
   His previous glimpse of the room proved accurate in revealing its details. A narrow wooden bed with a thin mattress and a crumpled blanket sat against the wall, flanked by a small desk and a stool. A candleholder rested on the desk, residue from the half-melted tallow candle spilling over onto the wood. A small stone statue of a woman perched on an overturned wooden crate between the desk and bed. A bladder sack of wine hung from a wooden peg in the wall. A reeking pile of chicken bones and apple cores littered one corner of the room. The rogue Apollyon’s sanitation habits seemed as impaired as his sanity.
 
   Gabriel hurriedly searched the room, checking under the bed and the mattress, looking within the folds of the blanket, and peering at the underside of the desk. He placed the statue on the bed and flipped the crate over, running his hand through the empty interior. He replaced the crate and reached back to grab the statue, knocking it from the bed. He threw his hand after the statue as quickly as he could, but it reached the floor first. 
 
   Gabriel picked up the statue and saw a small chip missing at the base. He scanned the floor, knowing he wasted precious time that he should be using to search for the notebook. Spotting something under the bed, he bent down and picked it up. A tiny sliver of stone. He placed it against the chipped space in the base if the statue. It fell away. He held the small piece of stone in his hands, looking around for a good place to leave it, a place that would look like it had fallen naturally from the statue. Shaking his head in frustration, he jammed the splinter of stone into his pocket. 
 
   He placed the statue back on the crate. If the rogue Apollyon noticed the missing chip, hopefully he would think it had happened long ago. Why did this Apollyon have a statue in his room, anyway? 
 
   Gabriel looked at the statue more closely. The soft red stone revealed the detailed features of a woman with a sharp chin and high cheekbones. Was she someone Apollyon had known? What did the statue mean? 
 
   Gabriel could risk no more distractions. His time for searching the room exhausted, he gave a futile last look up to the rafters of the room, but could see no place where a notebook might be hidden. He retreated from the chamber, closed the door, and walked as quickly as he could down the short corridor and back to the chapel nave. 
 
   Seeing the door to the chapel swinging open, Gabriel quickly sat down between two old men dozing against the wall of the church. Hiding his face in his arm, he pretended to sleep, as well. His body screamed to run, lungs panting in anticipation of flight. He tried to slow his breathing. 
 
   Through barely open eyelids, he watched the rogue Apollyon stomp through the church door, slamming it behind him. Gabriel could feel the Soul Magic the Apollyon radiated, turning away the attention of everyone in the room. He held his breath until the Apollyon crossed the chapel hall and entered his hidden chamber. 
 
   Wasting no time, and knowing that the residual effects of Apollyon’s Soul Magic would help conceal him, Gabriel dashed across the church floor, hopping over coughing old men and wheezing women to slide quickly through the main doors and out into the cold air. Pausing only a moment to make sure no one nearby might see him, he raced back along the castle wall to where Teresa waited in hiding behind several barrels of walnuts. She wrapped him in a lung-crushing embrace as he sat beside her.
 
   “When I saw him go in, I thought…” Teresa sat back, her face a mixture of fear and anger. “I didn’t know what to do.” 
 
   “I’m fine.” Gabriel tried to slow his breathing, realizing how loud the pounding of his heart sounded in his ears. “I hid. Like a frightened mouse.”
 
   “Like a smart mouse,” Teresa said, finally beginning to relax. “Any luck?”
 
   “Nothing.” Gabriel leaned against one of the barrels. “Maybe he does have the real notebook on him when he leaves the room. If it’s hidden, it’ll take time to find it.”
 
   “We can check every time he’s out.” Teresa leaned back beside Gabriel, pulling the blanket up around them. 
 
   “We can wait outside his room at night. He has to be tired enough to sleep soon. If we can catch him dozing, we could sneak in and get the notebook before he wakes.”
 
   “It’s too risky.”
 
   “We don’t have a better plan.”
 
   “I didn’t say it wasn’t a good plan. But we need to make sure he sleeps, not wait for it to happen.”
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   Teresa’s eyes widened with excitement. “I may not pay attention to Ohin’s history lectures, but I do remember a few things Marcus taught us about herbs. Yesterday, I saw one of the women in the chapel making a tea from valerian root for some of the sick villagers. With enough of it, I can make a sleeping potion. It won’t knock him out instantly, but it should make him drowsy enough to doze off. Especially since he hasn’t slept in days. Once he’s asleep, we sneak in and steal the notebook.”
 
   Gabriel marveled at Teresa’s ingenuity. “How do we get him to drink it?”
 
   “We put it in his wine.”
 
   “And how do we do that?”
 
   Teresa’s excitement faded. “I have no idea.” 
 
   Getting the valerian-laced wine into the rogue Apollyon’s hands turned out to be far less complicated than Gabriel or Teresa had presumed. Unable to mingle freely with the remaining villagers in the castle, they found themselves forced to accomplishing everything under the cover of darkness. This included stealing food for themselves in addition to securing enough valerian root to render the rogue Apollyon unconscious. After chopping and crushing the root and blending it with water, Teresa created a concentrated liquid to instill into a sack of wine. These things were relatively easy, though time consuming, to accomplish. 
 
   Figuring out how to get the wine into the rogue Apollyon’s hands proved simple. The next time the rogue Apollyon went out, Gabriel snuck into his room and replaced the contents of the wine sack hanging on the wall. There could be no guarantee the rogue Apollyon would drink from the wine skin, but it was the only hope they had. 
 
   That afternoon, shortly after Gabriel made the switch with the wine, the soldiers expelled the last of the villagers from the castle. Gabriel and Teresa hid, hastily cramming themselves into a large, mostly empty barrel of chestnuts. With the lid of the barrel placed loosely above their heads, they felt relatively safe from the forced eviction. 
 
   As the sun set and the noises of the villagers’ protests faded, Gabriel and Teresa crowded together in the moldy-smelling barrel, trying to arrange their limbs in some manner of comfortable alignment. They ended up with Teresa seated on Gabriel’s lap, her head bumping against the wooden lid. The pain of the chestnuts digging into his hindquarters distracted greatly from the pleasantness created by Teresa’s proximity. 
 
   “Whose stupid idea was this?” Teresa tried to arrange her arm so her elbow didn’t poke into Gabriel’s ear. 
 
   “Yours.” Gabriel groaned softly as Teresa’s knee jutted into his stomach while she twisted around. 
 
   “This must be what it feels like in a can of sardines.” Teresa rotated her head, her hair falling across Gabriel’s face. He found himself suddenly thinking far less about the pain the chestnuts caused him. 
 
   “More like a can of Spam.” Gabriel blew a puff of air to dislodge a strand of Teresa’s hair tickling his cheek. 
 
   “Let’s not talk about food. I’m too hungry.” A thin shaft of moonlight pierced the gap between the barrel and the lid, illuminating Teresa’s face. 
 
   “If you’re counting Spam as food, you must be hungry.” 
 
   Gabriel paused for a moment, mesmerized by the beauty of her face. How did she manage to look so pretty with greasy hair and her face covered in dirt? 
 
   “Would you like a raw chestnut?”
 
   “If you can figure out a way to slice them open with that sword and not take my hand off.” Teresa’s eyes went to the Sword of Unmaking shoved against the side of the barrel. 
 
   “I think it would be safer to starve a little longer.” Gabriel tried to adjust himself again, sending Teresa tilting sideways.
 
   “There must be something we can do to keep our minds off how uncomfortable this is.” Teresa’s eyes flickered to Gabriel’s, and then away, just as quickly. 
 
   He could certainly think of something that would take his mind off their circumstance. Had she been thinking the same thing? Could she possibly have been thinking the same thing? How could he know? Was there some sign? Some signal? How did these things work? Gabriel suspected they rarely worked inside a barrel of chestnuts. 
 
   He tried to think about all the romantic movies he had seen and how the boy first kissed the girl. He realized then that he had not really seen many romantic movies. Science fiction movies, kung-fu movies, sports movies, comedies, yes, but what fourteen-year-old boy willingly watched romantic movies? This now seemed like a monumental oversight. A massive strategic blunder. How was he going to know what girls might like, one girl in particular, if he didn’t at least research the subject? 
 
   As he made a mental note to create a list of romantic movies to study upon his return to Windsor Castle, he noticed the odd look on Teresa’s face and how closely she seemed to be studying him. 
 
   “Is there something wrong with you?” Teresa frowned. “You’ve been staring at me like, forever.”
 
   Gabriel blinked. He had been staring at her for a considerable time. He could feel his cheeks burning. He’d been daydreaming about ways to kiss Teresa while staring at her. Idiot!
 
   “Nope. I’m fine. Just thinking.” 
 
   “What were you thinking about?”
 
   A phrase from Akikane’s training leapt to Gabriel’s mind. Less thinking, more doing. That’s what he needed — more doing. Gabriel leaned forward, tilting his head up, intending to show Teresa exactly what he had been thinking about. As he brought his lips level with hers, his eyes staring deeply into her own, a small avalanche of chestnuts collapsed beneath him. He wriggled and shifted his weight to try and compensate, but somehow overcompensated, knocking his forehead into Teresa’s nose. 
 
   “Ouch!”
 
   Teresa wiggled sideways as Gabriel tried to correct for the shifting weight and the foot suddenly stabbing into his kidney. The motion sent the barrel tilting precariously to the side. Teresa quickly leaned in the opposite direction of the sway, Gabriel instinctively leaning with her, becoming aware as he did so that his mass only enhanced the counter tilt of the barrel, sending it tipping over and rolling across the hard ground for ten feet before thudding into the side of the horse stable. As the barrel bounced back from the wall of the stable and came to a rest, Gabriel and Teresa lay half outside it, their arms entangled, heads facing away from each other.  
 
   “I’m not sure what you were thinking about,” Teresa said, disentangling her arms from Gabriel’s, “but maybe you shouldn’t think about it again. At least not while we’re in a barrel.”
 
   “Right. I’m not sure what I was thinking.” Gabriel sat up, feeling like he would spontaneously combust from embarrassment. He looked around, thankful to find that their tumbling barrel trick hadn’t attracted anyone’s attention. He consoled himself by noting that Teresa had said not to think about it while they were in a barrel. He had no intention of getting in a barrel again anytime soon. 
 
   “We might as well sneak into the church and wait for him to fall asleep.” Teresa brushed herself off as she stood up. 
 
   “Good idea.” Anything to keep them both from thinking about the disastrous near-kiss could be considered a good idea. Gabriel grabbed the Sword of Unmaking from the barrel and stood beside Teresa. 
 
   They crouched low as they ran from store house to stables to the steps of the church entrance. Squeezing quietly through the church door, they found the inner nave empty. The old and sickly villagers had been expelled from the castle with all the others. It saddened Gabriel to know they would starve in the cold air outside the castle walls, and that some would surely die before King Philip would consent to let them pass. He wished he could do something for them, but knew it was impossible. One of the many aspects of his new life he could never accept — seeing injustice but being unable to act against it. 
 
   They walked silently across the nave. The sounds of the priest’s snores reached Gabriel’s ears before he reached the pulpit. When he stepped into the small corridor behind the altar, he realized the snoring came not from the open door of the priest’s quarters, but from the magically hidden room the rogue Apollyon occupied. 
 
   Gabriel glanced inside the priest’s chamber and found it empty. The clergyman had obviously been evicted along with the villagers. Or, more likely, had chosen to follow and help them as best he could. 
 
   Gabriel turned to the concealed door of the rogue Apollyon’s room and focused his mind, clearing away the Soul Magic obscuring the room. He knew Teresa was unlikely to accomplish a similar feat, so he motioned her to follow him as he slowly pulled the door to the room open and stepped through. 
 
   He stopped and held still. The rogue Apollyon lay on the narrow bed, feet dangling over the edge, his snores reverberating around the room. The flickering light from the candle on the table showed the surprise on Teresa’s face as she stepped through the nonexistent wall and stood beside Gabriel. The glow of the candle also revealed the notebook, sitting open on the small desk. 
 
   Gabriel glanced at the slumbering rogue Apollyon and inched closer to the desk, trying to keep his breathing shallow and quiet. Each breath seemed like a roar of wind in his ears. Cautiously extending his arm, he reached for the notebook. 
 
   He felt a space-time seal fall into place as his finger touched the open pages. 
 
   Gabriel grasped for the imprints of the Sword of Unmaking and his pocket watch as he spun to confront the rogue Apollyon. Unable to sense the space-time seal, Teresa didn’t realize what had transpired around her until the sound of the snores ceased and the rogue Apollyon sat up on the bed with a wild laugh. His curly black hair, matted and oily, gave him the appearance of a vagrant while his wild, roving eyes seemed more like those of a madman. 
 
   “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice the valerian root?” The rogue Apollyon stood up, three concatenate crystals glowing on a chain around his neck. “Valerian root. It was one of the first things he taught me.” 
 
   “Gabriel?” Teresa risked a glance in his direction. 
 
   He could feel the magical energy she held, waiting to be unleashed. 
 
   “I won’t kill you.” The Apollyon’s mania faded slightly. “I need you alive.”
 
   “Gabriel?” The pitch of Teresa’s voice lowered an octave, expressing more concern in that single word than a countless number of sentences might have accomplished. 
 
   Gabriel wasn’t ignoring Teresa. He wasn’t panicked into inaction. Not yet, at least. His mind spun in a dozen possible directions, simultaneously seeking out a possible course of action that could lead to a desirable outcome. They could attack, but could they win? Three concatenate crystals would be more than a match for the Sword of Unmaking and his pocket watch. Especially if each of the crystals were connected to six others. 
 
   Even Teresa’s considerable magical power and skill would be of little consequence. With his bracelet of concatenate crystals no longer connected to the imprinted relics of the castle, Gabriel simply did not have the magical strength to defeat the rogue Apollyon. Even if they could escape, would they be able to steal the notebook? If not, they would never have a second chance to track it down. And if they did manage to escape with the notebook, the magical battle required to do so would surely create a bifurcation of the Primary Continuum, and possibly more than one new branch of time. 
 
   “Gabriel, what do we do?” Teresa turned to him, her face contorted in anger and fear. 
 
   The words of Akikane’s last lesson rang clearly in Gabriel’s mind like the sound of bells cutting through the noisy din of a city street. Words which revealed an unexpected path out of disaster. Words he hoped he could remember well enough to turn to his advantage. 
 
   Gabriel lowered his arms. 
 
   “We surrender.” 
 
   Teresa’s jaw dropped in surprise. He looked her in the eyes. 
 
   “Trust me.” 
 
   He planted the words in her mind via Soul Magic, and then released the imprints he held. 
 
   The rogue Apollyon laughed, high-pitched and near-maniacal, as he rubbed his hands together. 
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11: Captive Audience
 
    
 
   Gabriel and Teresa sat on the edge of the moth-eaten mattress, their hands tied behind their backs with strips of bedding cloth, their legs bound together in a similar fashion. Gabriel’s sword and pocket watch and Teresa’s bracelet lay in a corner of the room. The rogue Apollyon sat on the shaky-legged stool facing the two young mages, his face sweaty, voice strained.
 
   “You must know.” The rogue Apollyon scratched at his ill-kempt beard. From his erratic motions and the desperate look in his eyes, Gabriel knew the man had not slept at all in the past few days. He wondered how the Dark Mage managed to continue to stay alert and how his state of mind might be affected by the extreme lack of rest.
 
   “I’ve told you all I know.” Gabriel tried to keep his voice even and calm in hopes it would elicit a similar response from the rogue Apollyon. “The notebook is written in a dead language and in an alphabet that Councilwoman Elizabeth created herself. I don’t know how to read it.” 
 
   “She must have told you the key.” The rogue Apollyon leaned even closer. Gabriel wrinkled his nose at the man’s rancid breath. 
 
   “What key?” Gabriel glanced at the notebook, still open on the table. Maybe the rogue Apollyon’s mind had descended into madness more deeply than he had suspected if the man thought the notebook needed a key to open it. 
 
   “The key, the key, the key.” The rogue Apollyon snatched the notebook from the table and shook in front of Gabriel’s nose. 
 
   “The key to decipher the code.” Teresa leaned closer to Gabriel to draw the mad Apollyon’s attention. “Right? The key to decipher the code. That’s what you’re looking for, right?”
 
   “Yes! The key. Exactly. Do you know? No. She’d never tell you. You’re no one. Nobody. Nothing. No…but she’d tell him. They all talk to him. He’s their favorite pet. You always tell the favorite pet. I was the favorite once. I know. What did he say? What did he always say? Look for the patterns. See the pieces before they are set. But how can I see the pieces without the key?” 
 
   “I’m trying to tell you, there is no key.” Gabriel spoke softly and slowly, ignoring the warning look in Teresa’s eyes and the subtle shake of her head. “There can be no key, because it’s an alphabet, not a code. It’s a written language. Only Elizabeth knows how to read it.” 
 
   “No, no, no!” The rogue Apollyon put his head behind the open page of the notebook and shook it with fury. “She must have told you how to read it. She must have. You need to know what is in these pages. I need to know what is in these pages. I must. Must. Before the others find me. Find it. Before they can read it. If they read it…if they read it they will know what they need to know and then they will do it.” 
 
   “You mean the Great Barrier.” Gabriel began to wonder if surrender into captivity had been such a wise plan. The rogue Apollyon’s mental instability frightened him more than the thought of losing the notebook. Particularly the thought of what the man might do if Gabriel felt forced to enact his option of last resort. 
 
   “Yes, yes, the Great Barrier.” The rogue Apollyon sat back, lowering the book and looking at Gabriel and Teresa as if suddenly realizing they were there and that he hadn’t been speaking merely to himself. “They’ll destroy it if they can. And they can. They are close to the number they need. They only require the knowledge. Power is knowledge. No. Power is empty without knowledge. That’s what he always said. Why didn’t I see it then?”
 
   “See what?” Teresa leaned forward slightly, trying to hold the rogue Apollyon’s eyes. 
 
   “The balance.” The rogue Apollyon’s eyes wandered up toward the ceiling, seemingly chasing after unseen thoughts. 
 
   “The balance of what?” Gabriel asked.
 
   The rogue Apollyon’s eyes drifted down to gaze at Gabriel. “Everything.” 
 
   “And they’ll destroy the balance of everything?” Gabriel didn’t have to ask who they were. 
 
   “Like children kicking over sandcastles.” The rogue Apollyon blinked and looked at Teresa. “What was it she said that day? Men who cannot create, destroy. Like boys knocking down sandcastles. What kind of man are you? What manner of man will you be? Will you create or will you destroy? Create. Yes. I’ll create. Create an empire. She laughed. Laughed. Why did she laugh? Did she know? Even then? Did she know even then?” 
 
   “Did who know?” Gabriel had no idea what woman the deranged Dark Mage spoke of, but he had a suspicion he hoped would prove correct.
 
   “What?” The rogue Apollyon shook himself as though allowing some possessing spirit to escape. “Don’t try to confuse me. I need to know how to read the notebook. Everything hinges on this. If they tear down the wall, the balance is lost. And once the balance is gone, there is only chaos. Chaos is a dangerous goddess. Necessary, but dangerous. To unleash her without restraint is madness.”
 
   “Yes, that sounds like madness.” Teresa nodded her head sympathetically. “Too much chaos and the system falls apart. The center cannot hold. Too much structure and the system stagnates and rots. But the balance between is the golden mean.” 
 
   The rogue Apollyon looked at Teresa as if for the first time, leaning closer to peer into her eyes. Gabriel had no idea what her babbling had been about, but it seemed to calm the distraught mage. 
 
   “You see.” The rogue Apollyon nodded his head in approval. “Yes, you see. Did he tell you that? Have you spoken to him?”
 
   “I’ve spoken to him.” Gabriel held no doubts about who the rogue Apollyon referred to. He seemed obsessed with Vicaquirao. “He’s told me about the balance.” 
 
   “Then you know.” The rogue Apollyon raised the notebook again, shaking it with renewed enthusiasm. “You know how important it is to stop them. How important this notebook is. Why I must understand. To preserve the balance. Light and dark, past and future, to save us all.”
 
   “I will stop them if you let me go.” Gabriel tried to make his voice as firm as possible. For once, it did not break and crack under strain. 
 
   “You!” The rogue Apollyon spat on the floor. “You are boy. A child. They will eat you alive. They will flay you and eat you. They will roast you and flay you and eat you. A child. A child he speaks to. A child they all speak to. Why? Why do they trust you? Why you more than me? Why a boy more than me? I am the one. I have seen. I have sacrificed. I must know. Not you. Not a boy. Am I not more than a boy? Yes. I am. And you will tell me. You will tell me how to read the book. I know you know, and you will tell me.” 
 
   Lost in a sea of madness, the Apollyon tossed the notebook on the bed and clasped his hands around Gabriel’s head. Gabriel knew what to expect even as he watched the three concatenate crystals begin to glow. He felt the Dark Mage’s Soul Magic assault his mind — a flaming spear thrust into his brain. Gabriel gasped and Teresa screamed. She tried to use her shoulder to slam into the rogue Apollyon and loosen his grip on Gabriel, but she only succeeded in being thrown from the bed by a black-clad elbow to her head. 
 
   Gabriel’s mind filled with thoughts. Thoughts swirling like trees uprooted in a windstorm. Not his own thoughts. The mad Apollyon’s mind, reaching into his own, searching for knowledge of how to read the notebook.
 
   “Where, where, where. Do not hide. Do not hide it from me. I will find it if I must kill you. No, I mustn’t kill you. But you will tell me. You will tell me now. Tell. Me. Now!” 
 
   Gabriel focused his mind and tried to fight the wave of incoherent words and images attempting to overtake it. He could not tell the mad Apollyon how to read the notebook. He didn’t know. But the Apollyon would keep looking. Tearing at Gabriel’s mind, leaving behind his madness as he searched for what he could not find. Gabriel realized he would be left as insane as the man assaulting him if he did not find some way to stop the invasion of his thoughts.
 
   He grasped the imprints within himself and focused his subtle energy on them, trying to form a shield of Soul Magic against the Apollyon’s mental intrusion. The Apollyon shook his head, confused. Gabriel took advantage of the confusion and pushed back, thrusting his own mind into the Apollyon’s consciousness, concentrating on the darkness that came with sleep. 
 
   “Sleep. Sleep and all will be well.” 
 
   “No. How? This is…no. No!”
 
   “Yes. Finally!”
 
   “I hear him.” 
 
   “Where?”
 
   “No. Release me.”
 
   “Who is that?”
 
   “Who is that with him?”
 
   “Not possible.” 
 
   “Where? Where are they?”
 
   “No. Must stop. They will find us.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Found them.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   The connection with the mad Apollyon’s mind broke. The Dark Mage yanked his hands back from Gabriel’s head as though they had been burned in a flame. Gabriel pitched forward, nearly falling to the floor. 
 
   What had happened? 
 
   Those other voices. The other Apollyons. 
 
   His space-time sense told him someone would materialize in the room a fraction of a second before it happened. The rogue Apollyon sensed it as well, grabbing the notebook from the floor.  
 
   A single twin Apollyon blinked into existence near the door. A space-time seal cloaked the room with his arrival. Dressed in the same black clothes, a look of arrogant superiority filled his clean-shaven face. The rogue Apollyon stood before the small statue on the crate, one arm raised as though to defend himself. 
 
   “Great,” Teresa growled and sat up on the floor, leaning against Gabriel’s legs. 
 
   The newly arrived Apollyon twin looked at Teresa, then Gabriel, then the rogue Apollyon, curiosity filling his gaze. 
 
   “Brother?” 
 
   The rogue Apollyon said nothing, his eyes darting around the room. 
 
   “You’ve been missing.” The Apollyon twin remained standing by the door, appearing as though he had simply stopped by for tea. 
 
   “I’ve been busy.” The rogue Apollyon licked his lips and swallowed. 
 
   “I can see that.” The new Apollyon gestured toward Gabriel and Teresa with an open hand. 
 
   “Prisoners.” The rogue Apollyon’s hand shook as he wiped sweat from his forehead. 
 
   “Yes,” the new Apollyon said. “And you have the notebook.” 
 
   “I’ve been…I’ve been working on it.” 
 
   “All alone?”
 
   “Yes. Alone.” 
 
   “But why?” The new Apollyon’s voice became gentle with mock concern. “Why work on it alone? Why not bring it to the rest of us? Why not share it?”
 
   “I wanted to decode it. For us. For all of us.”
 
   “Really?” The new Apollyon took a step toward his twin. The rogue Apollyon recoiled slightly. “Why keep us from your thoughts, then?”
 
   “A surprise. It was to be a surprise.” The rogue Apollyon raised his chin as if to reaffirm his statement.
 
   “Well, we were certainly surprised when we discovered you were not with us. And we were very surprised when we found you were hiding from us. And we were extremely surprised to find you with him.” The new Apollyon nodded toward Gabriel. 
 
   “All part of the surprise.” The rogue Apollyon’s lips twitched.
 
   “Then you can read it?”
 
   “No.” The rogue Apollyon frowned with the admission.
 
   “Then the boy can read it.” 
 
   “No.” The rogue Apollyon’s frown deepened. 
 
   “Then you have failed.” A look of false disappointment filled the new Apollyon’s face. 
 
   “No, no, no, I am working on it.” The rogue Apollyon nearly stammered his words. “I simply need more time. More time.” 
 
   “You must be weary from your efforts.” The new Apollyon took another step closer to his twin. “You know what they say. Work sets you free. It’s time to set you free.”
 
   “I don’t want to be free.” The rogue Apollyon shook his head. 
 
   “Why don’t you let us in? Let us hear your voice in our minds again. We can help you. Bring you back into the fold.”
 
   “He’s not coming back to you.” Gabriel forced the words past the fear clenching his throat tight. 
 
   Trussed up and held captive by two Apollyons didn’t suggest many pleasant possible outcomes. He needed to do something to change the situation. “He’s never coming back to you and he’ll never give you the notebook. He’ll destroy it first.” He hoped it would prove true. 
 
   “What is he talking about?” The second Apollyon tensed as he spoke to his twin. 
 
   “What? How should I know? The boy lies.” The rogue Apollyon could hardly stand still, his free hand fidgeting and stoking his beard. 
 
   “He’s abandoned you. All of you.” Gabriel raised his voice, hoping to draw the second Apollyon’s attention. Teresa looked up at him, her eyes full of questions and concern, but he ignored her and stared at the two Apollyons. “He realized he made a mistake.”
 
   “Mistake?” The second Apollyon’s voice deepened. “What mistake?”
 
   “Nothing. The boy lies. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” The rogue Apollyon backed up, his heels bumping against the crate. 
 
   “Haven’t you guessed? Isn’t it obvious?” Gabriel knew the hunch he pursued might be wrong, but hoped it wouldn’t matter, that it would give the rogue Apollyon an unguarded moment to act. 
 
   “Guess what? What does the boy mean?”
 
   “I don’t know. How could I know? He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”
 
   “You both know.” Gabriel’s voice became more firm. “You both sense it, don’t you?”
 
   “Sense what? What have you done?” The second Apollyon stepped toward his twin, his eyes full of menace. 
 
   “I have done nothing, nothing, nothing!” The rogue Apollyon held up his free hand in a placating gesture. 
 
   “He made you. Made all of you.” Gabriel hoped his suspicions of the rogue Apollyon’s true nature proved correct. Or at least proved divisive. “He is the original and he knows that making you, making all of you, was a mistake. A mistake he needs to correct.” 
 
   “You lie!” The second Apollyon turned to Gabriel, a finger stabbing forth in accusation. Gabriel noticed the rogue Apollyon’s hand swing down behind him. “He is not the Prime.” 
 
   The rogue Apollyon’s arm swung out, the stone statue grasped in his hand, making bone-crunching contact with the back of the second Apollyon’s head. As the second Apollyon stumbled to his knees, Gabriel felt the space-time seal disappear. The rogue Apollyon caught his eye.
 
   “Thank you.” The rogue Apollyon vanished into time even before the words finished crossing his lips. 
 
   The second Apollyon looked where the rogue Apollyon had been and then jumped through time, blinking out of existence from the room. Gabriel threw himself from the bed, lurching through the air toward the corner of the room even as he sensed the warping of space-time around him. The second Apollyon had not been alone. Gabriel had suspected as much. There were others. 
 
   And they were coming. 
 
   Gabriel landed on his shoulder, his head touching the sheath of the Sword of Unmaking. He reached out for its imprints, bending time and space around himself, encompassing Teresa, even as he sensed the arrival of six Apollyons into the room. The lightless void of time-travel embraced him and he sighed in relief. Dazzling white revealed a small Japanese village beneath a grassy hill before Gabriel thrust himself and Teresa back into the blackness again. He jumped several times, using the sword and the pocket watch and Teresa’s golden bracelet as relics. He finally brought them to a stop on a tree-filled hill above a staggered pyramid. He had never asked where Teresa’s bracelet came from. Was it Mayan? He had no time to query her. 
 
   “Tell me that was all part of your brilliant plan.” Teresa sat, arms still bound, shaking her hair from her face as she glared at Gabriel. 
 
   “That was all part of my brilliant imitation of a plan.” Gabriel focused on combining Stone and Fire magic, turning the bonds holding his and Teresa’s limbs to ash. He stood up, slinging the Sword of Unmaking over his shoulder as he slipped the watch into his pocket. He picked up Teresa’s bracelet and handed it to her as he helped her to her feet.
 
   “Surrender to escape. I never would have thought of that.” Teresa’s voice oozed with sarcasm as she accepted the bracelet and slid it on her wrist. “But we lost the notebook.” 
 
   “Not necessarily.” Gabriel could barely restrain his enthusiasm. “I think I know where our rogue Apollyon may have taken it.” 
 
   “Okay. I apologize. Maybe it was a brilliant plan.” Teresa looked at him expectantly.
 
   Gabriel reached into his pocket and withdrew a small sliver of reddish stone. 
 
   “This is going to make perfect sense when you explain it to me, right?” Teresa touched the chip of stone in Gabriel’s open palm with the tip of her finger. 
 
   “This is from the statue in the rogue Apollyon’s room.” Gabriel held the shard of stone between his forefinger and thumb. “When I was searching for the notebook, I accidentally knocked the statue onto the floor and this chip broke off.” 
 
   “You think the chip will lead us to where the rogue Apollyon is?” Teresa raised an eyebrow in skepticism. 
 
   “Why would he have a statue of a woman in his room?” Gabriel had thought about it for days. “And he kept mentioning a woman. I think this statue is of that woman. In fact, I think he carved it.” 
 
   “That would explain the poor craftsmanship.” 
 
   “And he hid it from the other Apollyon, remember? He stood in front of it. He didn’t want the other twin to see it.”
 
   “Because it could take him someplace the others have never been.” 
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   “You’re right. That is a good plan. Or at least the best we’re going to get. But you have to promise me something.” Teresa’s face looked serious as she spoke. “If we can’t get the notebook back, we have to destroy it.” 
 
   Gabriel thought about it for a moment. He felt certain there were secrets in the notebook known only to Elizabeth. With her in a magically induced coma there was no guarantee he would even learn what they might be. However, Teresa was right. It would be better to lose the notebook and the knowledge it contained rather than allow it to fall into the hands of any of the Apollyons. 
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   “Let’s go, then.” 
 
   Teresa placed her arm on Gabriel’s shoulder and he reached out with his time-sense to the piece of stone in his hand, searching through its timeline for a moment that seemed a plausible hiding place for the rogue Apollyon. Two things stood out as strange about the statue. It wasn’t very old. A year at most. And it bent away through space-time in an odd away. It wasn’t from the Primary Continuum. It came from an alternate branch of reality, possibly one the rogue Apollyon had created especially for the purpose of hiding in. Why not go there to begin with? Unless something in this new world meant a great deal to the rogue Apollyon. Enough to avoid risking discovery unless absolutely necessary.  
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what the answer might be, but as the blackness formed around him and Teresa, he vowed he would find out.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12: Hiding Place
 
    
 
   Gabriel followed the space-time signature of the shard of statue, twisting away from the Primary Continuum. As he did so, he noticed a shroud of magic cloaking the bifurcation. The rogue Apollyon had hidden his new world well. It would be impossible to find without the chip from the statue. Images filled Gabriel’s mind — a bamboo hut on a beach, a woman walking along the shoreline, a man sitting in the sand carving something, the two seated on a thin mat in the hut, a notebook in his hand, the man and woman eating roasted fish by starlight, the hut in darkness, moonlight seeping through cracks in the walls. 
 
   Alabaster light faded into moonlit darkness. Shadows of jungle trees swayed in the gentle breeze. The sound of ocean surf softly lapping against the shore permeated the air. 
 
   “Where are we?” Teresa’s hand gripped a little tighter on Gabriel’s shoulder.
 
   “There’s a beach hut over there.” Gabriel pointed through the trees to the small bamboo structure illuminated by the moon. “I had to wait until they were asleep to make sure he couldn’t sense us jumping through time.” 
 
   “Them?”
 
   “The woman is also here.”
 
   “Does he have the notebook?” Teresa pushed a palm frond to the side for a clearer view of the hut. 
 
   “I think so.” Gabriel put the chipped piece of statue back in his pocket. “I’m not sure how long he’s been here, though. It could be a few days. Maybe longer.”
 
   “So, we wait for morning, and when they leave the hut we sneak in and grab the notebook.” 
 
   “Unless you want to try and sneak in now.” 
 
   “That worked so well for us the last time.” Sarcasm saturated Teresa’s voice. 
 
   “Let’s find a place to keep an eye on the hut.” Gabriel looked around for a spot with a better vantage of the small bamboo shelter.  
 
   Teresa released the palm branch and looked up at the moon. “Probably a good five hours before sunrise. We’ll take turns keeping watch.” 
 
   “We can hide over there.” Gabriel pointed to a clump of trees that seemed to have a good view of the beach and the hut. 
 
   When they reached their new stakeout position, Gabriel offered to take the first watch, allowing Teresa to curl up on a few fallen palm leaves and sleep. He watched as her breathing grew shallower and she drifted off into slumber. He wasn’t certain where they were in the world, or in time, but at least the rogue Apollyon had chosen an idyllic hideout. It felt wonderful to be warm again after days of fighting against the cold. While slightly humid, the breeze from the ocean refreshed and calmed him. He noticed, however, the absence of icy air meant there would be no need to huddle close to Teresa. That pleasure had been worth the discomfort of the ever-present chill. 
 
   He stared at Teresa’s sleeping face, painted with moonlight, and wondered again how to make sense of the feelings constantly buffeting his heart when in her company. Her safety seemed far more important than the notebook, or Windsor Castle, or the Great Barrier. But all these things would ultimately help keep her safe. Did she need to be kept safe? He might feel that, but did she need his protection, or did being near him put her in more danger? 
 
   Might the best way to keep her safe actually be staying away from her? Is that why the rogue Apollyon had not come to this tropical paradise originally? To keep the mystery woman safe? And why come here now? Was there no other place he could hide, or could he simply no longer manage to stay away from her? How long could Gabriel stay away from Teresa if he thought he needed to? Who was this strange woman and what did she mean to this Apollyon? Had Gabriel been right? Was this the original Apollyon? Did it matter?
 
   Gabriel sighed, trying to let the weight of too many questions fall from his shoulders and his mind. He leaned back against the trunk of a coconut tree and looked up at the sky. It would still be a few hours before sunrise. He should wake Teresa soon. He should…
 
   “You should pay attention to the game.”
 
   Gabriel looked down from a cloudless blue sky. He sat in a small boat in the middle of a nameless ocean stretching from one horizon one the other. Across from him and the familiar game board sat Vicaquirao. The old Mayan general looked pleased. 
 
   “You are losing. Again.” 
 
   “I’m not sure I like this game. How about a game of checkers?”
 
   The wooden game board shimmered and reformed into black and red squares with simple, round pieces already scattered in mid-play. Vicaquirao frowned.
 
   “What can you learn from checkers?” Vicaquirao moved a black piece one space forward.
 
   “How to be a gracious loser.” Gabriel lifted a red game piece, hopping it over three consecutive black pieces. He collected the captured pieces with a laugh. 
 
   “Sometimes one must lose to win.” Vicaquirao waved a hand and the game board shimmered in the sunlight, transforming into the lined game board of Go, white stones dominating the field of play. He placed a single black stone on the board, enclosing a ring around half the white stones, causing them to vanish from the board. 
 
   “What if it’s not possible to win or lose?” Gabriel watched as Vicaquirao picked up a black stone and the game board transformed again, chess pieces populating black and white squares in the middle of a game. Gabriel moved a white bishop to capture a black rook. “What if neither side can gain advantage?”
 
   “Stalemate.” Vicaquirao’s eyes narrowed as the board transformed into something Gabriel had never played but yet recognized as Senet, a box divided into thirty squares in three rows of ten. Vicaquirao moved a cone-shaped piece and looked at Gabriel. “Sometimes a stalemate is preferable. Stalemate is common in nature, but rare in games.” 
 
   “I don’t know how to play this game.” Gabriel looked at the board and willed it to be something else. The board transformed back to its original shape. Gabriel moved a green stone and rolled the dice, turning the third ring two spaces. 
 
   “Knowing the rules is not as important as understanding the possibilities implied by the rules.” Vicaquirao moved a blue stone, leaping over one of Gabriel’s green stones, then an adjacent yellow stone, and finally taking the place of another green stone. 
 
   “You never said that was possible.” Gabriel glared at the game board, the boat rocking in the waves. 
 
   “But did the rules imply it might be possible?” Vicaquirao rolled the dice, the rocking of the boat sending them skittering across the board. 
 
   “I don’t like this game.” Gabriel crossed his arms, the motion of the waves upending the game board, multicolored stones scattering along the curved hull. 
 
   “You can’t stop playing this game.” Vicaquirao laughed as the small vessel pitched from side to side. “This game isn’t in the board or the pieces or the dice. This game is in the rules. And the rules say you must play.” 
 
   “Some night watchman you are.” 
 
   Gabriel blinked his eyes against the sun and the sight of Teresa’s face hovering close to his. She stopped shaking his shoulder and sat back. 
 
   “I’ve been trying to wake you for almost a minute. Are you okay?” Teresa’s deep apprehension clouded her face. 
 
   “Sorry. I fell asleep.”
 
   “You don’t say.”
 
   “I had a bad dream.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
   “No.” Gabriel’s discomfort at having fallen asleep on watch felt amplified by Teresa’s concern.
 
   “Then we should steal the notebook and get out of here.” Teresa gestured over her shoulder toward the beach. “They’ve left the hut and he doesn’t seem to have the notebook with him.”
 
   Gabriel looked at the beach and saw the rogue Apollyon seated in the sand beside a woman with long, jet-black hair that curled down to her waist. They shared what looked like a large papaya, the woman cutting slices with a small dagger. 
 
    “Right.” Gabriel climbed quietly to his feet, slinging the Sword of Unmaking over his shoulder. “Stay here and keep watch. I’ll go get the notebook. If it looks like they might catch me, create a diversion.” 
 
   “This wasn’t the plan.” Teresa grabbed Gabriel’s arm, fingers digging angrily into his flesh. 
 
   “It’s the safest way.” Gabriel winced at Teresa’s grip, but made no move to dislodge it. “I can jump away if I need to and one of us needs to keep watch. You wouldn’t want me to fall asleep again, would you?”
 
   “Lame.” Teresa yanked her hand back with an annoyed sigh. “That is totally lame and you know it.”
 
   Gabriel knew, but he also saw it would eliminate some of the risk for Teresa. 
 
   “I’ll be back in no time.” Gabriel felt an overwhelming impulse to lean over and kiss her before dashing off to do something dangerous. It felt like the absolute right thing to do. Then he saw the glare in her eyes and decided romance out of context could lead to disaster, if not bodily injury. He offered her a carefree smile and walked into the jungle.  
 
   He snuck slowly through the tropical undergrowth and came up behind the small bamboo hut. He could see the rogue Apollyon and his...what was she to him? His girlfriend? His wife? The idea of Apollyon having a wife, of being able to love someone, upended Gabriel’s assumptions about the man. They sat on the beach facing each other. The sun had tanned her skin to a deep nutty brown, highlighted by the simple pale yellow dress she wore. 
 
   Rather than his customary black, the rogue Apollyon wore cutoff grey pants and a short-sleeve blue shirt. A thick, bronze bracelet wrapped around his right wrist and glittered in the sun. He had shaved, and he looked far healthier than when Gabriel had seen him last. How long had the rogue Apollyon been here? 
 
   He seemed genuinely happy with the woman. The look on his face when he held the woman’s hand confused Gabriel. Could this be the original Apollyon? How could he have become so twisted? What would he become now? 
 
   Ignoring the distracting thoughts, Gabriel crept to the back of the hut. 
 
   The hut’s construction consisted of a bamboo frame covered with woven palm fibers to create thin walls. A single small window covered by a thin sheet of netting sat in the middle of the back wall. Bamboo stilts raised the hut a few feet off the ground, to prevent flooding, Gabriel assumed. He pulled himself up to the window, balancing his feet along a bamboo support beam against the floor. He pushed gently at a corner of the netting over the window, hearing it rip away from the nails holding it to the frame. After creating a large enough hole, he pulled himself over the lip of the windowsill and slid slowly to the floor. 
 
   Crouching on the bamboo plank floor, Gabriel waited for his eyes to adjust to the shadows within the hut. Banners of bright orange cloth decoratively draped the ceiling. Two straw hats hung on a hook near the door. A mattress filled one corner of the room, an oil lamp on a small wooden box beside it. The familiar small statue sat next to the lamp. The opposite corner of the room held a low wooden table with two cushions around it. An iridescent purple flower floated in a glass bowl of water in the middle of the table. 
 
   The notebook sat beside the bowl. 
 
   Gabriel crossed the room at a glacial pace, patiently placing his feet where the floor looked most firm, slowly shifting his weight to avoid causing the bamboo to creak. He didn’t want to make any noise that might attract the rogue Apollyon from the beach. 
 
   Finally, he stood beside the small table and picked up the notebook, rubbing his hand over the red leather cover. He hoped its contents would be worth all the effort they had gone through to retrieve it. As he turned back toward the rear window, he heard voices.
 
   “I need to continue.”
 
   “No, you don’t.” 
 
   Gabriel risked a peek through the open front door. The woman took hold of the rogue Apollyon’s arm as he walked to the hut. He stopped and embraced her. 
 
   “It’s too important to ignore.”
 
   “There will be plenty of time for the notebook. Isn’t that what you told me? We would have all the time we wanted now.”
 
   “Semele. You know what hangs in the balance.”
 
   “I know balance hangs in the balance. The balance of your mind most of all.”
 
   “I’m much better now. The voices can’t reach here.” 
 
   “Then take the time to relax. Sometimes the solution to a puzzle comes when we look away from it.”
 
   “Yes, maybe you are right.” The rogue Apollyon kissed Semele. 
 
   “Besides.” Semele guided the rogue Apollyon back to the beach. “How can you bring a woman to such a place of beauty and then leave her alone all day?” 
 
   The rogue Apollyon laughed and their voices faded into the noise of the ocean waves. Gabriel sighed and slipped back out the window. He tucked the notebook into his back pocket and walked as quickly as he could through the jungle, staying low and keeping quiet. Halfway back to where he had left Teresa, he heard something coming toward him. He stopped, watching as a shadowed shape ran through the jungle. He wondered if it might be some wild animal like a boar or a tiger. 
 
   The bright green leaves rustled and revealed Teresa. She slid to a stop, paused only briefly and then threw her arms around Gabriel. 
 
   “I thought for sure they were going to walk in on you.” Teresa grinned and then did something more surprising than her sudden appearance — she kissed him.  
 
   Gabriel’s brain froze.  
 
   The kiss he had thought about so many times had taken him entirely by surprise. His lips pressed against Teresa’s and it felt — actually, it felt odd. Not at all what he had expected. It felt strange. Like a kiss he might have received from his grandmother as a child. As passionate as kissing a doorpost. Gabriel blinked as Teresa released the kiss, trying to sort through several layers of confusion.  
 
   “Come on.” 
 
   Before Gabriel could even think of what to say, much less form words in his mouth, Teresa ran back into the jungle. 
 
   “What? Wait.” 
 
   Gabriel followed Teresa through the jungle as best he could. She ran ahead, dodging around trees and between the leaves of massive tropical ferns. Gabriel turned his head as a large leaf caught him in the face. He lost sight of Teresa, but continued in the direction she had been running. A moment later he found her where he had originally left her. 
 
   “That was close.” She turned from watching the beach. “Did you get it?”
 
   “Of course.” Gabriel wasn’t sure what to make of Teresa’s sudden kiss, much less his reaction to it. He decided it might be best not to try and understand everything girls did, especially when he seemed to only understand half the things he did himself. 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here.” Teresa looked back to where the rogue Apollyon and the woman Semele walked along the beach. “Before they notice it’s missing.”
 
   “We need to walk as far away as we can.” Gabriel looked along the beach behind them. “The farther we get, the less chance the rogue Apollyon can sense our time jump. This way.” 
 
   Gabriel led the way through the jungle to a stretch of beach around a curve of land, unseen from the rogue Apollyon and Semele’s hut. The couple had walked in the opposite direction along the beach, and he hoped it would be hours before they returned to the hut and found the notebook missing. Gabriel figured he needed to get at least three miles away before he could make a jump safely. He walked a little faster. 
 
   “How much farther?” Teresa quickened her pace to keep up.
 
   “Not far.”
 
   Gabriel walked in silence trying to figure out the kiss and what it meant. Did it mean she would want him to kiss her again at some point? How would he know when to do that? Would the kiss be better the second time? Did she not like the kiss? Would there ever be a second time? Could he ask her about it? Was this the sort of thing people talked about? What could he say? He could tell her he liked it. Compliments were always a good way to start a conversation. But did he like it? He decided it might be worth trying to say something. 
 
   “You know…” 
 
   Gabriel had no time to finish the thought. The ground exploded before him, a hurricane of sand swirling around him. He felt the notebook being torn from his pocket as the wind knocked him to the ground and a space-time seal enclosed him. He seized the imprints of the sword and pocket watch as he wiped the sand from his eyes, searching for his attacker.  
 
   The miniature sand storm settled and Gabriel stood up to face the rogue Apollyon floating from the sky and landing gently on the beach. He held the book in one hand, his other outstretched as though ready to cast some spell of Malignant magic. 
 
   “It’s a good thing I decided to go back to the hut for a hat.” The rogue Apollyon appeared far more sane than the last time they had met. 
 
   Gabriel glanced to the side and saw Teresa getting to her knees as she brushed sand from her face. 
 
   “I told you I would not kill you, and I won’t.” The rogue Apollyon’s eyes squinted in the sun. “However, I still need your assistance.”
 
   “Do it,” Teresa whispered from beside him.
 
   “I can’t help you.” Gabriel stared at the book in the rogue Apollyon’s hand. 
 
   “We can help each other. We do not need to be enemies. Not in this.” The rogue Apollyon lowered his hand in a gesture of peace. “How did you find this place?” 
 
   “The statue.” Gabriel glanced again at Teresa’s pleading eyes. 
 
   “A very astute observation.” The rogue Apollyon nodded his head in appreciation. “I think you’ll find my company a little more tolerable now that we are beyond the reach of my brethren.”
 
   “Creating them was a mistake.” 
 
   “I know. I’m trying to correct that, but I need your help.”
 
   “I can’t. I can’t trust you.”
 
   “You can’t trust anyone.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “It is. You’ll learn that eventually.”
 
   “You trust Semele.”
 
   The rogue Apollyon frowned. “You know her name. You are so much more resourceful than they assume. Good for you. Yes. You are correct. I do trust her.”
 
   “You created this alternate reality to save her, didn’t you?” Gabriel didn’t doubt this to be true, but he needed to stall for time in order to come up with a better plan than Teresa’s.
 
   “I failed to save her the first time.” The rogue Apollyon looked away, as though remembering something painful. “It haunted me. Changed me. He convinced me it would be unwise to create a new branch of time to save her. He said we needed to learn to let things go. He was wrong. This is much better than letting go.” He gestured to the beach and the sky and the jungle. 
 
   Gabriel understood. He had created an alternate reality to save Ling. Wouldn’t he be tempted to do the same again to save Teresa? Would he be able to let go? Could he surrender to fate? Could he release his desires? Could he surrender again now?
 
   “I’m sorry.” Gabriel could not tell what his words were intended to express regret for. The Apollyon’s loss? The unfairness of their lives, living out roles decided for them by fortune? Or for his actions? He didn’t like Teresa’s plan, but could see no other option.
 
   Gabriel focused his will and magical power on the notebook. The leather-bound tome burst into flame and crumbed to ash in the rogue Apollyon’s hand. The Dark Mage yelled with shock and rage, holding his charred limb with his free hand. Gabriel sensed the space-time seal flicker with the distraction of the rogue Apollyon’s pain. Blackness surrounded him and Teresa as time bent around them, and they traveled back to the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Several random jumps through time eventually brought them to the edge of a forest nestled between two mountain ranges, their peaks still dusted white in the midsummer sun. From between the trees, Gabriel could see a small Japanese Buddhist temple in a nearby village. A middle-aged man wearing a simple black kimono sat in the grass across from the temple. A sword lay across his knees. 
 
   The very sword Gabriel had used to travel to this place. The gentle smile on the man’s face looked the same as the one Gabriel knew from his own time. 
 
   Akikane. 
 
   He wished he could go and ask the younger version of his mentor for advice, but he knew it would only cause more problems. 
 
   “Are we safe?” Teresa took hold of Gabriel’s arm and he helped her to her feet. 
 
   “For now.” Gabriel looked into Teresa’s eyes. “Until we need to know what was in that notebook to stop the Apollyons.”
 
   “At least none of them have it.” Teresa straightened her hair. 
 
   “I can’t believe we went through all that to come home with nothing.” Gabriel growled and punched a nearby tree. The pain in his hand did nothing to quell the anger roiling in his chest. How could he have been so stupid? There had to have been another way. Maybe if he hadn’t listened to Teresa…
 
   “We can get it back.”
 
   “How?” Gabriel rubbed his knuckles and stared at Teresa. 
 
   “We can go back and get it.”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13: The Switch
 
    
 
   “How?” Gabriel realized he sounded like an idiot repeating himself, and it only annoyed him further.
 
   Teresa flashed him a devilish look. “We sneak back to the rogue Apollyon’s romantic hideaway and switch the book you stole with a copy before he has a chance to steal it back.”
 
   “Huh?” Gabriel tried to figure out exactly what Teresa suggested and how it might be possible. It sounded exactly like the sort of thing Ohin always told them to avoid. Too many possibilities of creating bifurcations. 
 
   “It’s simple.” Teresa slowed her words as though speaking to a child. “First, we create a dummy notebook. One that looks like the real thing from the outside. Then we go back to the beach, distract you somehow, and switch the fake notebook with the real one you took from Apollyon’s hut before he finds us on the beach. Then, we get far enough away and jump someplace safe.”
 
   Gabriel blinked and shook his head. “That is an absolutely ridiculous plan.”
 
   Teresa glared at him. “Do you have a better ridiculous plan?” 
 
   Gabriel took a deep breath, preparing his response, readying his arguments for why Teresa’s plan wouldn’t work and could only end in disaster. He let the air out of his lungs in one long slow breath.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Good.” Teresa’s buoyant attitude returned. “Let’s find some leather we can dye red.”
 
   Finding a scrap of discarded leather proved more time consuming than altering its color. They decided feudal Japan offered as many possibilities for creating a replacement notebook as any other time, so they wandered the small village looking for a tannery. Using their amulets, they altered their appearances, adopting the plain kimonos they saw many of the villagers wearing. Gabriel knew they must be sometime during Akikane’s life and guessed they were in the late 1300s. The town, composed mostly of large farmhouses with steeply sloped, thatched roofs, held fewer than a thousand citizens.
 
   They found the tannery at the edge of the village and clandestinely searched the trash pile behind the foul smelling barn for a piece of leather the right size. Finding suitable paper took a little longer. Until the Industrial Age, paper remained relatively scarce. They decided to use one of the larger local farmhouses as a relic and travel father into the future. Unfortunately, a fire had destroyed the farmhouse in the late 1700s, forcing them to use another farmhouse to travel to the 1930s. Surprisingly, the village remained largely unchanged throughout the centuries, even as the country began to industrialize in the 20th Century. 
 
   There they changed their appearances again and, after a lunch of pilfered edamame, they found an old novel in a trash bin. Retiring to a nearby field and hiding behind a stand of trees, Gabriel used an imaginary magical blade to slice their piece of leather to match the size of the paper from the discarded book. He ripped the cover from the pages and, using a bit of subtle Stone Magic, affixed the inner pages to the new leather cover. Finally, he focused his Stone Magic on the leather, gradually changing the tint of the dried cowhide to match the reddish hue of the real notebook. 
 
   Teresa appraised the final product appreciatively. “You could have had a very good career as a forger.”
 
   “I never thought of that.” Gabriel admired his own handiwork. “I could make my own money and be rich.”
 
   “Then you’d have to make your own world to spend it in.” Teresa seemed intrigued by the thought.
 
   Gabriel frowned, remembering the costs of creating worlds. “Money is too much trouble.”
 
   “Now we need to figure out how to distract you and switch the books.” Teresa took the fake notebook from Gabriel. 
 
   “When you kiss me.” 
 
   It seemed like the best time to Gabriel. His mind had been far from the contents of his pocket. 
 
   “When I kiss you?” Teresa said the words as though she hadn’t heard him properly. 
 
   “In the jungle. After I stole the notebook. Before we got back to the hiding place.” Teresa’s continued look of confusion as he explained the kiss led him to a singular conclusion. “Oh.”
 
   “I see.” Teresa looked down at the phony notebook in her hands. “I guess I’ll be kissing you then.” 
 
   “Paradox.” Gabriel sighed. 
 
   Time travel could be so confusing. No wonder Teresa hadn’t brought up the kiss — it hadn’t happened yet for her. That explained why she had met him in the jungle suddenly and kissed him so abruptly. And why she had seemed surprised to see him when he had found her moments later at the lookout spot. 
 
   “I hate paradox.”
 
   “Let’s get this over with.” Teresa looked up from the book, Gabriel’s heart sinking at the tone of her voice. She certainly didn’t seem enthusiastic about kissing him. Or kissing the past version of him. 
 
   “Right. It’ll be over before you know it.” Gabriel took hold of Teresa’s arm, clasping the tiny shard of stone from the rogue Apollyon’s statue of Semele in his hand.
 
   A twist through time and a moment later, they stood on the beach again, darkness surrounding them and the white light of the moon giving their faces a spectral glow. Gabriel started walking along the beach, Teresa falling in beside him.
 
   “I brought us to a few minutes before we arrive the first time. We can find a place to watch ourselves and wait for morning.” 
 
   “And then I’ll…distract you, while you switch the notebooks.” Teresa looked up at the moon while she walked. 
 
   “Then we wait until our previous selves escape and the rogue Apollyon chases them.” Gabriel stared at the sand before his feet. “Time travel can get so bewildering.”
 
   It took them half an hour to find a spot to secretly observe their previous selves. A short while later, the slightly younger Gabriel and Teresa took up their position watching the hut. Gabriel felt a vague sense of mental vertigo, watching himself watching the hut. It felt both fascinating and disturbing at the same time. Teresa, on the other hand, seemed bored, leaning back against a tree and dozing off to sleep. 
 
   Oddly, he had no problems staying awake through the night. Too many questions plagued his mind. Questions about Teresa. Questions about the rogue Apollyon. Could he be a rogue while also being the original Apollyon? What had his twin called him? The Prime. What was this Prime Apollyon becoming? He seemed unable to stop talking about Vicaquirao. At least that is who Gabriel assumed he constantly referred to. Maybe Semele had been a good influence on his state of mind. 
 
   Was Teresa a good influence on Gabriel’s state of mind? Was he a good influence on her? What would they do once they had the notebook? Return to the castle, surely. What remained of Windsor Castle? And the Council? How many casualties had they suffered? How many years had the war been prolonged? Could defeat now be a possibility? Would they be forced to surrender? 
 
   Gabriel blinked at the sunlight suddenly striking his eyes from behind a jungle leaf. When had the sun come up? How long had he been daydreaming? He gently nudged Teresa awake, pointing to the rogue Apollyon and Semele stepping from the hut. Teresa sat up and they watched their previous selves observe the man and woman on the beach. 
 
   “Nearly time.” Teresa stretched the sleep from her muscles. 
 
   They waited as the older version of Gabriel snuck through the jungle. 
 
   “This way.” Gabriel stood. “I’ll show you where you surprise me.” 
 
   He charted a course through the jungle foliage that would allow them to intercept his previous self on the way back from the hut. He found the perfect spot and instructed Teresa on how to mimic her sudden arrival as he had experienced it before. Gabriel hid behind a large jungle bush and they waited. 
 
   A few minutes later, Gabriel saw himself coming through the trees.  His previous self walked right toward him. Gabriel experienced a moment of panic, fighting back the feeling they had miscalculated, and both versions of himself would come face to face. A swaying of leaves caught his attention. His previous self stopped and looked in the same direction. His older self stood only an arm’s length away through the deep green leaves.  
 
   Teresa burst from the jungle and stopped in front of the previous Gabriel. She seemed to hesitate and then threw her arms around him. 
 
   Dizziness washed over Gabriel as he watched the scene before him. 
 
   “I thought for sure they were going to walk in on you.” Teresa smiled, paused again, and then kissed Gabriel’s previous self.
 
   His dizziness and sense of incongruity increased to the point where he almost forgot the purpose of witnessing this bizarre romantic interlude. He reached his arms out of the leaves, slowly slipping the notebook from his previous self’s pocket and gently replacing it with the fake. He could see Teresa’s eyes open and watching him as he eased back into the underbrush. Gabriel allowed himself a small, inner congratulation. Marcus would be proud. 
 
   “Come on,” Teresa said and dashed off into the jungle again. 
 
   “What? Wait.” A confused look on his face, the previous Gabriel chased after Teresa. 
 
   Gabriel watched the older version of himself disappear into the leaves and let a long breath of relief slide past his lips. 
 
   Gabriel waited a moment and then headed for the location he and Teresa had chosen for a rendezvous. As he walked, he wondered again about that kiss. Maybe it had been so awkward because Teresa had not been the Teresa he had expected her to be? Maybe that was the source of the strangeness in the kiss? Maybe she had been distracted by the circumstances. Maybe other circumstances would prove more sympathetic. Was kissing really so distasteful?
 
   He found Teresa exactly where he expected. She pointed to the notebook in his hand. 
 
   “Is that it?” 
 
   Gabriel flipped open the book to show her the inside, Elizabeth’s cryptic script filling the pages.
 
   “I wasn’t sure it would work.” Teresa looked genuinely relieved. 
 
   “Now you tell me you weren’t sure.” Gabriel shook his head in wonder and slipped the notebook in his pocket. 
 
   “I was mostly sure.” Teresa started walking through the jungle and Gabriel followed her. 
 
   It only took a few minutes to come to a place where they could watch their previous selves fleeing along the beach. They didn’t have to wait long before a small sand storm blew up around their previous selves and the rogue Apollyon appeared. Gabriel held his breath and watched the events on the beach unfold exactly as they had before. 
 
   When the notebook burst into flame he felt a twinge of compassion for the rogue Apollyon, wondering if his madness would return. Then the previous Gabriel and Teresa disappeared. The rogue Apollyon screamed in rage at the sky and then vanished himself. Those seconds of uncontrolled anger had probably been what had allowed Gabriel to escape. Every second could be essential in trying to ghost a fellow Time Mage. 
 
   Gabriel waited a few moments and then stood up. 
 
   “We did it.” Teresa rose to her feet, her face triumphant. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel laughed. “Thanks to your brilliantly ridiculous idea.” 
 
   “Can I see the notebook?” Teresa offered her open palm. 
 
   “I’m not letting this thing out of my sight until we’re back at the castle.” Gabriel patted the notebook in his pocket. 
 
   “I only want to see it for a second.” Teresa gestured with her open hand. 
 
   “We can look at it back at the castle.” Gabriel furrowed his brow at Teresa’s insistence. 
 
   “Hand it to me now, Gabriel.” Teresa took a step forward, her voice commanding. 
 
   “Why?” Gabriel unconsciously stepped backward. 
 
   “Because I said so.” Teresa glared at him with open menace. “And if you ever want to see your girlfriend alive, you’ll do exactly as I say.” 
 
   Gabriel instinctively grasped the imprints of the Sword of Unmaking and the pocket watch as he felt a pulsing of magic from Teresa. A pulsing of magic he should never have been able to feel from her. A magic laced with Malignant imprints. Looking down at his hands, he realized he had drawn the sword and held its tip pointed at Teresa’s heart. 
 
   “Don’t be a fool.” Teresa shimmered and her flesh rippled as she rapidly transformed into the lovely and evil Kumaradevi. “If you kill me, you’ll never know what I’ve done with your girlfriend.” 
 
   “I don’t understand,” Gabriel stammered, trying to figure out what had happened. 
 
   “You rarely do.” Kumaradevi’s eyes twinkled with a mischievous delight. “All you need to know is that I have placed your lovely friend somewhere in time, and if you do not give me the notebook, she will die there. Alone. Most likely in some painful fashion.”
 
   Gabriel couldn’t think. How had Kumaradevi managed to replace Teresa? How had she even been able to find this secret, alternate reality of the rogue Apollyon’s? How had he not felt the magic used to bend space and time and take Teresa away? How had she…?
 
   “Stop trying to tease out how you failed.” Kumaradevi gestured again with her open hand. “You failed because you are pathetic. You failed because you are not half as clever as you think. You failed for the same reason you will always fail. I am superior to you in every way. Now hand me the notebook.”
 
   “Why not fight me for it?” Gabriel wasn’t sure if this would be such a good idea. He could see a necklace of seven concatenate crystals glowing around Kumaradevi’s neck. 
 
   “You know as well I do that my crystals are weaker here.” Kumaradevi laughed. “Why would I risk fighting you when I can force you to do what I want?” 
 
   Gabriel understood her logic. Her crystals were all linked to Malignant imprints in her vicious alternate reality and would be less powerful in the Primary Continuum. In another alternate reality, they would be exponentially weaker. She was right. Holding Teresa captive gave her a much stronger position than her magic. She could easily force him to do as she wished. 
 
   “Tell me where she is first.” Gabriel pulled the notebook from his pocket with one hand, still aiming the sword at Kumaradevi with the other. 
 
   “The notebook.” Kumaradevi snorted in derision. 
 
   “You could take the notebook and never tell me where she is.” 
 
   “I could, but then she would die.” 
 
   Gabriel didn’t understand Kumardevi’s meaning. She laughed at the confusion clouding his face. 
 
   “If I wanted her dead, I would have killed her.” Kumaradevi’s genial manner evaporated. “I know what it is like to lose the one you love. I’ll save that as a punishment for you, not a reward.”  
 
   Gabriel threw the notebook on the ground between them. He didn’t trust handing it to her. Kumaradevi’s lips curled downward as she looked at the leather-bound book in the grass. She took something from the pocket of the tunic she wore and tossed it on the ground. It looked like a stone. 
 
   “Tell Elizabeth that one day I will repay her for killing my husband while he couldn’t defend himself.” Gabriel doubted she would ever accept any responsibility for her husband’s death. Kumaradevi pointed her hand at the notebook and it flew into her fingers. She looked at him while she held the book. “Whose death do you think would crush her the most?”
 
   Gabriel had no time to answer. Kumaradevi blinked out of existence, a wicked smile filling her face.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14: Lost in Time
 
    
 
   Gabriel fell to his knees, letting the sword blade sink into the grass, his shoulders shuddering as he tried to control the anger and fear pulsing through his body. Tears filled his eyes as he reached out for the stone Kumaradevi had tossed to the ground. How could he have been so stupid? How could he not have seen this? If something happened to Teresa, it would all be his fault. 
 
   As he examined it, he realized the stone in his hand wasn’t a stone. He held a piece of marble, one side smoothly carved, the other jagged and uneven. Could it be from a statue? What statue and from when? Whenever and wherever it came from, it would lead him back to Teresa. Assuming Kumardevi hadn’t lied to him. It might be possible, but he didn’t think so. He suspected she knew the anger of losing someone too well, and he also thought she knew what he would do to her if she had killed Teresa. 
 
   He held the walnut-sized chunk of half-carved marble in his hand as he jumped through time away from the rogue Apollyon’s private world and into the black void between every moment. He appeared in darkness, damp air chilling his skin. He opened his hand, concentrating on the magic he desired, a small globe of bluish light forming in his palm and floating upward, illuminating his surroundings. 
 
   Ribbed arches supported a curved stone ceiling some thirty feet above, and frescos of pastoral scenes covered the walls between several large statues of men and women. From their looks and the style of the carving, Gabriel guessed them to be Roman emperors and their wives. The major portion of the long room contained several pools of water. A Roman bathhouse then. 
 
   From the coolness of the air, these were probably the pools the bathers used to slough off the heat of the steamier baths. The word frigidarium came to Gabriel’s mind from his studies. He looked up at the closest of the pale marble statues, the one the fragment in his hand originated from. The statue stood fifteen feet high, the eyes of its massive three-foot head gazing up at the painted stars spread across the ceiling. 
 
   He guided the magical ball of light upward to shine on the face of the statue. Yes, he knew those eyes. That beard and those cheekbones. That face. He had seen that face not so many days ago. 
 
   Aurelius. Emperor Marcus Aurelius. 
 
   How could that be possible? Was it merely a coincidence Kumaradevi gave him a fragment of a statue of Aurelius to find Teresa? Had she known about their retrieval of Aurelius? Did she still have spies in the castle and on the Council? Could this be her idea of a joke? Did Kumaradevi have a sense of humor? Did it matter as long as he found Teresa? 
 
   At least he knew when and where he would find her. He had spent a week researching the history of Marcus Aurelius. His statue stood in the bathhouse of Sagalassos, a Roman town in the Toros mountain range of what would eventually become southeastern Turkey. The town had been settled as far back as 8000 BCE, and over time had become an important center of trade, conquered by Alexander the Great in 333 BCE. 
 
   Power changed hands several times before it became part of the Roman Empire in 39 AD. The town suffered a major earthquake in 518 CE, and eventually fell to Persian raiders and more earthquakes around 640 CE, which, Gabriel suspected, had also destroyed the statue of Marcus Aurelius. 
 
   Gabriel found all of this important, not because of his love for history, but because it meant Teresa, whenever in time she might be, would be trapped in a town large enough for her to hide and find food and water until he could track her down. 
 
   Locating her posed certain problems. The entire team had been trained to stay in one place when lost in time. Normally, Teresa would have tried to remain as close to the statue as possible, but with the statue in a bathhouse, that would be almost impossible. Most likely, she would try to find a hiding place near the statue and bathhouses to wait for rescue. However, he knew Teresa’s methodical mind. She would visit the statue at least once a day to make sure he could find her. 
 
   Gabriel stepped to the corner of the room, behind the leg of another Emperor, Hadrian, possibly. He touched the wall and used the bathhouse itself as a relic to scan through time for some sign of Teresa. Images filled his mind. The bathhouse during the day with sunlight streaming through the arches. Nighttime with oil lamps burning in torchieres along the walls. Crowds of men and women bathing and relaxing. 
 
   One image began to repeat. A girl near the statue of Marcus Aurelius. Gabriel jumped through time to a day when the girl sat at the foot of the statue, using his Soul Magic to render himself invisible to the people splashing in the pools.  
 
   Gabriel felt his heart swell as the girl turned her head toward him. Teresa! He nearly allowed his Soul Magic veil to drop and run to her, but he noticed something. Her face looked tan, but thin. Very thin. How long had she been here? He had hoped to find her within days of her arrival. An awful thought occurred to him, but he forced it from his mind. He needed to be certain before he allowed himself to contemplate something so painful. 
 
   Gabriel used the bathhouse to travel backward through time. One day. Then two. Then three. Teresa always sat at the foot of the statue. The same time every day. He adjusted his travel slightly, seeing her enter on one day and leave on another. She seemed to stay for two hours at a time. Long enough to bathe and sit by the statue, but not long enough to attract attention. As he skipped back in time, day by day, she looked less tan and less thin. Finally, a day arrived where she did not appear. 
 
   He had half expected to see Kumaradevi delivering her to the statue but knew the old Dark Mage would never have been so sloppy as to appear where Gabriel might find her easily. He had counted over three weeks of days into the past. Fearing what he would find, he skipped ahead a month. Teresa still sat at the foot of the statue. Another month. His hopes began to fade. Another month. When he saw her then, he knew the extraction would be painful. 
 
   A mage lost in time would, as long as they did nothing to create a bifurcation, gradually become part of the Primary Continuum. This natural and somewhat unpredictable process could take as little as a month, but it rarely took more than two. Teresa had been lost in the Primary Continuum for at least three months. If he simply snatched her from the timeline now, her sudden absence from it would create a bifurcation. 
 
   The only way to save her without accidentally manufacturing a new alternate branch of the timeline would be to extract her the same way she had been removed originally — at the moment of her death. But when would her new death come? How old would she be? How many years would she be trapped in this Roman town before she died thinking Gabriel had abandoned her? How old would she be before he could save her? 
 
   The sadness gripping Gabriel’s heart made it hard to breathe, much less see through the tears in his eyes. She might be an old woman before she saw him again. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to calm the swirl of emotions battering him. He jumped through time an hour until Teresa left the bathhouse. He followed her outside, keeping a safe distance, his Soul Magic making him as invisible to her as everyone else. 
 
   Outside, she crossed a wide plaza doubling as a market place. The Greek name for a public plaza had been agora, and the name had often been retained into Roman times, although it could also have been called a forum. A building with fountains in homage to the water nymphs sat across the plaza from the bathhouse. Unsurprisingly, the Romans called the temple a nymphaeum. 
 
   Teresa dodged a horse-drawn cart. Gabriel watched as she paid for some fruit with a coin. She knew. Of course she knew. Teresa understood time travel better than most Time Mages. She would have been counting the days, knowing each one brought her closer to being integrated into the Primary Continuum. She would never use money and make purchases so freely unless she felt certain she had already crossed that threshold. Now she would only have one way of escaping the timeline while still young, and Gabriel feared that option as much as her gradual aging. 
 
   Only by taking her own life could she hope to be rescued while still a young woman. But that would bring other risks. Primarily, the risk of never being found and ending up dead — for the final time. 
 
   Gabriel continued to follow Teresa down a street to an alley between two stone houses. He watched with admiration as she used the uneven surface of one wall to scale the taller of the two buildings, climbing onto the roof. Gabriel jumped through space to the rooftop and stood beside her as she leaned on a stone ledge. Her eyes regarded the city with sadness.  
 
   “Any day now. Please.” 
 
   Gabriel stepped back, afraid he might lose control of himself and embrace her. He needed to find out how long she stayed here in this town. How long she lived. He could use her own body to guide him to that time, but he felt too afraid to touch her. A glint of gold beneath her tunic sleeve caught his eye. Her talisman bracelet. That would do fine. 
 
   Cautiously, he reached out and placed his finger on the edge of the bracelet. He looked at Teresa. She appeared oblivious to his presence. He knew she would never willingly part from the bracelet. It could only be taken from her by force, which would require more force than any average Roman might suspect. He felt certain she would wear it throughout her life.
 
   Gabriel scanned the bracelet, looking for clues to tell him what Teresa’s future might hold. His mind flickered with images of Teresa in the market, by the statue, on the roof, in the street, and then…
 
   Gabriel gasped and staggered back. Teresa glanced around and though she heard him, but turned back to the town below. An icy chill fell over Gabriel’s limbs. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Even his mind felt frozen. He had seen Teresa’s death. 
 
   It couldn’t be. It would not be. He would not accept it. 
 
   He gently touched her bracelet again and jumped forward in time. He appeared, still shrouded in an unnoticeable cloak of Soul Magic, two weeks later in the middle of a street near the market by the bathhouse. He stood by the corner of a building watching Teresa as she walked along one side of the street. 
 
   A block away, an ox-drawn wagon filled with freshly felled logs rumbled down the street. Two men rode atop the logs, one using a long, thin stick to drive the four oxen harnessed to the wagon while the other man sat chatting with him, a large axe balanced on his shoulder as…  
 
   From the other end of the block, on the opposite side of the street behind Teresa, two black stallions raced ahead of a chariot, a lone soldier urging them forward with a crack of the reins as… 
 
   Up ahead of Teresa, a woman tossed a basin of water onto the stones of the street as…. 
 
   Nearby a small, sandy-haired boy ran barefoot down the lane, kicking a red wooden ball as…
 
   The chariot sped by Teresa. She followed its path with her eyes. Looking back, she focused on a large, gray dog gnawing on a bone in the shade of the building not far away as… 
 
   The boy’s foot landed on the side of the ball, sending it rolling across the lane. The boy never looked up from the ball and dashed after it, into the street, into the path of the galloping horses and their chariot as…
 
   The soldier in the chariot yanked back the reins, pulling the horses to the side, into the street, away from the boy as…
 
   The chariot’s frame collided with the side of the lumber wagon, crushing its rear wheel as…   
 
   Teresa’s head snapped toward the sound of the crashing vehicles, sending her feet veering toward the dog.  The gray dog noticed Teresa and growled, baring its teeth. Teresa stepped into the street to avoid the hound as…
 
   The oxen, spooked by the collision with the chariot, charged as the wagon tilted toward the middle of the street, buckling under the weight of the logs and the loss of the rear wheel as…  
 
   Teresa looked from the dog to see the charging oxen and spun around, leaping toward the side of the street as…  
 
   The wagon slammed into the ground, logs bouncing and rolling into the middle of the street, the driver falling to the ground with them as splinters of wood from the falling logs struck the thigh of the woman who had tossed the water into the street as… 
 
   The second man on the wagon ran nimbly across the logs churning beneath him, leaping to the side of the street, the axe tumbling from his grip while he fell as…  
 
   Teresa hit the ground on her knees, hands outstretched, to stop her momentum as… 
 
   The wooden axe handle struck the ground, sending it spinning in a violently rapid arc as… 
 
   Teresa looked up as… 
 
   The axe blade struck her in the neck as… 
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes. 
 
   The sounds of the street — the screams, the shouting, the braying of horses, and the wild snorting of oxen — faded from Gabriel’s ears. He heard only the pounding of his own heart and the swift, deep gulps of his breathing. 
 
   Teresa. 
 
   Gone. 
 
   Forever. 
 
   The primary lesson he had learned while preparing for his first extraction with the team filled his mind. Extractions were not always possible. There were circumstances when it proved impossible to save the potential mage at the moment of his or her death. In order to prevent a bifurcation, the candidate needed to be extracted after their actual death. A Heart-Tree Mage would then repair the damaged flesh of the body and bring the person back to life. 
 
   However, there were times when this simply could not be accomplished. If too much time passed between death and resuscitation, or the cause of death damaged the body beyond repair, the person would remain dead. Usually this did not present a problem. Most people died of accidents or natural causes. But while the damage from a sword to the heart could be repaired, a bullet to the brain would always be permanently lethal. Any death a Heart-Tree Mage could not repair would be a permanent death. 
 
   Decapitation always remained fatal. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyelids to find Teresa’s eyes staring back at him from the ground. Her dead eyes. Her body lay several feet away. 
 
   He turned and vomited against the wall of the building behind him. He felt his concentration begin to collapse. He didn’t know how long he could keep the Soul Magic hiding his presence in place. He needed to flee. He wanted to jump through time. To get as far away in space and time as possible from where he stood. Where Teresa had died. 
 
   Unable to think of where to flee to in time, he ran. Sprinting up the street, he dodged men and women and carts and dogs and children, tears filling his eyes, making it difficult to see where he headed. 
 
   He ran until the road ended and his breathing burned his lungs. He stood at the top of the Sagalassos Theatre, an outdoor amphitheater built into the sloping hillside, stone seats buried into the ground in a near-full circle. The seats angled down and ended in an open, horseshoe-shaped space. Behind this stood the stage, constructed of stone, tall columns supporting the roof. Only a handful people sat scattered throughout the seats, some eating, some talking, some napping in the warmth of the sun. 
 
   Gabriel stepped into an aisle and sank down on a hard seat. He altered his appearance with the amulet to blend in with the citizens and slowly allowed the Soul Magic protecting him to fade. If anyone noticed him, they would think he arrived while they had been looking away. As the magic evaporated around him, his weeping turned to sobs and his head fell forward into his hands. 
 
   His tears fell in memory of Teresa. For all she had been. For all she meant to him. For all she might have become. For what they might have become together. 
 
   His tears fell in shame. For his role in her death. For leaving her alone to be kidnapped and stranded. 
 
   His tears fell in anger. For Kumaradevi and her treachery. For her carelessness with human life. For leaving Teresa to die alone in a strange place and time. 
 
   His tears fell in despair. For the fruitless hope he could change time and save Teresa. For the impossible desire to once again ignore Ohin’s guidance and create a bifurcation to save her. 
 
   His tears fell with the pain of knowing he could not bring himself to create and destroy an entire world again to save one person, even a person he loved as much as Teresa. 
 
   When his tears had burned away the sadness of memory and the self-loathing of shame, he found his desperation fading into a desire for revenge, fueled by the anger still consuming his heart. Kumardevi would regret her hand in Teresa’s death. Gabriel would make certain of that. She would not escape retribution. 
 
   For too long he had thought of the war as a game, with different sides and factions, and with himself as the most coveted piece on the board. He couldn’t afford to think like that anymore. The war held no real resemblance to a game. People did not die in games. The loss of a game only provided a lesson for the next turn of play. Even Vicaquirao’s game only…
 
   Vicaquirao’s game. 
 
   Gabriel sat up. 
 
   Vicaquirao’s game. 
 
   A hazy memory from a half-forgotten dream rippled through his mind just beneath conscious perception. 
 
   Gabriel wiped his eyes and looked up to the sky. He had seen a sky like it in a dream. A dream with Vicaquirao. A dream where they played a strange game. 
 
   The game! 
 
   Was it only game? Did it matter? Could the game be the key? Could his past dreams have shown him a way forward in the present? 
 
   Gabriel held his breath, thinking of Vicaquirao’s game, imagining the board and the pieces, remembering the way of thinking that would predict how the board might change. That’s what he had thought the game to be about. Prediction. But in the dreams, Vicaquirao had emphasized placement. How to place the pieces so even a random outcome would eventually work in your favor. What had he said? 
 
   The keys to the game are learning to anticipate and plan for the subtle changes in the board, and how to arrange for minor alterations and use them to your advantage. 
 
   Could it be possible? 
 
   Gabriel stood up and walked along the curved row of stone benches. 
 
   He thought back to what he had seen on the street. How Teresa had died. 
 
   When he came to the end of the row, he reassumed his cloak of Soul Magic and jumped back to the street near the bathhouse. He took himself backward in time to a nearby rooftop and waited for Teresa and himself to arrive on the street below. He made sure his previous self could not see him. If his hunch proved possible, he’d be crossing his own personal timeline a number of times, with each occasion increasing the possibility of creating a paradox. It pained him beyond what he thought possible, but he made himself watch, extending his space-time sense and slowing the events down in his perception. As the axe struck, he moved again to another rooftop and back a little further in time and waited to see the accident from a different angle. 
 
   After the third time of seeing Teresa’s death, he looked up to the clear sky above and laughed, tears rolling from his eyes once more. 
 
   It was possible. It could be done, if planned and executed precisely. However, it couldn’t be done alone. He’d need the rest of the Chimera team’s help and they would need to make sure to avoid the notice of any of his previous selves viewing the accident on the street. 
 
   He felt as certain as he had ever felt about anything. His heart swelled and he laughed again in relief. He could save Teresa. He could unmake her death. Thanks to his dreams of Vicaquirao, he could change time.
 
   Of course, he’d have to kill her to do it. 
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15: The Plan
 
    
 
   Gabriel returned through time to the Council’s Windsor Castle, arriving a few minutes after he had left with Teresa to chase the rogue Apollyon and the notebook. By his estimate, he had been gone for ten minutes relative to the time in the castle. The days he had experienced with Teresa felt eaten by time as he examined the castle grounds. Nothing had changed in the minutes he had been gone. The Round Tower and much of the nearby castle structures still billowed smoke. He walked across the grass of the Lower Ward, ignoring the burning trees. He held a roll of papers in his hand. 
 
   Ohin and the rest of the team still congregated around Councilwoman Elizabeth’s unconscious form. Marcus and Sema bent over her body, their hands resting on her forehead. Gabriel could sense the Heart-Tree and Soul Magic they used to try to healing her. 
 
   As he approached, their eyes turned to him. He brought a magical barrier against sound into existence as soon as he reached Elizabeth’s side. 
 
   “How is she?” Gabriel stared down at Elizabeth, her face contorted in a rictus of silent agony. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Marcus leaned back from Elizabeth with a sigh, keeping his hands in contact with her head. “I’ve healed her body as best I can, but she’s under the influence of some very dark Soul Magic.”
 
    “I don’t know what to do.” Sema, tears in her eyes, looked down at Elizabeth. “It will take many mages to lift this curse. If it is even possible.” 
 
   “Where’s Teresa?” Ling frowned at Gabriel as she glanced around behind him. 
 
   “Teresa is dead.” Gabriel kept his voice steady. Sema gasped and Ling cursed. Gabriel waited until all their eyes held his. “But I have a plan to save her.” 
 
   Gabriel told them the story of his and Teresa’s pursuit of the rogue Apollyon and Elizabeth’s coded notebook. He told them about their time in Chateau Gaillard, their capture by the rogue Apollyon, the arrival of the twin Apollyon, and of their escape. 
 
   As he recounted the complicated events in the rogue Apollyon’s world, Gabriel’s recitation became slightly confusing for his listeners. He explained how he stole back the notebook from the rogue Apollyon, but then how he lost it again, and how Kumaradevi, pretending to be Teresa, helped him recover it before revealing her true nature and extorting the notebook from him in return for a hint at the real Teresa’s location in time. 
 
   When he came to the tale of finding Teresa in Sagalassos and following her, only to witness her eventual death, he found he had trouble breathing, as though he were reliving the moment all over again, watching it one more time from yet another rooftop. He described quickly and succinctly how Teresa had died. Before he could explain his plan to save her, the others interrupted. 
 
   “Gabriel.” Ohin’s deep voice reverberated with sadness, tears filling his eyes. “There is no way back from a death like this.” 
 
   “But there is.” Gabriel tried to remain calm. He needed to present his case as clearly as possible for them to believe his plan would work. 
 
   “Nothing can be done, boy.” Marcus rubbed his bald head in frustration, trying to hold back his emotions. 
 
   “You don’t understand.” Gabriel took a deep breath. 
 
   “Sometimes we must let go.” Tears stained Sema’s face. 
 
   “But we don’t have to.” Gabriel nearly laughed as he tried to contain his zeal. He knew he must look maniacal. “I’ve figured out a way.”
 
   “There is no way that won’t create a new branch of time.” Ohin placed his hand on Gabriel’s arm. 
 
   “Gabriel saved me, why can’t we save her?” Ling wiped tears from her defiant eyes. 
 
   “She would never accept that.” Rajan stared blank-faced at a burning tree. His mind seemed unable to encompass the news of Teresa’s death. 
 
   “Stop.” Gabriel furrowed his brow, his voice passionate. “We don’t need to create a bifurcation to save Teresa. I’ve figured out a way to alter the timeline of the Primary Continuum slightly, just enough to allow us to extract Teresa at the moment of her death without creating a new branch of time.” 
 
   “Gabriel, what you suggest isn’t possible.” Ohin’s hand tightened on Gabriel’s arm, trying to convey the importance of his words. “The Primary Continuum cannot be changed. It might accept and incorporate small alterations over time, like Teresa gradually becoming part of the timeline, but not something like this.”
 
   “No. It’s possible. I’ve thought it all out.” Gabriel had spent two days drawing diagrams and making lists of every moment leading up to Teresa’s death and the sequence of events they would need to alter in exactly the right order so as to change the timeline without breaking it. 
 
   “You can’t simply make one small change. It needs to be a series of tiny variations that result in a new outcome.”
 
   “It sounds like madness,” Marcus said. 
 
   “It’s grief,” Sema said. 
 
   “If it can be done, we have to do it,” Ling said. 
 
   “Ling is right. We can’t abandon her if there is a chance, even a small chance, to save her,” Rajan said. 
 
   “A small chance that carries great risks,” Ohin said. “Even if what you say is possible, a miniscule mistake could be disastrous.”
 
   “Not if we plan it out.” Gabriel’s excitement caused his voice to crack. 
 
   Ling and Rajan were convinced. He could see it on their faces. He had to convince Ohin. Sema and Marcus would follow his lead if Ohin believed Gabriel. He held out the roll of papers in his hand. “We have to be careful, but I watched it again and again and worked out everything. The key came to me in a dream where I was playing this strange board game with Vicaquirao.” 
 
   “You had a dream of Vicaquirao?” Sema looked at him, sudden concern filling her eyes. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel rushed on. “We kept playing this game where the board would change and you needed to place your pieces so they would be in the right spots at the right times. The dreams would change locations, but the game always remained the same.” 
 
   “You had more than one dream with Vicaquirao?” Sema stood up and placed her hands on Gabriel’s head. He tried to move away, but she clasped his skull tightly. “Did it never occur to you that Vicaquirao might be placing himself in your dreams?”
 
   “No.” Gabriel felt confused by the question. For that to happen, Vicaquirao would have needed to be in the castle. He would have needed to follow Gabriel through time. That didn’t seem possible. The dreams were only dreams. “I’ve had dreams of Vicaquirao before. These dreams seemed the same.”
 
   “I don’t sense anything.” Sema lowered her hands, but continued to hold Gabriel’s eyes with her own. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t place the dreams in your mind.” 
 
   “For what bloody purpose?” Marcus asked. 
 
   “We may never know the purpose, but if Vicaquirao did give Gabriel these dreams, you can be certain there is a reason.” Ohin stroked his chin as he looked at Gabriel.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what Vicaquirao’s purpose might be or if the dreams were real dreams, all that matters is whether Gabriel’s plan will work.” Ling nearly growled her words. 
 
   “Whatever we do, we need to do it quickly.” Rajan gestured toward the castle grounds. “We’ll be needed here whenever we come back.”
 
   For the first time, Gabriel noticed that the expedition Akikane had led against the Apollyons to defend the Dresden outpost had returned. He had been so focused on the others and convincing them of his plan that he’d been oblivious to the additional wounded mages filling the Lower Ward courtyard. 
 
   “What happened to Akikane and the others?” Gabriel saw anger in the eyes of his teammates and knew the answer before it could be spoken.
 
   “An ambush,” Ohin said. 
 
   “A massacre is more like it,” Marcus said. 
 
   “The whole thing was a trap,” Ling said. 
 
   “They drew away half our forces to make it easier to attack the castle,” Sema said. 
 
   “Akikane?” Gabriel made no attempt to control the pitch of his voice as emotion and concern broke through. 
 
   “He’s fine. Wounded, but he’ll recover.” Ohin’s face became harder with the strain of his words. “The castle will take longer to repair. And the Council. We have no idea what is left of our forces or who has survived.”
 
   “And we’ve lost the notebook.” Gabriel looked up at Ohin. His words were meant for his mentor now, not the others. “We lost too much today. We can’t lose Teresa, as well. I can’t. I won’t. This plan will work. I know it will.”
 
   Ohin stared at Gabriel for a moment, then looked up to the faces of the team. “If we fail, we fail twice. We’ll lose Teresa and create a bifurcation.” 
 
   “And if we don’t try?” Sema raised her eyebrows slightly with the question. 
 
   “We’ll never know.” Marcus turned to Ohin. “Can you imagine knowing we could have tried something but yet leaving the poor girl to die? How would we ever be able look at each other again?”
 
   Ohin remained silent for so long, Gabriel feared he might not answer. 
 
   “Show me your plan.” Ohin reached for the rolled papers in Gabriel’s hand. “If it seems possible, we will make the attempt, but you must convince me it’s possible.” 
 
   “It is possible.” Gabriel handed Ohin the papers. “We’ll need someone else, though.” 
 
   “Who?” Ohin asked.
 
   “Another Wind Mage. And someone who knows the time period.” Gabriel found himself smiling with excitement again. “I’ll explain. It’s part of the plan. And we’ll need someplace to prepare. Someplace safe.”
 
   “I think I know somewhere we will be safe,” Ohin said. 
 
   “What about Elizabeth?” Marcus asked, his hands again resting gently on her forehead. 
 
   “She shouldn’t travel unless it’s absolutely necessary,” Sema said. 
 
   “I have an idea.” Gabriel’s gaze fell on a young mage across the yard. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
   Gabriel walked around the others and headed for one of the few trees not scorched by flames. As he crossed the magical barrier against sound, it dispersed. On the other side of the yard, Justine sat against the unblemished tree, her knees pulled up to her chest, tears streaking her soot-smeared face. 
 
   Gabriel knelt beside her and she turned to him, noticing him for the first time. Her eyes flared with surprise and she threw her arms around him. 
 
   “Oh, Gabriel, I thought you were dead. It’s so awful. All of it. Everyone dying. All the people dying. I know I should be helping, I tried to help, but I’m so new, and they were so powerful, I hid. And then it got quiet and I came out and then…” She seemed unable to go on. 
 
   “You did exactly the right thing, Justine.” Gabriel slowly pulled her arms from around him. “I need your help. There’s something only you can do.” 
 
   “Anything. Anything.” Justine’s eyes brightened slightly at the hope concealed in Gabriel’s words. 
 
   “Come with me.” Gabriel stood and offered Justine his hands. She accepted and he pulled her to her feet, guiding her back to the rest of the team gathered around the unconscious Elizabeth. 
 
   “Oh, no!” Justine gasped as she saw Elizabeth lying prone in the grass. 
 
   “It’s okay.” Gabriel patted her hand reassuringly. “She’s in a coma, but she’s not going to die. I need you to watch her for me.”
 
   “We can’t leave her here in the open,” Sema said, looking confused at Gabriel’s suggestion. 
 
   “I’ll take them someplace safe,” Gabriel said, his voice still soothing as he turned to Justine. “I need to you watch over her for a few minutes. It won’t be long. You’re a very good Heart-Tree Mage, and she’ll be fine as long as you’re with her. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Justine hesitated a moment and then nodded her head. 
 
   “Good.” Gabriel turned to Ohin. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   A whirl of colorlessness and brilliance and Gabriel stood in the castle cellars, Justine at his side, Elizabeth at their feet. The children, Leah and Liam, yelped in surprise. 
 
   “Gabriel!” The children yelled in unison and leapt to him, clinging to his legs. 
 
   “We were so worried.” Leah’s big eyes stared up at him. 
 
   “We thought you forgot us.” Liam’s words were muffled from burying his head in the side of Gabriel’s thigh.
 
   “I haven’t forgotten about you.” Gabriel bent down to one knee. “I have a special mission for you. Something I need you to help me with.” 
 
   “We can help.” Leah’s voice sounded far more certain than the look on her face. 
 
   “We’re good helpers.” Liam wiped his nose with the corner of his small tunic. 
 
   “Good. I need you to help Justine keep watch over Councilwoman Elizabeth.” The two children looked at Justine and then turned their stares to Elizabeth’s comatose body. Gabriel could read on their faces the thoughts beginning to form in their minds. “She’s in a very deep sleep, and she can’t wake herself up.”
 
   “I need you to help me keep an eye on her.” Justine sat down beside Elizabeth and smiled at Leah and Liam. “Can you do that?”
 
   “We can do that.” Leah sat down next to Elizabeth. “Did you see Mommy and Daddy?”
 
   “Not yet.” Gabriel tried to keep his tone reassuring. “We can look for them together when I come back.”
 
   “You promise to come back?” Liam stared upward as Gabriel stood.
 
   “I’ll be back before you know it.” He looked to Justine, his voice filled with gratitude. “Thank you.” 
 
   Justine nodded silently as Gabriel vanished from the room, appearing in the Upper Ward courtyard. He looked around, scanning the destruction, searching through faces, trying to ignore the dead and wounded. They all needed saving, but Teresa needed him more. He saw a man help carry a wounded mage across the yard near the state apartments. Gabriel ran to the familiar face, a face he had seen so much of lately. 
 
   “Aurelius!” Gabriel called to the ex-emperor, now impromptu field medic, as he ran up. 
 
   “You’ve survived.” Aurelius helped place the wounded man on a bench that had become a makeshift triage station. He stared at Gabriel with weary eyes. “This was not the afterlife I had imagined. I’d hoped I’d be done with war.” 
 
   “I need your help.” Gabriel squinted as he looked up at Aurelius. 
 
   “Whatever you need.” Aurelius wiped his bloody hands on his pant legs. 
 
   “Good. I need your knowledge and your magic.” Gabriel jumped through space with Aurelius to rejoin his team in the Lower Ward. 
 
   “Aurelius?” Ohin looked at the man with surprise. 
 
   “We don’t have time to research the extraction point and he lived close enough to the date.” Gabriel looked around at the team, feeing his excitement grow. This would work. He would save Teresa. “And we need him for the extraction.” 
 
   “Extraction?” Aurelius looked confused. “Now?”
 
   “I’ll explain,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Where is Elizabeth?” Sema asked.
 
   “Safe in the cellars,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “With Justine?” Marcus asked.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel answered. “We need someone we can trust. I trust Justine. Elizabeth will be safe with her until we return.” 
 
   “Where are we going?” Rajan asked. 
 
   “A place I prepared long ago for a time when I might need it,” Ohin said. “Near the day the Great Barrier divides time.”
 
   “Well, let’s stop yammering about it and go already.” Ling spat into the grass, her patience exhausted. 
 
   “Agreed.” Ohin looked around at the team and paused for a moment. “Even if Gabriel is right, this may still end in disaster.” 
 
   No one said a word in reply. 
 
   Ohin reached into his pocket and removed a tarnished brass key. Then the black void of time swallowed them whole, and Windsor Castle vanished from sight. 
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16: House at the Edge of Time
 
    
 
   Gabriel blinked his eyes, shadows clouding his vision. He stood with the others in the middle of a large, dimly lit room. He looked around. A long, dust-caked table told him they stood in a dining room. Heavy red velvet curtains partially covered three large bay windows with cracked glass. 
 
   Ohin slipped the key back into his pocket and pulled the curtains wide to let sunlight into the room. Dark wood panels covered the walls.  A chandelier of curved glass hung above the table. Ten chairs sat scattered around the room. 
 
   “Where are we?” Rajan sneezed at the dust, covering his nose. 
 
   “The middle of a forest in Maine in August of two thousand-twelve, right before the Great Barrier arrives.” Ohin gestured to the room and the house. “This house has been abandoned for years and remains empty until the Great Barrier begins two months from now. I thought we might need a safe house no one else knew about. As long as we stay in the house and near the grounds, no one should notice us.”
 
   Ohin’s foresight and planning impressed Gabriel. An abandoned house near the point where the Great Barrier divided time on October 28, 2012, would make it much easier to avoid accidentally creating a bifurcation. 
 
   “Not the cleanest hideout we’ve ever had.” Sema wiped her finger through the dust on the dining table. 
 
   “Not the worst, either.” Marcus opened the door to the kitchen. “At least there’s a table to sit at.” 
 
   “The amenities are unfortunately Spartan,” Ohin said. “There is no electricity. However, there is an old hand pump out back for water. I also laid in several weeks of supplies. There are crates of canned goods in the kitchen. And you’ll be happy to know, I took the time to hunt down some mattresses for the beds. There are linens in the first room at the top of the stairs. I suggest you all take a little time to clean this place up a bit. We’ll be here a few days while we review Gabriel’s plan and prepare for the extraction.”
 
   “Rajan and I can deal with the dust.” Ling began to use Wind Magic to push the dust coating the table into a pile. Rajan joined her, using Stone Magic to keep the dust from floating into the air. 
 
   “And I’ll deal with our house guests.” Marcus pointed to a small, brown field mouse running along the baseboard beneath the window before it ducked into a crack in the wall. 
 
   “I suppose I’ll unpack the food and see what I can prepare for dinner.” Sema headed for the kitchen. She stopped at the door and turned back to look at Ling and Rajan. “Maybe you two should start in the kitchen. It’s…disgusting.” 
 
   Rajan and Ling laughed and followed Sema into the kitchen. 
 
   “I’ll give you a hand.” Marcus walked after the other three. “I wouldn’t want you to accidentally toss out the beer if Ohin had the foresight to provide some.”
 
   “You might find a case under the sink.” Ohin watched with amusement as Marcus quickened his pace. 
 
   “What can I do to assist?” Aurelius looked between Gabriel and Ohin. “I’m not even certain why I’m here.”
 
   “When we perform an extraction, like the one we did for you, we try to learn as much as we can about the location and the period of history.” Ohin took Gabriel’s rolled papers and began to spread them out on the now dustless table. 
 
   “We’ll also need you to help with some magic before the extraction.” Gabriel helped Ohin flatten his drawings and notes. 
 
   “I see.” Aurelius looked down and the sheets of paper covering the table. “Who are we extracting?”
 
   “Our teammate, Teresa.” Gabriel looked up from the papers to Ohin’s face.
 
   “Assuming you can convince me your plan will work,” Ohin said. 
 
   “I’m confused.” Aurelius pulled a chair to the table and sat down. A small cloud of dust erupted from beneath him. “How can she be a member of your team already if we need to extract her?” 
 
   “It’s complicated.” Gabriel grabbed the nearest sheet of paper, a hand drawing of the street in Sagalassos where Teresa died, and turned it to Ohin and Aurelius. “Let me show you what happened and how we can change it.” 
 
   Gabriel’s time spent creating the maps, drawings, and notes of the accident proved invaluable, not only in convincing Ohin of the feasibility of the plan but also in preparing for it. While the rest of the team spent the remainder of the day cleaning the house, making beds, and cooking dinner, Gabriel and Ohin refined the plan. They peppered Aurelius with questions about the construction of chariots and wagons, and gathered any small details that might influence the outcome of the alterations they intended to make to the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Later that night, after a meal of canned soup, heated in a large pot with Fire Magic provided by Gabriel, he and Ohin went through every detail of the plan with the rest of the team. Gabriel first explained all the events leading up to Teresa’s death, and then how he intended to alter each moment, ever so slightly, to create a different outcome. They discussed the plan while eating a dessert of apples Rajan had procured from an old orchard behind the house. 
 
    “Something is still not clear to me.” Aurelius held his apple, uneaten, in his cupped hands. “Why must we kill the girl in a different way in order to save her?”
 
   “She’s part of the Primary Continuum now.” Gabriel hastily chewed and swallowed a bite of apple. “She has to die now or it will create a bifurcation. But we can’t save her from a death by axe. It’s too final.”
 
   “I still say we could change the angle or direction of the axe and skip all these complicated and risky changes.” Ling gestured to Ohin with an apple core. “I can put the axe anywhere we need to.” 
 
   “No, the boy’s right.” Marcus sat slouched in his chair, drinking a bottle of beer, ironically chilled by the heat dispersing power of Gabriel’s Fire Magic. “An axe blade can create too much damage no matter where it strikes, and the handle is too small to be fatal. The real problem is the body. I’ll need at least a week to create a Replacement. And I have nothing to create it with.”
 
   “Use this.” Gabriel pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Marcus. “I can help you speed up the process of making the body. With two of us, it won’t take as long.” 
 
   “You really have thought of everything.” Marcus pulled a dark black hair from the folded paper and held it up. As part of his planning, Gabriel had taken a stray hair from Teresa’s shirt. 
 
   “Yes, Gabriel has considered all the possibilities.” Ohin frowned and looked around the table. “I believe his plan will work. I would never have considered it possible before, but in examining every detail and knowing the timeline of the Primary Continuum to be somewhat flexible, enough so to accept Teresa becoming a part of it, I believe we can change it and save her. However, we cannot control every event. We cannot plan for every contingency. There is a chance, and I don’t know how large or small, that we will fail, both in attempting to rescue Teresa and in avoiding the creation of a bifurcation. There will be consequences for that failure, and we all need to accept them before we begin.”
 
   “I’d rather face the consequences of failure than the alternative of not trying, simply so we can say we followed the rules.” Rajan looked across the table to Gabriel, altering the tone of his voice slightly to indicate his next words were quoted and not his own. “Be not disgusted, nor discouraged, nor despair, if thou dost not succeed in doing everything according to right principles.”
 
   Aurelius turned his head toward Rajan and squinted in curiosity. Gabriel recognized the words Rajan had quoted. They came from Aurelius’s Meditations, a posthumously published book of his thoughts and sayings. 
 
   “I agree.” Sema folded her hands on the table. “We’ve lost too many friends and allies this day to lose one more. Especially Teresa.” 
 
   “Here, here.” Marcus raised his bottle. 
 
   “The sooner we get her back, the sooner she can start annoying me.” Ling put her chin in her hand. “I actually miss her annoying me.” 
 
   Ohin looked at Aurelius, and the others slowly followed his gaze. Aurelius met their eyes, then brought his own to rest upon Gabriel. “We have a duty to those we love, even when there is danger to the world in fulfilling it.”
 
   “Then we are agreed.” Ohin sat back in his chair and seemed to relax for the first time. “It’s been a long and painful day. We’ll rest tonight and begin training and organizing first thing tomorrow.” 
 
   Preparations for the extraction took little less than a week. They spent their days practicing each element of the mission, going over every action on paper and rehearsing them in the backyard during the day or in the massive living room of the house at night. Gabriel wanted to take the team back in time to witness the accident for themselves, but Ohin decided against it. Gabriel would already suffer the effects of the paradox they were about to create, remembering both a death that no longer happened as well as one that did. It would be unwise to submit the entire team to such cognitive distress. 
 
   Gabriel cursed himself for not thinking to grab a camera to film the accident and view it later. The idea tempted him in retrospect, but he agreed with Ohin — the risks to his mind from paradox could not be taken lightly. He also had no desire to see the accident again. He found it painful enough to think about it all the time. 
 
   As the days passed, they debated possible flaws in the plan and potential anomalies that could be capable of creating a bifurcation. Gabriel and Marcus tended in turns to the rapidly growing simulacrum of Teresa in the downstairs study. They also practiced the methods they would need in order to revive Teresa from the alternate death they planned for her. The gruesomeness of the work weighed heavily on all of them, but on Gabriel in particular. A permanent knot of anxiety gripped his stomach. He found it hard to think about anything beyond the mission, but this only yielded thoughts about Teresa and contemplations of what could go wrong, or worse, condemnations of his failure to protect her in the first place. 
 
   Late in the afternoon of the third day, Gabriel sat at the large dining room table, golden autumn sunlight spilling over his plans and drawings as he reviewed the rescue strategy for what seemed like the hundredth time. While he strove to keep the plan from being overcomplicated, he knew he needed to anticipate and compensate for every variable. If they made the slightest mistake in their alterations of the Primary Continuum, not only would a bifurcation be created, but Teresa would likely remain dead forever. 
 
   Dead to him forever. He could not escape the recurring thought, the constant self-recrimination, that he alone carried the responsibility for her death. He had accepted that responsibility, but would he be able to rectify the result of Teresa’s close acquaintance with the most dangerous individual in all known realities, the Seventh True Mage, Gabriel Salvador? 
 
   “Something to eat?” 
 
   Gabriel looked up from where a single drop of salt water stained the parchment paper spread across the table to find the dark brown eyes of Aurelius steadily meeting his own. Gabriel rubbed his eyelids and took a deep breath. 
 
   “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
   Aurelius slid a worn wooden tray across the table. A half loaf of bread Rajan had baked the day before sat beside a small round of brie Ohin had somehow scavenged from the local town, along with a crystal bowl filled with dark purple kalamata olives from a can. 
 
   “I thought you might need some fortification.” Aurelius sat down across from Gabriel. “I always found a light snack at midday to be of considerable aid when planning my campaigns.”  
 
   “I’m fourteen. A snack is always a good idea.” Gabriel pulled a hunk of bread free from the loaf and cut a slice of the soft cheese, its pungent odor filling his nose and making his mouth water in anticipation. 
 
   “I seem to remember that from my youth, as well.” Aurelius plucked an olive from the dish and plopped it in his mouth. Spitting out the pit, he looked at Gabriel, seeming to think while he chewed the delicate meat of the olive. “One can, of course, over plan a campaign.”
 
   “One mistake could mean disaster.” Gabriel stuffed a bite of cheese and bread into his mouth as he stared down at his map of Sagalassos. 
 
   “Mistakes can arise while implementing even the best of plans.” Aurelius watched Gabriel flinch slightly at his words. 
 
   “That’s not reassuring.” Gabriel glanced up, his eyes a mixture of worry and annoyance.
 
   “I mean, simply, that the universe is dynamic, and therefore, we cannot control every moment of it.” Aurelius folded his hands, his voice soothing.
 
   “I only need to control a few seconds.” Gabriel put his head in his hands as he looked back down at the papers, his hunger evaporating as his anxiety condensed. 
 
   “And have you found any mistakes in your plan?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And do you trust your teammates?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then maybe you should trust yourself.” 
 
   “How can I trust myself when I’m always the cause of death for my friends?” Gabriel looked up again, his voice breaking under the strain of the emotion he struggled to hold in check. 
 
   “Are you truly the cause for young Teresa’s death?” Aurelius’s soft, questioning eyes seemed to peer into Gabriel’s heart. 
 
   “Being near me makes death more likely.” Unable to hold Aurelius’s gaze, Gabriel looked out the window, watching the multicolored fall trees sway gently in the wind. 
 
   “We cannot despise death, our own or others. It is the will of nature. We are all some aspect of nature’s will, whether we die in old age, or on the battlefield, or from some fateful, common accident.” The tone of Aurelius’s voice brought Gabriel’s gaze back from the window. 
 
   “I can’t watch my friends die because of me. I don’t care if it’s part of some natural order.” 
 
   “Would you instead turn your friends away? Banish them from your company? Could you manage without them? Without her?”
 
   “I…”
 
   Gabriel choked as his words dissolved in frustration. Would Teresa and Ohin and the others be better off without him? He knew he needed them, needed them for more reasons than he could contemplate, but did they need him? He swallowed back the words and emotions straining his throat.
 
   Aurelius placed his hands flat upon the table, seeming to weigh his thoughts and their possible impact before he spoke them aloud. 
 
   “The universe is as one living being, of one substance, like the many strands of a spider’s web. This is the truth beneath the truth of our human lives. In our lives, some strands of this universal web hold the others in place. They cling to this central filament for support and structure. Sometimes an emperor is such a strand, binding a nation together. Sometimes it is a boy, gifted beyond all others, the outcome of a war hinging upon his actions. But a single strand is not a web. The web needs both the central and tangent strands, or it simply dissolves in the wind.”
 
   “And how many strands will perish because of their connection to me?” Gabriel’s jaw ached with the expression of that question, a query his heart fought to avoid answering.
 
   “How many will live because of their connection to you?” Aurelius placed his finger on the papers before Gabriel. “Could anyone else save Teresa? Would anyone even dare? Is she in more danger for being close to you or safer because of it?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel frowned as he considered the notion.
 
   “It has been my experience that when one goes to war, the safest place to be is next to the best swordsman.” Aurelius pulled a piece of bread from the loaf on the tray. 
 
   “I’m not a very good swordsman yet.” Gabriel eyed the dish of olives, feeling his hunger return as Aurelius’s words sank into his mind. 
 
   “Sometimes it is better to be the sword than the swordsman. And you are both.” Aurelius winked and tossed the chewy bread into his mouth. 
 
   Gabriel spent much of the rest of that day and the next considering Aurelius’s advice. He felt an odd kinship with the man, one Aurelius also seemed to acknowledge. Both had found themselves at the heart of extraordinary events affecting vast numbers of people, their decisions impacting lives near and cherished, as well as those distant and unknown. Few people could truly understand the weight of the decisions Gabriel had faced and would face. Aurelius knew the costs, personal and collective, of leadership. Gabriel found it a comfort knowing someone who could fathom the depth of the doubt and apprehension accompanying the choices he confronted. He felt thankful fate had thrown the wise Roman emperor into his life. 
 
   The night before the attempted extraction, Gabriel sat at the edge of the rickety back porch, staring up at a handful of clouds lazily drifting through the star-filled sky. Gazing at the night sky always calmed his mind. The stars were not nearly as bright as those seen from Windsor Castle so many millions of years in the past. The light pollution inherent to the 21st Century dimmed the night sky even in a place as remote as the woods surrounding the derelict house. 
 
   He counted the handful of constellations Teresa had taught him, remembering starry nights like this as they talked in the castle courtyards or sat waiting for some mission to start. She knew all the constellations. Even in the southern hemisphere. She even knew constellations from Mayan and Egyptian astronomy. He studied Polaris, the North Star, the brightest star in the constellation Ursa Minor, known as the Little Bear. He wondered if Teresa would ever feel for him the riotous mixture of emotions his heart held for her. 
 
   Gabriel heard someone step from the house and cross the porch to sit beside him. He continued to stare at the stars, knowing from the way his magic-sense rippled in his mind who sat alongside him.
 
   “It must feel weird for you.” 
 
   Gabriel thought about the statement and wondered what about his life didn’t feel weird. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel turned his head to look at Ling. 
 
   “Worrying.” Ling laughed and punched Gabriel’s shoulder lightly before throwing her arm around it. He felt his stomach relax for the first time in days under the strength of her arm. “Normally you plunge ahead and follow whatever wild idea or strange instinct has entered your head without taking the time to consider the possible consequences and dangers. Now you’ve spent a whole week thinking about what might go wrong and what it will mean for Teresa and us and you. The worrying must feel weird to you.” 
 
   Gabriel considered Ling’s words for a moment. “Is that a compliment or a criticism?” 
 
   Ling laughed. “An observation.”
 
   “It feels awful.” Gabriel knew he tended to act too quickly, without waiting to think through the complications of his decisions. He had been trying to work on that fault, but he realized now that deliberative deeds could carry a set of problems absent from decisive action. 
 
   “It’s awful for all of us. But not as awful as it could be.” Ling raised her eyes to the stars above. “When Teresa first joined us, she was miserable. She sulked. She cried constantly. It made us all depressed to see how wretched she felt. Nothing Sema did seemed to help. For weeks, I resisted comforting her. I told myself she needed to learn to accept her new life in her own way. And I am not a person who finds affection easy to express. Don’t give me that look. Anyway, that’s what I told myself. 
 
   “It wasn’t the truth. The truth was I wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t want to face the feelings it would bring. It would remind me of the children I had lost. The husband I had to leave behind. I feared those feelings. I thought they would overwhelm me. But I was wrong. I found that when I did offer Teresa comfort, it also gave me solace. Helping her heal the wounds of her loss helped me heal my own.”
 
   “How did you comfort her?” Gabriel couldn’t quite imagine Ling playing the role of consoling companion.
 
   “The same why I comfort everyone,” Ling said. “By giving her unrelenting grief until she’d forgotten how much she ached for her family.”
 
   “Like stomping on someone’s toe to help them forget they’ve bumped their head?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Exactly.” Ling laughed again. 
 
   “She’s wrong about you,” Gabriel said. “You’re not like a caramel chocolate that’s all hard and chewy on the inside, you’re more like a cream-filled chocolate that’s soft and gooey inside.” 
 
   Ling sniffed and seemed to think about this for a moment. “You may be right.” She lowered her eyes from the stars to look into his. “But don’t forget that outer shell of chocolate is rock hard and will break your teeth if you’re not careful.”
 
   “It’s an observation, not a criticism,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Well, here’s another observation.” Ling squeezed her arm around Gabriel’s shoulders. It felt like a panther had caught him in its grip, but it filled him with warmth. “I’ve seen you do amazing things. Things I never thought I’d see any mage accomplish. If you say this plan will work, I have complete faith in you. And you have the best team in the castle to help you. Why worry?”
 
   Ling slipped her arm up around Gabriel’s head and brought her free hand around to rub her knuckles lightly against his skull. Gabriel laughed and squirmed away as Ling chuckled in his ear. Her method of comforting might not be conventional, but Gabriel found it compelling in ways that brought tears to his eyes. 
 
   He found he slept better that night than he had all week. 
 
   The next morning, after a quick breakfast, the team assembled in the backyard and used their amulets to alter their appearances to blend in with the citizens of a Roman town. Gabriel looked at the team, his friends, his new family, as they waited for him to take them into the past, back to Sagalassos, and Teresa. 
 
   “Thank you. Thank you for believing.” 
 
   No one spoke. They didn’t need to. The stern smiles on their faces said more than could ever be articulated aloud. Gabriel took the chunk of statue from his pocket and looked at Aurelius, wondering how the man would respond to seeing himself carved in stone in the bathhouse. Then he focused on the magical energy of the imprints in the Sword of Unmaking, attuned his space-time sense to the piece of statue in his hand, and transported the team through time to save Teresa from her death.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17: Return to Rescue
 
    
 
   Cloaked in Sema’s Soul Magic and rendered nearly invisible to the patrons of the Roman bathhouse of Sagalassos, Marcus Aurelius squinted as he stared up at the fifteen-foot statue of himself. 
 
   “Not the best likeness I’ve ever seen.” Aurelius turned to Gabriel and the others. “There are far too many of those around.” 
 
   “Is everyone prepared?” Ohin watched as the others nodded agreement of their readiness. He placed his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Let’s begin.”
 
   Gabriel jumped through space, taking them all to the rooftop of the Nypheum, across the forum plaza from the bathhouse and near the street of Teresa’s deadly accident. He jumped far enough back in time to avoid being seen by any of his previous selves who were watching the street and ultimately, Teresa’s demise. He then jumped through space with each team member to their designated positions along the street, slowly releasing the cloak of Soul Magic around them. Except for Sema, they would each need to rely upon their training to remain unnoticed. They also relied upon their amulets to alter their appearances so there would be no chance of Teresa spotting and recognizing them by accident. Aurelius, with his limited training received at the safe house over the past week, blended in as well, if not better, than the others, appearing to be merely an old Roman man resting against the wall of a home. 
 
   When he had finished, Gabriel floated up through the air, hovering above the street to survey the extraction and await his part in the rescue. He observed as previous versions of himself warped space and time, popping into existence along the rooftops of the street. If he had not known when and where to look, they would have remained invisible. Eventually, Gabriel caught sight of Teresa walking across the stones of the forum, followed by the original version of himself. 
 
   Gabriel looked up the street and saw the log-filled wagon shuddering along the stones of the lane, the two men perched atop the tree trunks, one driving the oxen, the other talking as he held the axe against his shoulder while…
 
   Sema, leaning against a nearby wall, consciously unseen by all who passed, reached out with Soul Magic to the mind of the man holding the axe, making a gentle subconscious suggestion that the man accepted and acted upon without a pause in his monologue to his companion, lowering the axe from his shoulder and wedging its blade into a log beside him, while…
 
   At the far end of the street, the soldier urged the horses pulling the chariot onward with a crack of the reigns, while…
 
   Aurelius turned his head, following the chariot as it passed him, his face pulled tight as he pressed his precarious Wind Magic knowledge to its limit, using it to push back against the chariot, slowing its passage by almost exactly a second, while…   
 
   Back along the street, Sema looked after the passing wagon, using Soul Magic again, touching the mind of the driver, convincing him to hold his hand, to pause in his constant flicking of the driving stick against the backs of the oxen, allowing them to act upon her magically induced direction to lessen their pace, reducing the wagon’s speed by nearly a full second, while… 
 
   Exiting from her home, a woman emptied a clay bowl of water onto the street, never noticing Rajan walking idly past as he focused Stone Magic upon the flowing water, altering its viscosity, making it thicker while gradually slackening its descent to the ground, adding practically a second to the time it took to fall across the stones, while…
 
   The chariot thundered passed Teresa, her eyes falling on a large gray dog ahead of her, meeting the animal’s eyes, while…
 
   Across the street, Marcus used Heart-Tree Magic to coax the dog into a vicious growl, causing Teresa to alter her path by stepping into the street a second sooner, while…
 
   A sandy-haired boy kicked his wooden ball along the side of the street, running past Ling, who wrapped the rolling toy in a cloud of Wind Magic, slowing it down slightly as the boy’s foot made sideways contact and sent it skipping into the street, where he quickly followed it a second later than he would have, while…
 
   The soldier standing in the speeding chariot strained at the reins, steering the horses around the oblivious young boy and into the street, while…
 
   The side of the rear wheel of the wagon slammed into the chariot, while…
 
   Teresa, walking across the street, looked up to the sound of the collision, her feet hesitating, uncertain which way to turn, while…
 
   The frightened oxen charged, the wheel collapsing under the strain, the wagon rolling, logs tumbling into the street, while…
 
   The gray dog, urged again by Marcus’s magic, barked and yelped, diverting Teresa’s attention for a second, while…
 
   A slender log struck the ground, bouncing end over end, propelled and guided by Gabriel’s Wind Magic, hurtling through the air, while…
 
   Teresa turned away from the barking dog and back to the street, exactly as the well-timed and expertly guided log struck her in the chest, knocking her to the ground, her body bouncing with the impact, the log rolling away as her head hammered into the stones of the street, her heart stopping, her eyes closing as she died, while…
 
   Ohin stepped from the shadows of a building carrying a slender form wrapped in a sheet, enveloping the area around Teresa with a space-time bubble as Marcus strode over and knelt beside her. 
 
   Gabriel floated down from the sky and stood beside them.
 
   Time within the bubble slowed and Gabriel reached out with his magic-sense to observe as Marcus placed his hand on Teresa’s chest, resuming the beating of her heart with a small pulse of Heart-Tree Magic. 
 
   Ohin lowered the Replacement body to the ground and removed the sheet while Gabriel used Wind Magic to lift a still-unconscious Teresa into the air. 
 
   Ohin adjusted the Replacement body and stood up. The slender form lying in the street looked exactly like Teresa, but had never possessed the possibility of life. 
 
   Gabriel glanced across the street and saw his older self. He felt an odd twisting of his space-time sense, a bizarre blending of memories filling his mind, memories of seeing Teresa dying from an axe blow, memories of grieving, memories of seeing himself save Teresa with Ohin and Marcus. 
 
   He looked away before his mind could become overwhelmed by the paradox of his actions. His space-time sense gave no indication that a bifurcation threatened to form. So far, they had succeeded. He removed a rusted nail he had taken from the back door of the abandoned house in Maine and jumped through space and time, taking Marcus and Teresa with him. 
 
   The three appeared beneath the shadowed branches of a chestnut tree in the backyard behind the abandoned house. Gabriel lowered Teresa to the grass with his Wind Magic and sat beside her. Marcus, still kneeling at her side, flooded her body with Heart-Tree Magic. Gabriel watched as the bruised flesh of her face and arms healed, turning from plum to nut brown. Behind them, Ohin and the rest of the team appeared. It had been Ohin’s responsibility to collect the other team members and bring them back to the house. 
 
   “She’s coming around.” Marcus pulled his hands away as Teresa’s eyes fluttered. 
 
   Teresa blinked and looked around, seeing Marcus, Ohin, and the team. Her eyes finally settled upon Gabriel. He felt his hands shake and his heart pound. 
 
   Teresa lived. 
 
   “Took you long enough.” Teresa frowned and leaned up on one arm.
 
   He laughed as tears ran down his cheeks. Without thinking, he threw his arms around her and pressed his lips to hers. If the sudden kiss startled her, the surprise did not last long. She sat up, wrapped her arms around him, and pulled him closer. 
 
   Gabriel’s mind could not hold the tumult of thoughts colliding with it any more than his heart could contain the welter of emotions struggling to escape all at once. Time seemed suspended as Gabriel and Teresa kissed, a year of unspoken desires unleashed in a single, simple human act. 
 
   “Well, at least someone follows my advice on romance.” Marcus laughed, his deep baritone rumbling in Gabriel’s ears, soon joined by laughter from the rest of the team. 
 
   Their public display of affection finally registering to each of them at the same time, Gabriel and Teresa broke apart, eyes still locked together. 
 
   “Now that is the way to rescue a girl!” Teresa sighed, finally looking around at the others, bashful but excited. 
 
   “Sorry it took so long.” Gabriel held Teresa’s hand. 
 
   “I thought I was dead.” Teresa’s bewildered smile flickered away and then returned. “But I’m not.”
 
   “You were,” Ling said. 
 
   “So we had to kill you,” Rajan said. 
 
   “A second time,” Aurelius added. “Or a third time. I find it confusing.”
 
   “And by altering the time line slightly to do it,” Ohin said. 
 
   “Let me guess whose idea that was.” Teresa turned and frowned at Gabriel. 
 
   “I had to.” Gabriel squeezed her hand. “I couldn’t let you die if I had a chance to change it.” 
 
   “You’re an idiot.” Teresa shook her head. 
 
   “Maybe,” Gabriel said. “But, you’d never kiss anyone who wasn’t smart enough to figure out how to save you from being dead.”
 
   “He’s got you there, lass.” Marcus laughed again. 
 
   “You’re right.” Teresa laughed, as well. “How did I end up in that Roman town? The last thing I remember is heading to meet you for the notebook switch.”
 
   “Kumaradevi.” Gabriel felt anger return at the mention of her name. 
 
   “Naturally.” Teresa made a sour face. “Anyway, after I knew I had become part of the Primary Continuum, I thought for sure I would die there for good. I even considered trying to take my own life so there might be a chance I could be extracted, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I don’t know how you managed it, I don’t know how you could alter time without creating a bifurcation, but you found a way to save me. Thank you. Thank you all.” 
 
   Teresa squeezed Gabriel’s hand hard as she wiped her eyes and looked at the tearful faces of her friends and teammates. Gabriel rubbed his eyes, as well. Teresa lived. She hadn’t died, trapped in the past. He and the team had freed her from what had once appeared to be an irrevocable death in the ancient Roman Empire. 
 
   Gabriel frowned. 
 
   Free. 
 
   Some tenuous thought sought his attention from the hinter regions of his mind, clawing its way through subconscious darkness and braying quietly for attention.
 
   Something about being free. What was freedom? What was the nature of freedom? 
 
   No. 
 
   Something else. 
 
   Who was free? Were we free? How did we become free? 
 
   No. Not quite right. 
 
   Teresa had been freed. What about her freedom was important? How they had freed her? Why they had freed her? 
 
   No. Still not right. 
 
   What sets someone free? What makes the difference between freedom and servitude or freedom and captivity? 
 
   Work? 
 
   Why work? 
 
   Work will set you free. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   That was it. 
 
   Gabriel realized his eyes had not moved from the grass at his feet for quite some time. He looked up into the concerned faces of Teresa and the team. 
 
   “What is it?” Teresa’s voice quavered with a hint of fear. “What’s the matter?” 
 
   “I realized something.” Gabriel took a deep breath and exhaled to calm himself. 
 
   “I know where the Apollyons who found us at the medieval castle are hiding. We have to find out what they know about the Great Barrier…and how close they are to destroying it.”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18: Preparations
 
    
 
   An ant crawled across Gabriel’s arm, tickling the skin as it clambered over fine black hairs. He raised his arm and sent the ant flying into the grass with a short puff of breath. The team sat amid the tall grass behind the abandoned house, sheltered by dense trees from any potential passersby. They ate a simple lunch of tuna sandwiches, canned baked beans, and potato chips. Ling had used Wind Magic to mat the grass down in a swirling pattern Teresa laughingly referred to as a crop circle. She had pouted and complained that no one ever understood her jokes.  
 
   “We can’t trust the Council.” Rajan raised his tuna sandwich to his mouth and paused before taking a bite. “We don’t know who we can trust at the castle anymore.” 
 
   “All the more reason to act alone until we know more.” Marcus, to the surprise of everyone, drank a slender bottle of Coca-Cola rather than his preferred beer. 
 
   “I agree.” Ling shooed a curious bee away from her plate of baked beans. “We risk a spy in the castle informing the Apollyons that we may know one of their hiding places.”
 
   “You’re certain it’s Auschwitz?” Sema took a slice of apple from a dish sitting in the grass. 
 
   “It makes sense.” Teresa snatched a potato chip from Gabriel’s plate. “The Apollyon who appeared while we were captured definitely mentioned the phrase ‘Work will set you free’ to the rogue Apollyon.” 
 
   “It’s not the kind of phrase that comes up in conversation very often.” Gabriel held a spoon of beans to his mouth. “Arbiet macht frei. Work sets you free. It’s the phrase on the gate to Auschwitz. It’d be a perfect place for them to hide and maintain a link to an enormous supply of Malignant imprints.” 
 
   “What is this Auschwitz?” Aurelius sat with his hands in his lap, his food as yet untouched on the plate resting in the grass before him. He had been too focused on following the conversation to think about eating. 
 
   “A camp for working strong people to death and for killing the weak and the old in large numbers.” Sema’s lips twitched as she spoke. 
 
   “You’ve had little time to come to terms with how much history has happened since your extraction point.” Ohin sat his plate down while he spoke. 
 
   “One thing never seems to change. War. There is always war. In the Twentieth Century, there were two great wars that engulfed nearly every nation on Earth. In the second of these World Wars, the ancestors of the Germans you died fighting invaded much of Europe and parts of northern Africa. A man named Adolf Hitler led them. 
 
   “He and his senior officers were obsessed with killing the Jews in Germany, Europe, and the world. They created a series of camps where they worked healthy Jews and gypsies and political prisoners to death as slaves. The rest they killed in chambers filled with poison gas and then cremated the bodies. They killed over a million people that way in Auschwitz alone. 
 
   “The castle maintains an observation base there, but the team guarding it was pulled away to help with the attack on the Apollyons at Dresden, a German city that was fire-bombed to near-oblivion in the same war.”
 
   Ohin’s brief history lesson brought a haze of silence to the picnic. 
 
   “I can’t imagine the people I fought would be proud of their descendants.” Aurelius frowned. “A great deal may have happened since my time in the world, but you are right, certain things change very little.” 
 
   “Some things do get better,” Rajan said. “But not quickly, and not for everyone.”
 
   “Things will be a lot worse for everybody if the Apollyons manage to break through the Great Barrier,” Ling said. 
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “Gabriel and Teresa are right. We need to follow this hint of a trail to where it leads. We’ll return to the castle once we’ve learned what we can and inform Akikane alone. I know we can trust him.”
 
   “If we can’t trust Akikane, we might as well all slit our own throats now.” Marcus frowned with the thought and took a sip of his cola, scowling when he realized it wasn’t beer. 
 
   “It’s the second part of the plan that worries me.” Ohin focused his deep brown eyes on Gabriel and Teresa. 
 
   “We don’t really have any choice,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “There is always a choice,” Sema said. 
 
   “You can choose to be stupid and put yourselves in danger,” Ling said. 
 
   “We won’t be in danger,” Teresa said. “Well, not much.” 
 
   “Too much danger,” Marcus said. 
 
   “It seems the best way and an acceptable risk, given the stakes,” Aurelius said. 
 
   “Says the man with the least experience in the field,” Rajan said. 
 
   “I may not have a great deal of experience in these endeavors,” Aurelius said, “but I have some considerable experience in war. War is risk. And if this subterfuge works, it advances the war considerably.” 
 
   “I agree.” Ohin’s voice brought the attention of the others back to him. “It is a risk. We’ll mitigate it as much as we can, but if Gabriel and Teresa can pull it off, it may give us the time we need to defeat the Apollyons.” 
 
   The rest of the team looked unhappy, but refrained from voicing any further concerns. 
 
   “Can you have it ready by tomorrow?” Ohin asked Gabriel and Teresa. 
 
   “It’ll take a little longer than the last time, but I think we can do it by then,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “We can find most of what we need here in the house,” Teresa added. 
 
   “Good,” Ohin said. “We’ll need to prepare for this mission like any other. There’s a library in a town not far away. We can make a trip there tonight and see if they have any useful books.”
 
   “We’re in the year two thousand-twelve,” Teresa said, looking at Ohin like a slightly dim uncle. “The library will have a computer we can use to search the Internet. We can find everything we need to know in a few minutes.” 
 
   “We can use what to access what?” Aurelius’s confusion clouded his face. 
 
   “It’s a device for storing and using information. It also allows you to connect to other devices that store information.” 
 
   Teresa sighed. Being one of the few people at the castle from so far along the timeline of the Continuum, she was one of only a handful who knew how to use a computer. Even Gabriel had only seen computers on TV and in movies since he had been taken from the timeline before the explosion of personal computers in the late 1980s. 
 
   “At this point in time, you can access nearly any information from history,” Teresa said. “I keep telling them to let me create a computer network at the castle, but they think there aren’t enough people to help, and it’s too big a job to create a database large enough to be useful. Memory storage is also a problem. I’d need a decent-sized server, which wouldn’t be easy to sneak from the timeline, but I could probably daisy-chain a bunch of old desktop computers together to create a server. 
 
   “People threw out computers like used Kleenexes at the time. You see, I think I could download and adapt a few online encyclopedias and create our own intranet, which would allow us to have data terminals around the castle. I could even install a wireless network and we could get laptops and…No one has any idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
 
   Blank faces stared at Teresa. Gabriel managed a supportive and admiring smile, but he really had no clue what she’d been rambling on about, either. For reasons he could not fathom, he found that incredibly attractive. Once again, he realized he found her intellect far more striking than her beauty. 
 
   “Whatever it is you were babbling about, I’m sure it’s very brilliant…and completely irrelevant to the task at hand.” Rajan chuckled. 
 
   “As usual.” Ling snorted in laughter.
 
   “I’ll ‘as usual’ you.” Teresa glared at Rajan and Ling. 
 
   “Have another potato chip.” Gabriel offered Teresa his plate. She flicked a potato chip at Gabriel. He tried to catch it in his mouth, but it bounced off his nose.  
 
   “It sounds as though you’ve volunteered to lead the research expedition,” Ohin said to Teresa. 
 
    “Happily.” Teresa grabbed one of Gabriel’s potato chips and winked at him. 
 
   “Good.” Ohin brushed a few stray crumbs from his shirt. “If I have my calendar correct, this should be a Sunday and the local library will be closed. That should give us plenty of time to prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
   A closed sign hung in the window of the library in the small town nearby when Ohin led them to it. Inside, thin wedges of light seeped through curtained windows, hiding their presence from the few people who passed on the street, and leaving the interior of the room heavily shadowed. 
 
   Teresa amazed the team, Aurelius in particular, with how much information about Auschwitz she could find in such a short period of time. They hovered around her, faces illuminated by the colorful screen of the computer as she pulled up maps, photos, and page after page of information, seemingly from nowhere. 
 
   Gabriel had seen Teresa research a subject from a computer once before, but it still felt to him as though he were momentarily a character in a science fiction film. So much information, so easily accessible. Everyone in the future must be so literate and informed, he thought. How could they not be, with so much history and culture of the world so easily accessible? When he voiced this opinion aloud, Teresa snorted, but said nothing more. 
 
   Construction of Auschwitz began in 1940 in southern Poland under German occupation. Three separate, large camps composed the majority of the Auschwitz complex with dozens of smaller satellite camps nearby. Two of the camps sat very close to each other, separated by a railway that carried the ill-fated victims of Hitler’s “final solution” to the complex — and their eventual deaths. 
 
   After studying war time aerial reconnaissance photos of the area, the team determined that the most likely place for the Apollyons to create a base for harvesting Malignant imprints would be between the two close-set camps, called Auschwitz I and Birkenau-Auschwitz II. Thousands of local residents had been evicted from the area to make way for the complex of camps. Some of the houses between the two main camps had been taken over by the SS-Totenkopfverbände, the German Nazi soldiers responsible for administering the horrors of the camps. Their name meant “Death’s Head Units” and referred to the skull and cross bones symbol used in their uniforms. 
 
   A weariness fell upon Gabriel as they looked through the maps and photos and read the details of Auschwitz. Sometimes he could not escape the thought that history simply equaled suffering. The knowledge that some of his own Jewish relatives had not escaped that suffering added extra emotional weight to the pain that beleaguered his heart. While his grandfather’s father had immigrated to the United States at the turn of the century to escape the historic oppression of Jews in Spain, his grandmother’s family had come from Austria. She had often told him stories of the aunts and uncles lost in the Holocaust.
 
   He could understand how a lone mad man might be so cruel, but how did a mad man convince perfectly normal people to become so barbaric? A person like Hitler could insulate himself from his orders to kill, but what of the people who carried them out? Were they evil to begin with, or did they become evil in the process of carrying out genocide? How could so many people’s hearts become so dark? Did the imprints of their actions destroy their souls? And if he touched those dark imprints, as he so often did, would they destroy his own soul? 
 
   He tried to push the thoughts away, but flashes of the battle at Windsor Castle came to his mind. To the best of his knowledge, he had not killed any Apollyons while defending the castle. He had not witnessed any deaths. But it seemed impossible that all of them had escaped his attacks. At the time, he had felt only anger at them. Only the desire to protect the castle and destroy the army of the Apollyon duplicates. How much of his mind had been influenced by the Malignant imprints he had been using to create his magic? What would have happened if those dark imprints had not been balanced with Grace imprints? Would he have wantonly killed every Apollyon he encountered? 
 
   He accepted he might need to kill in order to protect himself or those he cared about in the war, but following Akikane’s tutelage, he hoped to avoid it. Akikane constantly cautioned him that violence used with a mind of anger would destroy the defender as much as his attacker. Gabriel agreed with him. He knew what anger could do, but he didn’t know if he would ever be able to use violence to defend himself with only a mind of love and compassion. 
 
   Maybe such things were only possible for rare people like Akikane. He wondered if Elizabeth worried about such notions. It seemed Nefferati did, or else she would have returned from her retreat to help fight the war. 
 
   Gabriel forced these thoughts from his head and helped the team finish their research. They all agreed the best time to look for the Apollyons’ base would be after the end of the war, when the most Malignant imprints would be present and there would be less likelihood of discovery. 
 
   However, they would also want to stay near the camps in time. The imprints would be stronger the closer they were along the timeline to when the events creating them took place. Ohin assumed they would be no farther than a year from the end of the war. Probably within six months. That gave them a wide window of time, but a narrow stretch of space to search. 
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19: Under the Stars
 
    
 
   After a dinner of canned soups and a dessert of fresh berries that Sema and Ling had picked in the bushes behind the abandoned house, Gabriel joined Aurelius for a walk in the nearby woods. 
 
   “I, too, was groomed from a young age to rule.” Aurelius pulled a branch aside as they passed between two trees. 
 
   “I’m not being groomed to rule.” Gabriel watched his feet, the setting sun casting thick shadows through the tree limbs. 
 
   “Not to rule an empire, no, but certainly to lead,” Aurelius said. “The Council will no doubt ask you to join its ranks at some point. You are young, but you carry the weight of this strange war squarely on your shoulders.” 
 
   “I wish I didn’t.” Gabriel allowed a sigh of frustration to escape his lips along with his words. 
 
   “Do not say that.” Aurelius looked down at Gabriel with a surprising intensity. “Nothing befalls us which by nature we are not created to bear. You are honored by the Parcae, the sisters of Fate, and by your fellow mages, that you should bear this burden. And from what I have seen, you carry it well.” 
 
   “But I don’t want to carry it.” Gabriel had given up the fanciful idea that he could ever have a normal life again. But speaking to Aurelius rekindled that yearning in his heart. 
 
   “I did not want to rule an Empire.” Aurelius laughed. “Except, of course, I did. Yes, I would have preferred to live my life buried in my scrolls and discussing philosophy, but ruling the Empire was more important. I was responsible not only for my own desires, but for the wellbeing of millions, and the continuation of a way of life, of a culture, of a nation. Although I found it painful at times, it was a reward I could not have anticipated. My only wish is that I could have been the tutor to my son, Commodus, that Junius Rusticus had been to me.”
 
   Aurelius looked up into the evening sky beyond the tree branches for a moment before returning his gaze to Gabriel.
 
   “Do not fear the yoke of responsibility. Lean your shoulders into it. In time, you’ll find the weight more comfortable. Even when responsibility requires sacrifice.”
 
    “Why can’t being responsible be enough of a sacrifice?” Gabriel found himself thinking of nearly losing Teresa in Sagalassos. 
 
   “Sacrifice is the test of a true leader.” Aurelius sidestepped a wide tree. “No one thing is separate from any other. All people of an empire are bound together. You sacrifice the things you love, the things you care about, to maintain the whole of the empire, much like the way one must often sacrifice a wounded limb on the battlefield to save the rest of the body. 
 
   “This is a very difficult lesson to learn, especially when you are sacrificing someone you know rather than some faceless solider at a distance. Seeing the value of those you have never met and will never meet and balancing their lives against the lives of those you love will wrench your heart in pieces, but you must sometimes makes these choices…and then calmly sew the pieces of your heart together again.”
 
   As they stepped from the woods, Gabriel caught sight of Teresa sitting on the back porch alone. Seeing her as his mind absorbed the meaning of Aurelius’s words unsettled him. Would he be able to sacrifice those he cared about if it meant an end to the war? Could he sacrifice Teresa if it meant peace between the Malignancy and Grace Mages? He hoped he would never be faced with that question, but he knew Aurelius spoke the truth — there would come a time when he would need to make hard choices and sacrifice those he cared for. 
 
   Again, and not for the last time, he knew, he wished he had stayed at the bottom of that river. 
 
   No. No, he didn’t. Then he would have never met Teresa. 
 
   He felt warmth embrace his heart as she waved to them. 
 
   “You risked time itself to save her,” Aurelius said as they crossed the yard. “I am grateful you asked me to join you. She is worth risking time and the world.” 
 
   “Oh, I know,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Ready to get to work?” Teresa stood up. “I have everything set up on the dining room table.” 
 
   “The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll be finished.” Gabriel climbed the stairs of the porch. 
 
   “Half an hour walking in the woods with the most famous philosopher king in history and that’s the best aphorism you come up with?” Teresa teased as she took Gabriel’s hand.
 
   “He doesn’t really speak in aphorisms,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Am I really that famous?” Aurelius asked, his eyes suddenly shy. 
 
   “People still read your book Meditations after almost two thousand years.” Gabriel had seen Rajan reading the slender tome constantly before the extraction mission to save Aurelius. 
 
   “I find that both gratifying and humbling.” Aurelius opened the door for Gabriel and Teresa. 
 
   “Well, enjoy it while you can, because nothing you do from now on will be recorded by history, no matter how wonderful and amazing,” Teresa said. 
 
   “I remember every wonderful and amazing thing you do,” Gabriel said, reveling in how wonderful it felt to say extraordinarily cheesy things to the girl he loved. 
 
   “As long as you remember to forget every annoying and bumbling thing I do,” Teresa said with mock seriousness. 
 
   “You never do anything annoying or bumbling,” Gabriel said. He stared into Teresa’s eyes and tried to hold a straight face. He lasted two whole seconds before he burst out laughing. Teresa gave him a fake pout and then giggled as well, Aurelius joining their laughter as they entered the house. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa spent the rest of the evening preparing what they would need for the next day. They worked by the light of two oil lamps on the dining room table. Sitting side by side, focused intently on their task, they rarely noticed when other members of the team passed through the room. It took most of the night, and when they were finished, they retired again to the back porch, sitting under the stars and holding hands. 
 
   “I like this,” Teresa said after several minutes of silence spent staring at the stars. 
 
   “So do I,” Gabriel replied. He wasn’t exactly certain what Teresa referred to, but he suspected he would agree if he knew. 
 
   “I like knowing I can tell you how I feel about you without worrying that you won’t feel the same way or that the rest of the team will judge me. I like that a lot.” Teresa turned and kissed him.
 
   “Have you told me how you feel about me?” Gabriel tried to think of anything Teresa might have said. 
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Were you planning to?”
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   Gabriel thought about that. “I could tell you how I feel about you.”
 
   Teresa laughed and kissed him again.  “After risking the Primary Continuum and creating a massive paradox around yourself, I think I have a pretty good idea.”
 
   “It might be nice to hear it.”  
 
   Teresa turned back to the stars. “Then I would have to worry.” 
 
   “Worry about what?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Gabriel gave this some thought. “That you might change your mind?”
 
   Teresa laughed, her eyes twinkling in the starlight. “You are so…” She sighed and wiped the heels of her hands across her eyes. 
 
   Gabriel considered Teresa’s hidden tears and decided he should be as honest as possible. “I think I’m confused.” 
 
   Teresa turned back to Gabriel, squeezing his hand. “I don’t want to worry about losing you. You’re the Seventh True Mage. Your life is constantly in danger. People are always trying to kill you. If I tell you how I feel and you tell me how you feel, then it’s real. Get it? This, what we have now, is like a bifurcation in the first thirty-seven hours. A potentiality that hasn’t collapsed into a reality. But people can live in a potentiality until it collapses or it’s severed. That’s where we are, in an unstable probability, where we don’t have to worry all the time.”
 
   Gabriel cocked his head and frowned. “You might as well be talking about computers and quantum physics, because that makes no sense at all.” 
 
   “Gabriel…”
 
   “No, seriously. How can you be so smart and not see? I need to worry about you, not the other way around. I’m the Seventh True Mage. I’m not that easy to kill. You may be the best Fire Mage ever, but you don’t stand a chance against a couple of the Apollyons, much less Kumaradevi, and she’s already threatened to kill you. Hell, she did get you killed. Once they know we’re together, they’ll try to kill you just to hurt me.”
 
   His conversation with Aurelius came back to him then.
 
   “Or worse. They’ll capture you and torture you to make me help them. Or versions of you from alternate realities, like the Apollyons did with Chimali’s wife. And then I’ll have to choose between you and everyone else. I have much more to worry about.” 
 
   Teresa looked down at her hand clasped around his. 
 
   “Then we should stop. Before anything bad can happen.” 
 
   Gabriel squeezed her hand so hard her head snapped up, eyes glaring. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve already been dead.  If I can save you once, I can save you again.”
 
   “And if you can’t? Or if I can’t save you?”
 
   “I have no doubt you’re smart enough to figure out a way to save me from anything.” 
 
   Teresa suddenly laughed. “Anything but yourself.” 
 
   Gabriel laughed, as well, because it was probably true. 
 
   “I love you.” 
 
   They stared into each other’s eyes. Who had spoken first? Had they spoken at the same time? 
 
   They kissed again, and such questions ceased to matter. 
 
   Later that night, he sat alone in his room, staring at the flickering shadows cast by a small candle on a weathered nightstand beside the bed. He let his mind wander, flitting from thought to thought with no particular purpose. While exhausted from the day’s events, his brain could not relax enough to sleep. He assumed it had something to do with kissing Teresa. And the next day’s mission. And the knowledge that Windsor Castle lay partially in ruins. He sighed and leaned over to blow out the candle. Thinking about things never helped him sleep. He’d probably dream about them, anyway, so what was the point?
 
   As he inhaled to blow out the flame, he noticed the drawer of the nightstand setting slightly ajar. Curious, and looking for any excuse to postpone slumber, he pulled the drawer open, examining its contents by candlelight. The drawer held few treasures — a couple of old coat buttons, three coins from the 1960s, a length of string, and an old photo. Out of habit, he used his space-time sense to probe the objects from the drawer. He did this now whenever encountering possible relics for time travel. One never knew when a forgotten or lost object might lead to an interesting time period or turn out to be a powerfully imprinted artifact. 
 
   Disappointingly, the buttons, coins, and string all seemed to have remained near the house for most of their existence. In contrast, the small, frayed, black-and-white photo of a woman in a white dress kissing a young soldier had traveled far. A handwritten inscription on the back read All my love, forever. Harriet. 1916.
 
   By the look of the soldier’s uniform, Gabriel guessed the photo had accompanied the man to the French front lines of World War I. The images flooding his mind as he probed the photo’s timeline confirmed his suspicions. Wood-lined trenches. Barbed wire. Mud and smoke. Fallen soldiers. He had spent enough time studying the major battles of history to guess the location. The Battle of the Somme in the late summer of 1916. The rest of the photo’s timeline focused on Paris, then London, and finally the abandoned house in Maine. It had probably been passed from one family member to another, ultimately ending up in the bedside drawer. Oddly, for an object carried during a war, it held few Grace or Malignant imprints. 
 
   Gabriel sat the photo next to the watch on the nightstand. It never hurt to have an extra relic in his pocket. Blowing the candle out, he let his head sink into the pillow. It smelled a bit musty, like the rest the house, but he found something about the odor comforting. An earthiness that reminded him of simpler aspects of life, far removed from wars of time and magic. 
 
   He fell asleep far quicker than he anticipated, and any dreams he had mercifully faded away when he awoke the next morning. One of the first to rise, he found Sema in the kitchen and helped her prepare a simple oatmeal breakfast for the team. 
 
   “Dreams?” Sema stirred the oatmeal while Gabriel provided a constant magical flame beneath the pot.
 
   “None I remember.” Gabriel added a little water to thin the rapidly congealing oatmeal. 
 
   “Still no more dreams of Vicaquirao?” Sema asked. She asked a similar question nearly every morning. 
 
   Gabriel shook his head. 
 
   Sema frowned. Then sighed. Stopped stirring. Then started again. 
 
   “I…hmmm.” Sema looked at Gabriel. Then back to the pot. 
 
   Gabriel stared at her. She seemed flustered. Gabriel had never seen Sema anything less than composed, even when fighting a horde of Malignancy Mages. 
 
   “It’s not really my place to say, or to ask, but…” The spoon in Sema’s hand paused again. “Have you considered the consequences of a…relationship with Teresa?” 
 
   Now Gabriel felt flustered. “I…well…you mean if something bad happens.” 
 
   “Something bad?” Sema turned to Gabriel. 
 
   “Like if one of us gets killed,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “No.” Sema looked horrified at the thought. “No, I meant if one of you…loses interest. We’d still be a team. It’s hard to imagine what would happen to the team if one of you left because of…what would happen to you… or to her, or…it would be devastating, really…and you know change is very difficult for some of us and…this is all…
 
   “You see, when I was a girl, there was a boy…before the boy who became my husband…but this other boy, he came from a family my father didn’t approve of…I saw him in the market…but it was impossible…that’s what I told myself…he asked me to run away with him…but how could I? What would have happened if a year passed and my heart changed? Things can never go backward. The egg breaks, but is never remade. So you see…no, you don’t. How could you? I barely see myself. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t…” 
 
   “Morning.” Marcus sauntered into the kitchen. “I see I’ve been replaced as the kitchen help today.” 
 
   Sema glanced over her shoulder at Marcus and focused intently on the mushy oatmeal beneath her spoon. 
 
   “Morning.” Her voice seemed strained. She tasted the oatmeal and silently shook her head. 
 
   “Morning,” Gabriel said to Marcus. In a lower voice, he turned back to Sema. “It’s all fine.” 
 
   “Forget I said anything,” Sema said. 
 
   “Forgotten.” Gabriel sighed, glad for the awkward conversation to be at an end. Receiving romantic advice from Sema made him profoundly uncomfortable. Almost as uncomfortable as Sema seemed giving it. 
 
   “What did I forget now?” Marcus asked as he took clean bowls from the dish rack and headed to the dining room to set the table. 
 
   “Nothing,” Gabriel said, suddenly reminded of the uncomfortable romantic advice he’d received from Marcus not long ago. He wondered if anyone ever followed their own advice. And he wondered who’d be offering it next. The thought of talking about his love life with Ling or Rajan or Ohin nearly eliminated his hunger. 
 
   After breakfast, the team assembled in the living room, ready for departure. Everyone carried a backpack of supplies. They had raided the remaining provisions stashed at the house and had come up with nearly a week’s worth of food. It might take a few days to locate the Apollyons, assuming they were really there.
 
   “Ready?” Ohin asked. He held up a tiny sliver of wood. He had taken a trip the night before with Sema and Ling to the National Holocaust Museum in Washington D.C. to procure a relic capable of transporting them to their destination. They had found a book published in D.C. at the local library and used it as a relic to take them to the city. They had taken the sliver of wood from a reconstructed exhibit of the barracks the Jewish captives of Auschwitz had been crammed into. It would lead them through time to the camps.
 
   Everyone voiced their assent to Ohin’s query, and the blackness of time travel swirled around them, depositing the team with a flash of white outside the fences of the main Auschwitz camp in the spring of 1945.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20: Reconnaissance
 
    
 
   Their methodical searches of the Auschwitz camps lasted longer than anticipated. They tried to focus on the land near the railway between the two main concentration camps, but the amount of effort required to cover the entire area proved time consuming. They were less worried than usual about alerting any potential Apollyon twins to their presence by warping space with time travel. The Apollyons would be aware that an outpost team from the castle might be observing the area. That team would normally have focused on the camps themselves, but following Gabriel and Teresa’s suspicions, the Chimera team looked for places and times where the Apollyons might hide in plain sight. 
 
   They broke into two groups, the first consisting of Ohin, Sema, Ling, and Marcus while Gabriel, Teresa, Aurelius, and Rajan comprised the second. Gabriel and Ohin scanned the timelines of houses and buildings near the camps looking for any sign of the Apollyons. It turned out to be a fruitless search, taking days to complete. Most of the buildings were now occupied either by former Jewish prisoners or the Soviet Russian soldiers who had liberated them. 
 
   After seeing the physical state of many of the victims of the camps, Gabriel felt profoundly thankful their searches did not need to take place while the mass executions of Auschwitz had been occurring. His grandmother’s stories of family members, those who had escaped death in the camps, as well as those who hadn’t, came back to him, adding an extra poignancy to the painful emotions elicited by being near that hateful place. 
 
   Finally, after three days with no results, Gabriel suggested a daring plan. As the team gathered for dinner around a table in one of the few unoccupied houses in the fields near the camps, he explained his idea by the light of an oil lantern. 
 
   “Ridiculous.” Ling’s grip on her spoon tightened.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Gabriel said in his most reassuring voice. 
 
   “Will not happen.” Ling tapped the table with her spoon to emphasize her words.
 
   “We’re the only two who can fly.” Gabriel tried to sound placating. He hadn’t realized how deeply Ling feared heights. 
 
   “I’ll gladly fly a volunteer.” Ling looked around the table as though expecting someone to eagerly raise a hand. No one did. “No volunteers? See? No one wants to fly.” 
 
   “It’s not that we don’t want to fly,” Teresa said in an overly sweet voice. “It’s that we don’t want you flying us. We’re not kites.” 
 
   “Same thing.” Ling glared at Teresa. “Either way, I’m staying on the ground.”
 
   “I’ll fly alone then.” Gabriel sighed in resignation. “It’ll still be quicker than searching on foot the way we have been.”
 
   “You’ll still be visible if someone looks up.” Aurelius hadn’t yet touched his food. He never seemed to eat when an important discussion erupted over dinner. 
 
   “Not a problem,” Gabriel said. “I can bend the light around myself.” Gabriel gave a brief demonstration using Wind Magic to force the light from the oil lantern to curve around his body. 
 
   It took him a moment. It wasn’t the kind of magic he’d become most proficient in. After a few seconds, he seemed to shimmer and disappear. His outline could still be seen if looked for carefully, but to all appearances, he had vanished. Aurelius gasped, and Teresa applauded enthusiastically. 
 
   “You’re getting better at that.” Ling waved her spoon appreciatively. 
 
   “Not nearly as good as you.” Gabriel released the magic and reappeared. “I can cloak myself, but I can’t manage to do it for anything else yet. It’s too complicated to figure out how to bend the light with gravity. Especially if there’s more than one light source.” 
 
   “Anyone else have any crazy ideas?” Ohin looked around the table. 
 
   “What could be crazier than trying to fly while invisible?” Rajan laughed as he took a sip of water from a canteen. 
 
   “It’s not crazy, it’s ingenious.” Teresa gave Gabriel a peck on the cheek and threw her arm around his shoulder. Gabriel felt his face grow warm as he tried to hide the pleasure elicited by Teresa’s words and affection.  
 
   “There were times I wished I could have made myself invisible.” Marcus took another bite of soup from his can. 
 
   “There were a number of times I wished I could have made you invisible, as well,” Sema said with a straight face. Marcus glowered sideways at her, but then burst out laughing, coughing as he tried to keep soup from shooting out of his nose. Sema chuckled and patted him gently on the back as the others laughed along. 
 
   As no one had a better idea than Gabriel’s, which he preferred to think of as a subtle combination of Superman’s flying and Wonder Woman’s invisible plane, they decided to try it the following morning. While Teresa took her turn clearing the table and cleaning up after dinner, Gabriel retreated to the small yard behind the abandoned Polish house. They had sealed the house from any escaping light to prevent being noticed by the patrolling Russian soldiers, so only starlight illuminated the backyard. He waited a moment to allow his eyes to acclimate to the darkness. As he crossed the yard in search of a place to sit, he tripped over something large in the grass and fell to the ground. 
 
   “Ouch!” Rajan sat up, rubbing his head.
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel rolled off his stomach and sat beside Rajan. “Didn’t see you.”
 
   “You’re not the only one who likes to watch the stars.” Rajan tipped his head back to gaze upward. “It’s strange to think about all that beauty hovering endlessly above all this ugliness below.”
 
    “It’s not all ugly.” Gabriel could feel Grace imprints among the overwhelming Malignancy imprints in the surrounding land. “There’s some beauty down here, too.” 
 
   “What does it feel like?” Rajan asked. “We can only feel what’s left behind from the best of human impulses. I can’t imagine what it must be like to sense the imprints of the worst that humanity is capable of.”
 
   “I haven’t touched the imprints here,” Gabriel said. “I don’t want to. Unless I need to. I can feel them. Like a swarm of bees buzzing nearby. That’s more than enough. It’s overwhelming to touch them directly. Depressing.”
 
   “No wonder so many Malignancy Mages go mad.” Rajan glanced at Gabriel. “You’re not going to go mad on us, are you?” 
 
   “I’ll try not to.” Gabriel attempted to match the levity in Rajan’s voice, but failed. The concern that came with touching negative imprints always clung to him. 
 
   “I was teasing.”
 
   “I know. But it’s possible.”
 
   “I don’t think so. Not you.”
 
   “You don’t know what it’s like. Sometimes I feel…” Gabriel faltered as he tried to express it in words. “Back at the castle, during the battle, I could feel the two imprints warring, even when I used them together. It’s easier to create or heal with Grace imprints. Easier to destroy with Malignant imprints.”
 
   “Choices.” Rajan’s voice sounded soft, nearly a whisper. “It’s always about our choices. Whether they are conscious. Whether they reflect our conscience.”
 
   “Like Auschwitz.” Gabriel could see the high fences and walls of Birkenau from where they sat. 
 
   “Yes.” Rajan followed Gabriel’s eyes to the camps. “How could so many people do so much evil? A few evil people we can cope with. That we can understand. There’s always someone with a dead soul, but for so many people to do so much evil, that’s something else. How do so many people close themselves off from the part of them screaming out what is right and just and humane? Is it fear of the few truly evil people? Fear of turning back after they’ve started down the path of destruction?”
 
   “I thought one of your philosophy books would have answered that question by now.” Gabriel’s tone teased, but his question felt serious. 
 
   “Plenty have tried.” Rajan looked back to the stars. 
 
   “Philosophers. Psychologists. Theologians. Whatever the explanations, it always comes down to choices. You will face greater choices than any of the rest of us. You already made the choice to use Malignant imprints. I don’t know what those choices must feel like. I can’t imagine.”
 
   Rajan paused for a moment. 
 
   “When I was around your age, during the civil strife in India after independence from the British, there were so many people making so many choices. And so much suffering. I chose not to take sides. This wasn’t a choice anyone liked, even me. 
 
   “One day, I was being chased by a gang of boys. I was always being chased by a gang of boys. Hindu boys on that particular day. I hid, but one of them found me. We fought, and surprisingly, I knocked him down. He hit his head and fell unconscious. As he lay there, I felt this overpowering desire to hit him again. To kick him. At the same time, a part of me wanted to comfort him. To make sure he was uninjured. These two sides fought within, and a choice sat between them.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “The other boys returned, and I chose to run.” Rajan laughed. 
 
   “I wish I could run sometimes.” Gabriel wanted to join Rajan’s laughter, but couldn’t. 
 
   “We’re all glad you don’t.” Rajan turned to Gabriel. “I trust your choices, no matter what imprints might influence you. You’ll make mistakes and bad decisions. We all do. But you’ll regret it. That’s why you’ll never become like the Dark Mages, no matter what happens.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.” 
 
   “I’m always right. Didn’t Teresa tell you?”
 
   That did make Gabriel laugh. They were still laughing when Teresa stepped from the house to find them in the yard, which only made them laugh harder. 
 
   The next day, Gabriel soared above the camps, cloaked in a wave of gravity, bending light around his body and rendering him nearly invisible. He used a pair of binoculars to scan the woods, fields, and buildings between the main camps for any sign of the Apollyons. He focused his mind to clear any possible Soul Magic the Dark Mages might have used to conceal their location. 
 
   The results from the first few hours of searching proved uninspiring. Gabriel returned to the ground frequently, using the farmhouse the team had appropriated as a relic to jump through time by days and sometimes weeks. Ohin insisted the team accompany him on each jump. Although restricted to the ground, they could monitor his progress and come to his aid if something went wrong. 
 
   Near sundown, six months along the timeline from the liberation of the camps, on a sultry summer night, Gabriel spotted something at the edge of his vision. Closer examination revealed a large canvas tent pitched beneath the shadowing branches of a small stand of trees near the railway lines. The tent resembled the ones he had seen Soviet Russian soldiers use to store supplies. 
 
   He noticed a man in a Russian commander’s uniform walking toward the tent. Gabriel recognized the Apollyon even from where he floated several hundred feet above the ground.  He watched the Apollyon in Russian uniform open the tent flap. An identical man in uniform greeted him. 
 
   A good disguise. The observation teams from the castle would be looking for signs of magic, but the Apollyons, pretending to be Russian soldiers, hid in plain view. If one of the Russian troops questioned them, a simple cover story and a small amount of Soul Magic would protect them, and likely cause no disturbance to the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Gabriel slowly returned to the team, making sure to keep his use of magic for flying well away from the tent of Apollyons. He didn’t want to attract any attention to himself now that he’d found their hiding place. 
 
   He shared his discovery with the team, and they put the next step of their plan into action.
 
   Three nights later, after days of spying on the three Apollyons, Gabriel and Teresa sat in the high grass near a tree line a hundred feet from the tent, listening to yet another conversation between the Dark Mages. The team normally took turns listening to the Apollyons and following them discretely when they left the tent. The conversations between the men often sounded like a madman arguing with himself. Or three madmen arguing, Gabriel frequently thought. 
 
   Magic that might have hid the tent from the Russian soldiers would have also alerted any observation team from the castle. As a result, the Apollyons avoided sound shields and Soul Magic cloaks. Instead, they spoke quietly and stayed out of sight as much as possible. 
 
   Teresa swatted a mosquito away and leaned forward as she manipulated the small amounts of Fire Magic needed to amplify the low voices of the men in the tent. Gabriel had been impressed when Teresa had shown him how to work the magic that would intensify sound from a distance. He had never thought of sound as a form of energy before. They had taken turns with other team members over the past few days, making the magic that would reveal the Apollyons’ secret conversations. 
 
   It had been dull work. The Apollyons rarely spoke of anything important. They tended to rehash the same list of grievances again and again. Gabriel sat at the top of their list of enemies, followed closely by Vicaquirao and the Council. Kumaradevi got a mention occasionally, as did individual Grace Mages like Akikane and Elizabeth. Mostly the men bickered with themselves, like a man talking to himself indecisively. 
 
   To Gabriel’s annoyance, they rarely spoke of the Great Barrier, or more accurately, they spoke of it often, but only to repeat the things they already knew. Unfortunately, they seemed to know little more than Gabriel did. They often cursed him for the loss of the notebook. In the last day, they had often spoken of a group of Apollyon twins who were supposedly examining the Great Barrier closely. They also spoke of the need to move their camp. Apparently, they tried to change locations every week or so. 
 
   This final conversation topic led to Gabriel and Teresa taking up watch at night together. As they were the only mages capable of magically manipulating sound, they had seen very little of each other the last few days, alternating long shifts with the rest of the team. Now they sat side by side, appearances altered slightly by their magical amulets to conform to the plan. 
 
   After hours of eavesdropping, Gabriel occasionally found his mind wandering to topics more exciting than which Apollyon duplicate should be responsible for making dinner. Topics like how lovely Teresa looked in the dim light from the camp security lights. As he sat reflecting on this apparent truth of nature, Teresa smacked his leg. 
 
   “Stop mooning over me and pay attention.” Teresa’s harsh whisper accompanied a bashful turn of her eyes. 
 
   “I wasn’t mooning.” Gabriel wondered how she could read his thoughts so easily. 
 
   “Listen.” Teresa gestured toward the tent and Gabriel turned his attention to the identical voices of the Apollyons. 
 
   “Can that be right?”
 
   “He thinks so.”
 
   “They think so, you mean.”
 
   “We think so, you mean.” 
 
   “But what does it mean?”
 
   “And how…”
 
   “Could it be possible?”
 
   “Does it matter?” 
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Of course…”
 
   “It matters.”
 
   “If it took both magics…”
 
   “To create the wall…”
 
   “It may require…”
 
   “Both magics to destroy it.”
 
   “We’ll need a different plan.”
 
   “They agree.”
 
   “They will return.”
 
   “How will we proceed?”
 
   “We’ll need to convene.” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Convene.”
 
   “As soon…”
 
   “As possible.”
 
   Teresa stood up. “I think that’s our cue.” 
 
   “Do it.” Gabriel stood next to her. “Before they have a chance to leave.” 
 
   “Get ready.” Teresa turned back to the tent, and Gabriel felt the power of her Fire Magic increase. The volume of the arguing Apollyons grew louder and louder. 
 
   “Where?” 
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   “How is more…”
 
   “Do you feel that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nearby…”
 
   Gabriel sensed the warping of space-time nearby and began to warp it himself. As the three Apollyons started to materialize around Teresa and Gabriel, he jumped through time. A moment later, he and Teresa stood at the edge of jungle near a towering ziggurat, thousands of people chanting in the wide, stone-lined plaza at its base. A moment later, they stood atop a lighthouse, looking out at the sun setting behind a placid harbor. Another moment took them to the rooftop of a bustling Chinese town, Imperial soldiers marching down the street. Several moments, and as many time jumps later, they stood in the middle of a large room with a vaulting stone ceiling above. Moonlight scattered through ornately cut stone screens to reveal twin, baroquely carved sarcophagi in the center of the room. 
 
   Gabriel had never been in the room before. A coin from the 19th Century British Empire had brought them there. While he had seen photos of the exterior of the Taj Mahal he had never witnessed any of the chambers within. The room stunned him with its architectural symmetry and beauty. The balance and line in both structure and decoration took his breath away. Begun in 1632 and constructed over the course of twenty years by Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan to commemorate the death of his favorite wife, Mumtaz Mahal, the burial monument became one of the most famous architectural achievements in history.
 
   “Are we clear?” Teresa looked around the mausoleum, wide-eyed at its splendor. 
 
   “I think so.” As the words left Gabriel’s mouth, he felt a space-time seal fold tightly around him. His head snapped around as the air shimmered and two Apollyons revealed themselves. Apparently, they also knew the trick of invisibility. 
 
   “That was…”
 
   “Quite a chase…”
 
   “Fortunately we had…”
 
   “The best instructor.”
 
   The twin Apollyons grinned wickedly in the dim moonlight as they stepped toward Gabriel and Teresa, walking around the sarcophagi of Emperor Jahan and his beloved wife. The Dark Mages, still dressed in Russian uniforms from World War II, stopped some ten feet from where Gabriel and Teresa stood. Gabriel held all the imprints of the pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking. He tested the space-time seal and found it unbreakable. The two Apollyons could have access to untold imprints through their links with their twins. 
 
   “You’ve been eavesdropping.” 
 
   “Poorly.” 
 
   “We could have taught you…”
 
   “Much better skills.”
 
   “Tell us…”
 
   “What did you hear?” 
 
   The looks in their eyes implied that ignoring the request would be unwise. 
 
   “Enough to know you’re clueless.” Gabriel’s voice, louder than he had intended, but thankfully steady and free of its recent hormonally induced changes, echoed from the domed ceiling. 
 
   “And you are all totally out of your minds.” Teresa’s words seemed to sting the Apollyons like wasps. 
 
   “We are…”
 
   “Not mad…”
 
   “Yes, sane people finish each other’s sentences all the time.” Teresa snorted in contempt. 
 
   “We are not mad…”
 
   “Little girl…”
 
   “We are becoming…”
 
   “Something which has never…”
 
   “Existed…”
 
   “In any time.”
 
   Gabriel could sense Teresa’s anger at being referred to as “little girl” and hastened to speak before she could respond to the taunt. “Release us.”
 
   “How did you find us…”
 
   “After leaving the castle?” 
 
   “And where is…”
 
   “The other one?”
 
   Gabriel glanced at Teresa, dressed as she had been while trapped in Chateau Gaillard. The Apollyons had made the first assumption. So far so good. 
 
   “I’ve also had good instructors.” Gabriel said. “You were easy to follow after we found your rogue and got the notebook back.” 
 
   “You’ve found him…”
 
   “Give it to me…”
 
   “To us…”
 
   “Tell me…”
 
   “Tell us where he is.” 
 
   “He has a private world,” Teresa said. 
 
   “He’s been hiding from you,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Planning,” Teresa added. 
 
   “Plotting,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Tell me…us…”
 
   “Tell us now.”
 
   The Apollyons stepped closer, their faces twitching in agitation. 
 
   “Stay back!” Gabriel reached behind, yanking at his rear pocket, thrusting the small volume forward, the red leather cover seeming black in the moonlight. “Release us, or we’ll destroy the notebook.” 
 
   Teresa’s hand leapt with flame as the Apollyons stopped in unison. 
 
   “Give it to us…”
 
   “Or we will kill the girl…” 
 
   “Release us and we’ll tell you how to find the rogue twin.” Gabriel glared at the Apollyons, no longer caring how loud his voice sounded. 
 
   “Give it to us…”
 
   “Now!”
 
   One of the Apollyons reached out his hand and the notebook flew from Gabriel’s fingers. Gabriel focused his Wind Magic on the small book and it halted, hovering in midair between himself and the Apollyons. 
 
   “Release it, boy.”
 
   Gabriel focused all of his magical energy into the act of holding onto the notebook. It wavered in the air, moving back toward him for a moment before being pulled toward the Apollyons an inch. The Apollyon challenging him growled. 
 
   “Enough!” The second Apollyon joined his twin in the magical tug of war, reaching his hand out and adding his own magical energy to the fight. Gabriel held on a moment longer, the notebook tumbling where it floated. Then the combined strengths of the Apollyons overcame him, and the notebook sped through the moonlight into their grasping hands. 
 
   As the notebook touched the two Apollyons fingers, a flash of blue light subsumed them. When the blue light faded the two men were gone, and with them, the space-time seal surrounding Gabriel and Teresa. Teresa let the flames in her hands wink out as they cautiously looked around the room. 
 
   “That went better than expected.” Teresa gave Gabriel a quick kiss. 
 
   “Since we expected them to try and kill us, I guess so.” Gabriel took Teresa’s hand and looked around. “Hello?”
 
   “That did go well.” Ohin’s voice echoed around the room. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa spun to see shadows shimmer as Ohin and the team appeared in the dark corners of the room. They had been hiding behind Ling’s Wing Magic invisibility in the event that the plan went sour and Gabriel and Teresa required rescuing.
 
   The plan had been Gabriel’s idea, and pride swelled his chest at how successful it had been. He and Teresa had created a fake notebook, complete with pages of cypher-like gibberish, to fool the Apollyons into thinking they finally possessed the real notebook with all its secrets about the Great Barrier of Probability. 
 
   Gabriel and Ohin had enchanted the duplicate notebook with the same kind of spell the Apollyons had used on the dagger in the Aztec temple nearly a year ago. A very rare coin wedged in its pages would take the two Dark Mages to a barren stretch of arctic ice in the early 20th century. They would hopefully assume Gabriel had booby-trapped the notebook as a precaution. They were certainly paranoid enough to make that presumption. 
 
   The team had chosen the Taj Mahal because Ohin wanted a place unlikely to have many negative imprints that the Apollyons might be able to use. 
 
   The difficult part of the plan had been letting the Apollyons know they were being observed. The team had hoped to spend a week or more spying on the Dark Mages, but their lack of useful knowledge and their imminent plans to move their basecamp increased the pace of the team’s schedule. Gabriel felt grateful they had managed to learn one extremely significant piece of information from the mission.
 
   “We overheard something important.” Gabriel said as Ohin and the others stepped from the shadows. 
 
   “The Great Barrier was produced using both Grace and Malignancy magic.” Teresa nearly bounced on her toes with excitement as she delivered their carefully collected intelligence. 
 
   Gabriel frowned, but refrained from sighing. That small piece of information about the creation of the Great Barrier of Probability held more promise than anything they had learned so far. He couldn’t blame her for being excited to share it, even if they had no idea what it might ultimately mean. 
 
   “That seems improbable.” Ohin stroked his chin. 
 
   “Maybe we should change the name to the Great Barrier of Improbability,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Maybe there was a time when the two sides managed to cooperate,” Sema said. 
 
   “Or maybe there will be a time,” Marcus said.
 
   “You mean this wall could be created in our future, yet exist in the past?” Aurelius spoke while examining the craftsmanship of the carvings lining the two sarcophagi. 
 
   “It makes my head hurt,” Ling said. “And my head can hurt somewhere else.” 
 
   “Ling is right. We should go.” Ohin waited for everyone to circle around him before taking them through time to the abandoned house in Maine. When the whiteness faded, they stood in the middle of the wide living area at the back of the first floor. 
 
   “Let’s get to work.” Ohin clapped his hands together. “We need to do a full sweep of the house and the grounds. It should be safe this close to the barrier, but we…”
 
   Ohin frowned. Gabriel’s heart seemed to stop in his chest. The black void of time travel began to surround him and the team in conjunction with a space-time seal. Gabriel instinctively drew the Sword of Unmaking, grasping its imprints as he spun around, focusing his magical energy on ending the time travel jump before it could begin. He felt Ohin’s magic join his own as he spotted a man outside the window. One of the Apollyons had followed them. 
 
   Gabriel felt time moving around them, not the way it normally did in a space-time jump, but as though they were rushing through one day after another, darkness and daylight flickering outside the window. The Apollyon’s magic forced them forward through time, toward the future and the Great Barrier of Probability. Gabriel’s heart thundered in his chest now. If this Apollyon managed to push them over the edge of the Great Barrier, they would be trapped in the future, forever separated from the past and everyone they knew.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21: Mistakes
 
    
 
   “The Barrier,” Gabriel shouted. “He’s trying to push us into the future!”
 
   “Hold fast.” Ohin clasped one hand around the ancient seashells at his neck and squinted his eyes in concentration. 
 
   Gabriel focused all the magical energy at his command upon the task of halting the bubble of time travel pushing the team toward the Great Barrier of Probability at 4:45 p.m. October 28, 2012. He could feel Ohin struggling to do the same, their magic working in concert to slow their progression through time. 
 
   As days passed in mere seconds, Gabriel saw Teresa thrust her arm toward the Apollyon outside, intending to attack him. Her hand opened, aimed at the Apollyon, but nothing happened, a looked of stunned confusion crossing her face. Gabriel saw that Ohin had reached out and clasped his hand around Teresa’s wrist. He had grasped the imprints of Teresa’s talisman bracelet in an attempt to increase the magical energy at his disposal. Ohin’s other hand touched Ling’s arm, drawing the imprints of her necklace talisman through the limb of her body. The other team members turned and assaulted the Apollyon with magic he deftly deflected.
 
   The days and nights passing outside the windows came to a sudden halt. Gabriel could see the look of consternation filling the face of the Apollyon outside the house as he cursed aloud. Fear pulled the features of Gabriel’s face tight. The team hovered at the edge of the Great Barrier, suspended in time, a fraction of a second from being pushed irrevocably into the future, beyond the wall, permanently divided from the past. 
 
   “Closer together,” Ohin shouted, pushing Teresa and Ling toward the others. 
 
   Marcus and Sema leapt to the center of the room as Gabriel pushed Rajan with one hand and turned to pull Aurelius with the other. Gabriel’s fingers grazed Aurelius’s outstretched hand as the old Roman Emperor began to shimmer, his image wavering like stone seen through turbulent water. Gabriel lashed his Time Magic around Aurelius, trying to pull him back toward himself and the others, back to the known side of the Great Barrier. 
 
   Aurelius stared into Gabriel’s eyes, a mournful curve along his lips. 
 
   “Save yourself.” 
 
   His voice sounded distant, as though echoing through a still forest. Aurelius’s words reverberated in Gabriel’s ears as he watched the unique man he had grown to know and care for fade from his sight, passing beyond the Great Barrier of Probability and into the future, never to be seen by those in the past again. 
 
   Gabriel’s body shook with a depth of anger that frightened him. Aurelius had departed from his life. Gone forever. There was no possibility of rescue. No one could cross back after passing through the Great Barrier of Probability separating time. 
 
   Gabriel spun and screamed his rage, his hand reaching toward the Apollyon outside the window. Wind Magic shattered the glass window, sending a storm of dagger-like shards exploding toward the Dark Mage’s face. The Apollyon yelled in fury as he turned from the flying glass, his hold on the time bubble surrounding the team weakening. The Apollyon looked back for a moment, his eyes mirroring the wrath Gabriel felt boiling within. 
 
   The Apollyon winked away, warping space-time around himself to flee. Gabriel could feel Ohin maintaining the space-time bubble, beginning to move the team backward in time, safely away from the edge of the Great Barrier. Gabriel knew he should help. Knew he should ensure Teresa and his team made it to safety. 
 
   But another thought dominated his mind. 
 
   He reached out with his space-time sense, searching for the telltale signs of the Apollyon’s departure. 
 
   An image filled his mind. 
 
   He glanced briefly at Ohin and Teresa. 
 
   “Gabriel...” Ohin began to say as Teresa opened her mouth to speak.  
 
   Gabriel jumped through time, blackness surrounding him as he pursued the Apollyon who had thrust Aurelius beyond the Great Barrier of Probability and out of his life. 
 
   Caution guided the twinned Apollyon’s escape as he jumped through time to a small pre-historic group of clay brick huts, then to a slender alley in a city that looked like Istanbul in the 1950s, and then to the banks of the Nile River, the Egyptian pyramids of Giza glowing white in the noonday sun. Finally, the Apollyon stopped on a hillside on an unidentifiable grassy plain. 
 
   As Gabriel followed his prey, he gave hasty thought to how to attack the man. He would need a massive number of imprints to confront the Dark Mage. As he thought through the relics in his pockets, he remembered the photograph from the drawer of the nightstand in the abandoned house. A photo some nameless English soldier had taken with him to the Battle of the Somme. A photo of his beloved to comfort him in combat. A combat that would result in over a million casualties and some 300,000 deaths in a little over four months. 
 
   As Gabriel materialized from whiteness beside the Apollyon on the grassy hillside, he wrapped the man in folds of space-time and yanked him away, appearing a moment later in the middle of the World War I battlefield near the River Somme in France.  Gabriel immediately claimed the imprints of the fighting still raging around them and the deaths it had wrought. His stomach churned, and he fought back the urge to vomit as the dark imprints of thousands upon thousands of violent deaths flooded through him. He placed a space-time shield around the Apollyon and drew the Sword of Unmaking. The Apollyon turned to him, a surprising smile on his face. 
 
   “You are beginning to learn.” The Apollyon shouted to be heard above the sounds of falling shells and machine gun fire. Around them lay the dead men who had fallen during of weeks and weeks of mechanized warfare. 
 
   “I’ve learned nothing from you.” Gabriel wrinkled his nose against the caustic smoke from the exploding bombshells and the stench of bodies left to decompose in the muddy, barbwire-laden earth between the Allied French and British trenches and those of the invading Germans. The beautiful French countryside had been transformed into a desolate, crater-filled wasteland of charred, splintered trees, fallen at odd angles, much like the dead soldiers who lay beside them, weapons abandoned with death, the earth quaking and the air pulsing with the impact of every bursting shell.
 
   “Now, you will learn how to die.” The Apollyon’s smile vanished as the mucky ground beneath Gabriel’s feet shook and tried to suck him down. 
 
   Gabriel countered the Apollyon’s Stone Magic and attacked with his own, heaving every nearby piece of metal at the Dark Mage. The Apollyon repelled the attack as Gabriel assaulted with another, lightning flaring from his free hand and striking the man in the chest. 
 
   The Apollyon stumbled as Gabriel reached out with Soul Magic and Heart-Tree Magic to attack the Dark Mage’s mind and body. The Apollyon fought back Gabriel’s magic and lashed out with a wave of Stone Magic, attempting to disintegrate the molecules of Gabriel’s limbs. Holes dissolved in patches across his clothes as Gabriel deflected the Apollyon’s magic, feeling his anger toward the Dark Mage intensify like a flame given pure oxygen to burn. 
 
   The Apollyon scrambled backward, casting a wave of Wind Magic upward and exploding a series of falling shells in midair. Gabriel sensed the space-time seal he held around the Apollyon begin to falter as a bifurcation began to erupt. The Apollyon’s attempt to break the space-time seal mirrored the method Gabriel himself had used to defeat an Apollyon in the Hurtgen Forest nearly a year ago. 
 
   Gabriel split his concentration, focusing on holding the space-time seal in place while simultaneously directly magical energy through the Sword of Unmaking to sever the bifurcation, even as it formed. 
 
   As Gabriel cut the alternate branch of reality from the trunk of the Primary Continuum before it could fully be created, the Apollyon laughed and waved his hand, exploding more falling shells with Wind Magic, causing the ground to shake and soldiers to collide with Stone Magic. Flames leapt up among the trenches in the distance with Fire magic, each action creating yet another burgeoning bifurcation. 
 
   “And here is what I have learned from you!” The Apollyon cackled as he splashed through muddy puddles of stagnant water. 
 
   Gabriel chased the Apollyon, struggling to hold the space-time seal around the man and destroy the alternate worlds he wantonly created in an attempt to flee. If even one alternate world came into existence completely, it would break the space-time seal that kept the Apollyon on the battlefield. If all those alternate worlds the Apollyon was attempting to create came into existence at once, it could permanently damage the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Gabriel dodged around a charging soldier, who seemed lost and alone on the battleground. He did not even attempt the Soul Magic necessary to hide himself from the man. Stopping the Apollyon consumed all his attention. The Apollyon’s next flash of Wind and Fire Magic engulfed Gabriel, sending him crashing into a tangled roll of barbed wire in a cloud of flames. Gabriel severed the final potential alternate reality as the metal wire bit into his back. He screamed in pain, feeling the space-time seal slip from his grasp while the Apollyon erected a new one around him. 
 
   Pain sliced at him in a hundred places as he rolled through the mud, trying to untangle himself from the barbed wire while magically extinguishing the flames biting at his flesh. He felt the storm of anger within him roil and spin, transforming into a whirlwind of fear as he looked up to see the Apollyon walking toward him, eyes burning with rage. 
 
   “You have learned your last lesson, boy.” The Apollyon threw his arm to the side, the rusted sword of a dead German officer leaping into his hand. 
 
   Gabriel stood to his feet, the Sword of Unmaking shaking in his grip. He wiped the mud from his eyes and clasped the hilt of the blade with both hands as the Apollyon charged. Gabriel’s feet slipped in the mud as he sought better footing to defend himself. He slid sideways, nearly falling, but managed to bring his sword up to block the arc of the Apollyon’s attack at the last moment. Gabriel panicked, jumping back as the Apollyon continued to attack, swinging for his head, thrusting for his heart, attempting to hack at his arms. 
 
   Gabriel parried each attack, slowly regaining some of his confidence as he regained his footing. His hours with Akikane were saving his life. He blocked a blow to his neck and countered with two quick slashes at the Apollyon’s midsection. 
 
   Unable to jump through space due to the seal the Apollyon held around him, Gabriel knew he had to attack with other magics. He might be able to fend off the Apollyon for a time, but he was no match with a sword against the experience and physical strength of the man he faced. 
 
   “At least the old man has taught you how to fight,” the Apollyon said. “Fight old men, that is.” 
 
   Gabriel jumped, Wind Magic sending him soaring over the Apollyon, the Sword of Unmaking flashing toward the man’s head as Stone Magic caused the mud-soaked earth to reach up and grasp his ankles. The Apollyon ducked the blade, swinging his own sword, a flowing web of lightning reaching out to embrace Gabriel in the air. As he fell to the ground, teeth rattling, he had a moment to be thankful that their fight in the barren section of the battlefield would be unlikely to draw enough attention to create a bifurcation. It felt a paltry solace as he rolled to his feet, limping to favor a bruised knee. 
 
   “No amount of magic will save you this time.” The Apollyon surged forward, his sword flashing around Gabriel in a series of brutal attacks. 
 
   Each time their sword blades met, Gabriel could feel himself being driven back, closer and closer to the water-filled pit of an exploded shell. His mind raced to think of some escape, but with his concentration split between fending off the Apollyon’s sword and the curses of dark Soul and Heart-Tree Magic the man cast upon him, he couldn’t spare a moment to contemplate a path out of the battlefield. 
 
   As his foot slid back under the weight of yet another bone-rattling blow from the Apollyon’s sword, Gabriel realized he would die there in the mud of that battlefield, lost among all the thousands of forgotten soldiers whose bodies littered the ground between the opposing armies. 
 
   He focused on the imprints he held, weaving Grace and Malignancy energy into Wind Magic to form a shield around his body. The charging Apollyon’s sword rebounded from the invisible shield, striking him in the face. The Dark Mage cursed in rage, a stream of blood running down his cheek from the cut on his forehead. He raised the sword, pointing it at Gabriel’s heart, the tip of the blade pressing against Gabriel’s shield of Wind Magic. 
 
   “We will give you one more lesson before we kill you, boy.” The Apollyon grimaced, and Gabriel felt something odd, something he had never encountered before. His hold on the imprints of the battlefield began to waver, as though he grasped an object suddenly transforming from solid stone to wispy vapor. As the imprints of the battlefield slipped away, he sensed the Apollyon taking hold of them. Gabriel could feel his magical shield collapsing under the Apollyon’s newly empowered magic. 
 
   The Dark Mage’s sword blade pierced the invisible boundary of Wind Magic with ease. 
 
   “I can tell you how to find him.” Gabriel said, stepping backward, the Sword of Unmaking raised before him. He felt a small pride knowing the blade held steady and did not waver from the pounding of fear in his heart. 
 
   “We don’t need to know where he is.” The Apollyon’s sword touched Gabriel’s.
 
   “You’ll want to know what he’s doing.” Gabriel edged sideways, hoping to find firmer ground to make a last stand. “He is the Prime.”
 
   “He is not.” The cavalry sword slashed. 
 
   “He is.” Steel met steel, and the ancient katana sword thrust forward.
 
   “It will not matter.” 
 
   “He will fight you.”
 
   “He will die.”
 
   The Apollyon yelled and unleashed a blazing series of attacks, his sword glowing white-hot, denting the metal of the Sword of Unmaking each time it struck. Gabriel fell backward, the flaming blade singeing his arm, burning through cloth and flesh. He cried out in pain, the Sword of Unmaking falling from his hand. He leapt backward to avoid the swing of the fiery sword, slipping in the mud and falling to the ground. Gabriel looked at the Sword of Unmaking, its blade buried in the muck. The Apollyon stepped toward him, sword point aimed at his chest. 
 
   Gabriel felt the tip of the sword draw blood where it stabbed above his thundering heart. Panting from fear as much as the fight, he stared into the Apollyon’s deep, near-black eyes. 
 
   He had been foolish, and his foolishness had finally caught up with him. He would die, and with him, the best hope for saving the Great Barrier and ending the War of Time and Magic. 
 
   He sat up, leaning into the blade of the sword with a grimace as another emotion overwhelmed his fear and gave him a strange kind of strength. Shame. He might die a fool’s death, but he would not die a coward. 
 
   “It’s a pity you could not join us.” The Apollyon wiped the sweat from his eyes with his free hand. “You will never know the future…and we will rule it.” 
 
   Gabriel realized something as he lay in the mud, shells still exploding in the distance, machine gun fire filling the air, screams of dying men echoing across the barren land. 
 
   “He will stop you.” 
 
   “He is not the original among us, and he cannot stop us.” The Apollyon sneered and made to drive the slender blade into Gabriel’s heart. 
 
   “Not your original twin.” Gabriel managed a weak smile, knowing the fear and anger his next word would illicit. “Vicaquirao. He will stop you.”
 
   The Apollyon’s mouth twitched, and he shook his head.  “He cannot…he would not…he will never…” 
 
   The air hummed, and the Apollyon staggered to the side, spinning around, a plume of blood spurting from his chest. Gabriel looked sideways to the Sword of Unmaking as the Dark Mage fought to regain his feet. Gabriel embraced the hilt of the sword with an invisible hand of Wind Magic and threw it through the air, guiding it like a javelin into the distracted Apollyon’s chest. 
 
   The Apollyon fell to his knees, the shaft of the sword jutting from his ribcage. Gabriel sensed the space-time seal around him fade away. He quickly created one around the Apollyon, grabbing the imprints of the battlefield as he felt the Dark Mage reluctantly release them.  
 
   Gabriel used his Wind Magic to pull his sword free from the Apollyon’s chest and deliver it through the air into his open hand as he scrambled to his feet. He stood above the Apollyon as the man wheezed, trying to breathe. A stray battlefield bullet had punctured one of his lungs, the sword wound piercing the other. Gabriel held the Sword of Unmaking to the Apollyon’s throat. The anger had returned with the imprints of the battlefield. Gabriel struggled to keep his head clear of the dark impulses filling his mind. 
 
   “Luck.” The Apollyon spat blood and fell back into the mud. “Luck will win you a battle here and there, but it will never a war. You’ll lose the great battle, boy.”
 
   “I’m a boy today, but one day I will be a man.” Gabriel swallowed, trying to calm his shaking hands. “And I will end this war.” 
 
   “You don’t even have the courage to end me.” The Apollyon laughed, coughing up more blood. 
 
   Gabriel realized the truth of the Dark Mage’s words. Did he want to be the kind of man who killed wounded men? Could he let the Apollyon die of his wounds? He watched as the Apollyon’s eyes fluttered. The Dark Mage could have healed himself if he’d been able to focus on the necessary magic. 
 
   “At least I’ll die knowing you lost the other battle.” The Apollyon sighed, his head rolling to the side. 
 
   “What battle?” Gabriel knelt down beside the Dark Mage, the sword blade still against the man’s throat.
 
   “The first words Alexander ever spoke to me. Always… guard… your flank.” 
 
   The Apollyon’s face relaxed, and his body became still. 
 
   Gabriel puzzled at the man’s final words a moment, and then gasped, lunging to his feet as their import broke upon his mind. 
 
   His flank. The troops beside him. Always there to step forward into the fight and protect him. The Chimera team. 
 
   He had left the team vulnerable and open to attack.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 22: Reparations
 
    
 
   Gabriel looked down at the Apollyon at his feet and reached out with his Heart-Tree Magic to sense the state of the man’s life. The Dark Mage’s heart slowed perceptibly with each beat. He would die within seconds. Gabriel considered what to do. He could let the man die, but what would that mean for himself? He could heal the man, but what would that mean for the war? Could he take him captive? Could he hold him prisoner? To what end? 
 
   Gabriel released the Malignant imprints of the battlefield, feeling his thoughts clear of dark intentions as another option arose in his mind. He considered it. It held many risks, but there were always risks. 
 
   He wiped the blade on his pant leg, re-sheathed the Sword of Unmaking, and knelt beside the Apollyon, placing his hands on the man’s wounds. Using Soul Magic to maintain the Apollyon’s unconsciousness, he guided the magical energy of Heart-Tree Magic to repair the damage to the Apollyon’s heart and lungs. When he had finished and knew the man would live, he placed his hands on the Apollyon’s head. 
 
   He took his time, remembering his lessons with Sema and Marcus, probing with a deft blend of Soul and Heart-Tree Magic until he found what he searched for, a part of the brain capable of creating a specific effect on consciousness. He only managed to find it because of the activity it produced. Even while the Apollyon slumbered, the region of his brain seemed aglow to Gabriel’s magical senses. He focused his Soul and Heart-Tree Magic on the Apollyon’s brain and mind, carefully making a small alteration. 
 
   Finished, he stood up, thinking about his next steps. He would need to return to the abandoned house in Maine. It would be difficult to know what point to return to.  He had departed while Ohin had been attempting to move the team back through time and away from the Great Barrier to safety. He would also need more imprints than the Sword of Unmaking and his pocket watch could provide. 
 
   He thought about the name of the sword as he drew it again from its sheath. He had used it to unmake history and save Teresa from certain death. He had used it to unmake numerous potential worlds before they could even form. He had nearly unmade the life of the man at his feet. In some ways, Gabriel was very much like the blade in his hand — powerful, yet dangerous when poorly controlled. 
 
   He reached out with his Time Magic as he focused on the Malignant imprints of the battlefield. Grace imprints were also present, but far fewer in number. He held those as well, using a special form of Time Magic to bind the imprints to the Sword of Unmaking, the way he would have bound them to a concatenate crystal. The magic would allow him to access the imprints of the Battle of the Somme through the Sword of Unmaking from any place in the timeline of history. The connection would not last very long, a few minutes at best. Nor would it be as strong a link as one made with a concatenate crystal, but it would give him a considerable power to wield for a short time. 
 
   He retained his hold on the imprints, forcing his mind to remain calm in the presence of such overpowering Malignancy. He had been stupid to think he could handle such massive negative imprints without a significant number of Grace imprints to counter and balance them. The imprints had clouded his judgment and left him vulnerable. He would need to remain vigilant against their insidious effects to ensure it did not happen again.
 
   He looked down at the sleeping Apollyon and nudged the man’s mind with Soul Magic. The Dark Mage’s eyes blinked open. He stared up into the gray clouds for a moment before looking at Gabriel. 
 
   “You healed me.” The Apollyon glanced around in confusion. “What…what have you done?” 
 
   “Like you said, I healed you.” Gabriel took a step back. 
 
   “The voices…the voices are gone…the voices…”
 
   “Consider it a gift.” Gabriel pointed the sword at the Apollyon’s heart. “Find your brother. He needs your help. He has saved her and she has saved him. Maybe she can save you, as well.” 
 
   “Saved her?” The Apollyon’s eyes lit up in sudden understanding as Gabriel gestured with the sword and a wave of Soul Magic plunged the Dark Mage back into unconsciousness. 
 
   Gabriel looked at the man a moment longer and then pulled the bent nail from the house in Maine out of his pocket. He focused on the nail and disappeared into time, leaving the Apollyon sleeping beneath a sky of smoke and ash and exploding artillery shells. The Dark Mage would regain consciousness minutes after Gabriel departed. Long enough to ensure he could not track Gabriel through time. 
 
   Gabriel appeared at the abandoned house a moment later, hovering at the edge of entering the time stream while probing the house’s history. Seeing what he hoped for, Gabriel allowed the departing whiteness of his collapsing time jump to deposit him in the middle of the backyard. 
 
   Flames burst around him as he appeared. At a glance, he saw Ohin and Sema lying still in the tall grass, the side of the house ashen-black beside a collapsed Teresa. Nearby, Marcus and Rajan stood above a fallen, bloodied Ling as two black-clad Apollyons assaulted them with a barrage of magic. With Gabriel’s arrival, the two Apollyons turned in unison toward him. 
 
   Gabriel attacked in a specific, precise, and simultaneous manner. His Soul and Heart-Tree Magic reached into the men’s brains and minds in an unexpected and profound way. They fought back against him, but were soon overwhelmed by the power of the imprints he held and the exactness of his magical assault on their minds. After a moment, they staggered back together. 
 
   “How…” one the Apollyons said, looking to his companion in panic and confusion. 
 
   “The voices.” The other twin sputtered. “The imprints.” 
 
   As he had done with their twin in the mud of the Battle of the Somme, Gabriel had severed their link to the other Apollyons, a link carrying not only a psychic connection creating a din of maddening voices, but also the connection to the imprints the other Apollyons held. 
 
   “You have a choice now.” Gabriel lowered the sword blade, knowing the men posed little threat. He could sense imprints of personal talismans, but nothing more, and nothing of any particular power. “You can find your creator, or you can join his creations. Choose wisely.” 
 
   The Apollyons did not wait for any further words and winked away as they jumped through time to escape Gabriel. He ran to Teresa as Marcus dashed to Sema and Ohin, while Rajan knelt beside Ling. 
 
   “Where have you been?” Marcus shouted as he placed his hands on Sema’s bleeding skull. 
 
   “We were barely back from the edge of the Barrier when they attacked.” Rajan lifted Ling’s head gently, and her eyes rolled as she blinked. “They must have been waiting for us.”
 
   “I made a mistake,” Gabriel said as he fell to the ground beside Teresa. 
 
   “Tell me something I don’t bloody know,” Marcus growled between clenched teeth. 
 
   Teresa’s wounds were extensive, and Gabriel devoted his whole attention to them. He still held the magical energy of the imprints of the Battle of the Somme fed to him by the Sword of Unmaking, and he used the full power of them to affect her healing. He knitted bone back together, fused severed tissue, repaired stricken organs, and remade burnt skin. When he finished, she opened her eyes. 
 
   “Don’t leave me like that.” Teresa’s voice sounded weak. “I can’t protect you if you run off.” 
 
   “I won’t leave you again.” He kissed her lips briefly, gently. 
 
   Gabriel lifted her with Wind Magic and carried her to Ling.  He healed Ling’s wounds before taking them both to where Marcus still worked his Heart-Tree Magic on Sema. Thanks to the connection through the Sword of Unmaking to the imprints at the Battle of the Somme, Gabriel had the advantage of far more magical energy than Marcus could command. Unfortunately, that connection began to wane. 
 
   While Gabriel set about healing Ohin’s wounds, he tried to keep command of the emotions the negative imprints generated within his heart. When Ohin regained consciousness, his mentor’s own anger manifested the moment he saw Gabriel’s face. Gabriel released all of his imprints as he saw Sema sit up nearby, held by Marcus’s strong arms as he caressed her face. 
 
   “What were you thinking?” Ohin’s ragged voice, torn between fury and sadness, sounded like a klaxon to Gabriel’s ears.
 
   “I wasn’t.” 
 
   Gabriel said no more. He had no words for his shame. For his disgrace. 
 
   “You followed him for a vendetta.” Ohin’s eyes burned with a wrath Gabriel had never seen before. He grabbed Gabriel’s shoulders. 
 
   “Aurelius.” Gabriel could feel the tears filling his eyes, but he refused to look away from his beloved mentor.
 
   “You may have to sacrifice our lives one day for the sake of the war or the Continuum, or to save your own life, but do not throw our lives away out of vain anger and a lust for revenge. Our lives are worth more than that.” Ohin nearly spat the words out, struggling to control himself. 
 
   Gabriel choked back a sob, tears streaming down his cheeks. He had betrayed Ohin’s teachings and the faith of his team. He had left them to die so he could pursue a pointless revenge. He nearly died with nothing gained. A revenge left unfulfilled. And he had left Teresa, who would have surely died in another minute. A minute of time he wasted to assuage the loss of Aurelius. How would he have coped with the loss of both of them? Or the loss of all of them? 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Gabriel’s whispered apology hung in the still air of the yard behind the old house, seeming to quaver between himself and Ohin. 
 
   Ohin blinked back tears of his own as he pulled Gabriel into the embrace of his powerful arms. Gabriel cried as Ohin stroked his hair. “You can no longer be the impetuous boy.” 
 
   Gabriel felt the hands of his friends and companions touch his back. 
 
   “We are a family.” Ohin’s deep voice soothed Gabriel’s heart as he leaned back from his mentor’s arms. “No one doubts your courage or your love for us, but you must learn to think not simply how your actions will affect you, or us, but how they will ripple out and change the course of the war, and all the lives everywhere.” 
 
   “I understand.” Gabriel wiped his eyes on his muddied sleeve. 
 
   Ohin looked at the mud covering him as though noticing it for the first time. “What happened to you?” 
 
   “Maybe we should clean him up first.” Teresa wrinkled her nose as she sniffed at Gabriel. 
 
   “He does smell like a dung heap,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Which is different from usual in what way?” Ling asked. 
 
   “It might be good if we all took a moment to recuperate,” Sema said. 
 
   “I could use a meal,” Rajan said.
 
   “And a bath.” Teresa sniffed at Rajan, as well. 
 
   “And a cold ale to ease my pains after a day like this,” Marcus said. 
 
   “Can they come back?” Ling asked. 
 
   “No,” Ohin said. “They ghosted our time trail. Once they’ve gone, they have no way back without a relic. We’re still safe here.” 
 
   “Good.” Gabriel glanced around at his friends, landing on Teresa’s face but finding it hard to look her in the eye. “Then I’ll tell you how stupid I was over dinner.” 
 
   Dinner consisted of a mismatched assortment of canned foods — baked beans, tomato soup, green peas, corned beef hash, Texas three-bean chili, and fruit cocktail. Gabriel ate little. At first, because he found himself too busy recounting what had happened during his encounter with the Apollyon on the Battlefield of the Somme, and later because his recitation of his foolishness had squelched his appetite. 
 
   His teammates listened to his story with a mixture of curious anger and worried disbelief. When he finished, his eyes fell to the empty place at the end of the table. The seat Aurelius would have occupied. Gabriel thought about the emperor’s sad eyes, so filled with wisdom and laughter and pain. He blinked and looked away. Too soon to think such thoughts. 
 
   “I can’t decide if that’s brave or moronic.” Teresa ground her teeth as she spoke. 
 
   “Bravely moronic.” Rajan stuck a spoonful of chili in his mouth.
 
   “Moronically brave, more like.” Marcus shook his head as he pushed his bowl away. 
 
   “At least we’ve learned a few things.” Ling leaned back in her chair. 
 
   “Like how to sever the Apollyons’ connections with each other.” Sema placed her napkin on the table and crossed her hands. 
 
   “Other things, as well.” Ohin put his fist beneath his chin. “Even I had no idea it was possible to steal the imprints another mage held.”
 
   “Not surprising,” Marcus said. “Grace Mages don’t spend much time fighting each other.”
 
   “And we’d never be able to steal negative imprints from a Malignancy Mage, anyway,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Gabriel can.” Teresa waved her hand near a sputtering oil lamp and the wick leapt to life again. 
 
   “Assuming I can learn how.” Gabriel considered the process and what it would take to accomplish the task. 
 
   “We can practice later.” Teresa’s smile had returned, mischievous as ever.  
 
   “I wouldn’t mind observing that,” Ohin said as Teresa’s grin faded. “After we sweep the house and make sure it’s clean. We should get a good night’s rest. In the morning, we’ll return to the castle. We’ll be going back only minutes after we left, and there will be a great deal of work to do. Tending to the wounded. Repairing the castle and the defenses. Planning the next steps.”
 
   “Can we trust the Council to make those plans?” Marcus took a slow sip from the last bottle of beer. 
 
   “The question isn’t whether we can trust the whole Council,” Ohin said with a sigh. “The question is who on the Council cannot be trusted.” 
 
   “There’s no way to know,” Rajan said. 
 
   “So we make our own plans on the side,” Ling said. “Just in case.”
 
   “There is one way to know who we can trust.” Sema stared at the flame of one of the lamps. “At least for everyone except Councilman Toulouse.” 
 
   “How do we know Toulouse can be trusted?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “We don’t.” Ohin joined Sema in gazing at the flame.  
 
   “Councilman Toulouse is the only member of the Council who is a Soul Mage.” Gabriel watched Sema and Ohin staring into the flicking light of the oil lamp. 
 
   “You mean you want to read their minds?” Rajan coughed in surprise. 
 
   “Not want to.” Sema turned her eyes from the lamp to the others. “But it might be for the best.” 
 
   “Should have done it ages ago,” Ling said. 
 
   “There are rules about peeking into other people’s minds,” Sema said. “Without just cause, it is extremely unethical.”
 
   “Something certain mages should remember,” Teresa said in a low voice to Gabriel.
 
   “Well…of course,” Gabriel said softly. 
 
   The idea of looking into Teresa’s mind to discern her feelings for him had never occurred to Gabriel, which, he now realized, had probably been a good thing. Beyond the fact that his skill in Soul Magic came nowhere near Sema’s, the mere thought of Teresa catching him poking around in her head made his stomach tremble with fear.  
 
   “I’ll speak to Akikane about the possibility of…increasing surveillance at the castle,” Ohin said, his voice lingering on the euphemism. “Until then, we’ll keep the idea to ourselves.” 
 
   The team sat in silent agreement.
 
   Ohin pushed his chair back and stood up. 
 
   “Let’s get to work then.”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 23: Paradox
 
    
 
   Gabriel helped clear the table and clean the kitchen. Afterward, he and Teresa assisted in making the house seem as abandoned as it had been when they arrived. When they accomplished as much as could be done that night, they retreated to the backyard to practice stealing imprints from one another under Ohin’s patient observation. 
 
   It took Gabriel several tries to manage wresting control of the imprints Teresa held. Once she had seen it done, she had little problem replicating the feat. As they practiced, Ohin joining in, it became clear that the process required an exceptional level of skill and concentration to be successful against a mage who knew how to fight back against the usurpation of the imprints they held. 
 
   Considering the unheard-of nature of the technique among Grace Mages, Gabriel assumed it remained a closely guarded secret among Malignancy Mages. This made a certain macabre sense. If a Malignancy Mage stole the imprints from another, it would be unlikely for both mages to survive the encounter. Gabriel doubted it would have much application among Grace Mages. At least he hoped not. It also gave him pause to think how close he came to protecting that secret with his own death.
 
   Later, after the others had gone to bed, Teresa and Gabriel sat on the steps at the top of the worn wooden stairs, holding hands and speaking quietly. 
 
   “You have to stop being so stupid.” Teresa leaned her head on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “It’s not as easy as it sounds.” Gabriel breathed in deep, taking in the aroma of Teresa’s hair, the scent of lavender and smoke. 
 
   “Are you smelling my head?” 
 
   “Ah…no.”
 
   “Weirdo.” 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
   “Here’s what you do.” Teresa tightened her grip on his hand. “Next time you’re about to do something stupid, stop, take a moment, and consider what I would do.” 
 
   “And that’s going to improve things how?” Gabriel grunted as Teresa dug her elbow into his gut. 
 
   “Okay. Point taken. Maybe think about what Sema would do. Or Akikane. Or Ohin. Or anyone but Ling.” Teresa laughed. 
 
   “That’s the problem.” Gabriel wanted to laugh, but found he couldn’t. “I can’t make decisions the way they would because I’m not like everyone else.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re falling for the Apollyons’ Nietzsche-inspired superman crap.” Teresa sat back to look at Gabriel. 
 
   “Of course not.” Gabriel struggled to find the words for his thoughts. “They will never have to make the decisions I have to make. I have to find my own way of…being me. Of making decisions without betraying myself. 
 
   “It was stupid to follow that Apollyon, but was it stupid to save him? Was it stupid to sever his connection with the other twins? Was it stupid to let him go? I don’t know. Would Ohin or Sema or Akikane have made those same choices? I don’t know. But those decisions feel right to me. But leaving the team alone — that wasn’t a good decision. And leading that Apollyon back to the house…”
 
   “That wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “It was. I should have noticed. If I had…”
 
   “Ohin blames himself, not you. No one blames you.”
 
   “I do. I didn’t know him long, but Aurelius…”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Teresa enveloped Gabriel in her arms. They sat silently on the steps of the stairs, gently kissing until they heard Marcus stumbling from his room, half asleep, heading for the stairs and eventually the backyard — his midnight journey to relieve his bladder. Gabriel and Teresa stood up and said goodnight as Marcus descended the stairs. 
 
   “I remember when I was young enough to stay up late kissing in stairwells.” Marcus sleepily rubbed his face. “Now I’m only up to race to a makeshift outhouse.” 
 
   Gabriel walked Teresa to her room and kissed her goodnight. Teresa closed the door and Gabriel retreated to his own room. He eventually fell into a fitful sleep, filled with twin Apollyons chasing him through a battlefield occupied by warriors from every age in history. Morning and wakefulness came as a relief. 
 
   After putting the final touches on the abandoned house, like magically spreading dust evenly over the furniture, Gabriel and the team assembled in the backyard one last time. A moment after Ohin took a lump of amber from his pocket, they stood in the Upper Ward of Windsor Castle, 125 million years in the past. 
 
   Their return through time deposited them a meager fifteen minutes after they had last departed. Much had happened in that short span of time as Gabriel surveyed the damage. 
 
   Fire Mages had extinguished the flames across the castle grounds, thin wisps of smoke gently rising from still-smoldering ruins. More wounded mages had been gathered into the impromptu triage area in the Upper Ward courtyard. With the return of the mages from Akikane’s expedition to Dresden, the numbers seemed to have doubled. People carried wounded, or ran on various errands across the grass. Akikane stood at the center of a group of people, pointing and giving instructions on how to manage the repairs and defenses. Akikane’s face did not hold its usual blissful continence, but he seemed calm, and Gabriel found that reassuring. 
 
   “I’ll get Councilwoman Elizabeth,” Gabriel said to the others. 
 
   “Meet us in her office.” Ohin looked to Akikane. “I’ll see if I can get Akikane to join us for a moment to figure out how we can be most useful, beyond trying to figure out how to revive Elizabeth.” 
 
   “Don’t forget to break Elizabeth’s favorite teacup if we’re going to meet in her office,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Yes, thank you.” Ohin nodded his appreciation. “I’d forgotten about that.”
 
   Ohin patted Gabriel on the shoulder and walked toward Akikane. 
 
   “Need company?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “Um, sure,” Gabriel said, happy to have Teresa with him at any time. He looked at the rest of the team. “We’ll meet you in a second.” 
 
   Gabriel warped space-time around himself and Teresa, delivering them a moment later to the cellars beneath the castle. Justine looked up, her bright blue eyes shining with sudden excitement at Gabriel’s arrival. Her enthusiasm dimmed when she noticed Teresa standing beside him. Justine knelt beside Elizabeth, holding a wet cloth to the elderly mage’s forehead. Leah and Liam sat on the other side of Justine, playing a game of checkers. The electric lights burned brightly. Someone must have fixed the castle generators. 
 
   “Gabriel.” Justine stood up, smoothing out the wrinkles of her tunic. 
 
   “Gabriel!” Leah and Liam shouted in unison, jumping up from their game and running to embrace him. He knelt down to them. 
 
   “Is it safe yet?” Leah asked.
 
   “Have you seen our mommy and daddy?” Liam asked. 
 
   “I haven’t seen them yet, but it is safe now, and we’ll try to find them very soon.” Gabriel hugged the two children. “You’ve both been very brave.” 
 
   “And they’ve been very helpful.” Justine stood beside Elizabeth. She had placed some towels beneath Elizabeth’s head to make her more comfortable. 
 
   “Hi, Teresa,” Leah said, suddenly seeming to notice her presence. Liam beamed bashfully, but remained silent. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ve both been a big help.” Teresa smiled warmly at the two children. 
 
   “How is she?” Gabriel nodded toward Elizabeth as he looked at Justine.
 
   “No change.” Justine’s face clouded with worry. “She doesn’t seem any worse, but there’s no waking her.”
 
   “We learned cheppers.” Liam pointed to the game board on the floor, seeming very proud of himself. 
 
   “Checkers.” Leah sighed at her little brother’s misstatement. “Justine taught us how to play. I won two games.” 
 
   “I lost two games.” Liam kicked his sister’s ankle. She pulled his ear in retaliation.
 
   “Stop it, you two.” Justine stepped forward to put her arms around the two children and separated them. “I found a pile of old games in a cupboard in the back. I thought it would keep their minds off…other things.” Her blue eyes looked sad as she glanced between Gabriel and Teresa. 
 
   “It was a good idea,” Gabriel said. 
 
   He looked at her a moment longer, noticing again how blue her eyes were. Those blue eyes reminded him of something. Of someone? Who? When? 
 
   “Are you okay?” Justine frowned.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Teresa instinctively looked around the room, peering into the dark shadows at the back of the cellar chamber. 
 
   “I’m not sure.” 
 
   Gabriel tried to shrug off the odd feeling permeating him, but as he looked again into Justine’s eyes, his body tingled with a realization — he had seen those eyes before. Eyes like hers, but not on her face. 
 
   Agrace. The girl from the food line at the medieval castle Chateau Gaillard had eyes like those he stared into now. Eyes very like those. 
 
   A coincidence, surely. Two girls could have similar eyes. It happened all the time. 
 
   He shook his head, convinced his wild suspicions could not be real. He looked away and caught sight of the checkerboard on the floor, causing another vague memory to bubble up from the back of his mind. What memory of a game of checkers? When had he last played checkers? And who with?
 
   Gabriel grasped the Grace and Malignancy imprints of the concatenate crystals in his bracelet and formed a space-time seal around the room. 
 
   “Gabriel, what is it?” Teresa had felt him grasp the Grace imprints. 
 
   “Has something happened?” Justine looked concerned. Apparently, she had also felt him take hold of the imprints. Leah and Liam looked up at Gabriel, worry filling their faces.
 
   “Everything is fine.” Gabriel knelt down to Leah and Liam. “I need to talk to Justine about Elizabeth’s condition. It’ll only take a minute. Then we’ll get Elizabeth out of here and go find your parents.” 
 
   He turned to Teresa as he stood. “Keep an eye on them for a moment. Please.” 
 
   “Okay.” Teresa seemed unsure if she should be afraid of what had spooked Gabriel or jealous that he wanted to talk to Justine alone. 
 
   He glanced at Justine and stepped back toward the shadowed part of the cellar. “Let’s talk over here.” 
 
   “Okay.” Justine followed Gabriel, her lips curling slightly upward as she walked past Teresa.
 
   As he walked to the back of the room, Justine at his side, Gabriel tried to calm the multitude of thoughts whirling and exploding in his mind like firecrackers. Two girls with the exact same blue eyes. A checkerboard in a dream. It could be coincidence. But other things came to his mind now. Things that had bothered him, but which he had ignored or forgotten. 
 
   Why had Kumaradevi not seemed to know how her husband had died? How had he been dreaming of that bizarre board game so often in Windsor Castle and in Chateau Gaillard and even in the rogue Apollyon’s alternate paradise world, but not one time since? Could that be a coincidence? Could it be merely coincidence the lesson he gleaned from the bizarre board game had shown him how to save Teresa’s life from an otherwise irrevocable death? Did he believe in coincidences that happened so frequently and seem so connected? Could he simply be lucky? Could anyone be that lucky? 
 
   Gabriel stepped into an alcove, out of sight from Teresa and the children. He turned to Justine as she joined him in the shadows. He looked in her eyes one last time. This could not be coincidence. 
 
   “Give it to me?” Gabriel held an avalanche of magic ready to release with a single thought. 
 
   “Gabriel, what are you talking about?” Justine’s voice quavered with apprehension. 
 
   “The notebook.” Gabriel’s breathing quickened as he tried to control the anger beginning to make his hands shake. He would not act foolishly upon his anger again. 
 
   “I don’t know what notebook you’re talking about.” Justine moved to step closer, and Gabriel backed away. 
 
   “Gabriel, what’s wrong?” 
 
   “Stop it.” Gabriel pointed at Justine, fighting down the urge to draw the Sword of Unmaking. “Stop pretending. I know it’s you. I know it’s been you the whole time. Now give me the notebook. And tell me what you’ve done with Justine.” 
 
   “Gabriel, I…” Justine paused, shoulders clenched, her blue eyes holding Gabriel’s gaze, tears welling at the edges of her lids. Then she exhaled, a wave of calm filling her as she straightened up.  He eyes no longer seemed teary, but serene. “What gave me away?” 
 
   Gabriel clenched his fists, holding back from attacking. “The eyes. The checkers. The game. Too much coincidence. Too much luck. You’re too clever sometimes. Now where is Justine?”
 
   “Asleep in the closet of her room. Probably the safest place for her, considering all that has transpired today.” 
 
   “And where is the notebook?” Gabriel asked.
 
   Justine shimmered, the features of her face and body gradually shifting, revealing the true nature of the person wearing the young girl’s face. The transformation complete, deep brown eyes squinted at Gabriel. 
 
   “I don’t have the notebook.” Vicaquirao frowned. “And I wouldn’t try to keep it from you if I did. You need to know what it says about the Great Barrier. There isn’t much time to save it.” 
 
   “No, you have it.” Gabriel swallowed and stepped back, trying to order the bomb-like thoughts still detonating in his mind. “You have to have it. You took it from me.” 
 
   “I haven’t seen it to take it from you.” Vicaquirao spoke slowly and calmly, sensing Gabriel’s anxiety. 
 
   “You have it.” Gabriel pointed again at Vicaquirao, his anger beginning to cloud his thoughts. “You took it while you were pretending to be Kumaradevi in the rogue Apollyon’s world. You got the details of her husband’s death wrong. You’re getting sloppy. Then you kidnapped Teresa and left her to die in Sagalassos.”
 
   “Teresa looked very alive a moment ago.” Vicaquirao seemed confused. 
 
   “Yes, that was clever.” Gabriel could barely contain the desire to attack Vicaquirao for what he had done to Teresa. His hand ached for the Sword of Unmaking. “The dreams every night. Little lessons on how to change time. Did you intend the game as a test? Or was it some cunning joke to you, showing me how to save her after she had died?”
 
   “Ah.” Vicaquirao sighed, a look of weariness coming over him. “I hate paradox.” 
 
   “Paradox isn’t as bad as seeing someone you love die again and again.” Gabriel felt the tears on his cheeks and hated himself for showing Vicaquirao any sign of weakness. 
 
   “No.” Vicaquirao’s voice became gentle. “I mean paradox for me. There’s a very good reason I don’t have the notebook to hand to you.” 
 
   Gabriel eyes widened in surprise at the import of Vicaquirao’s words. Could that be possible? 
 
   “You haven’t done any of those things yet.” Gabriel’s tone wavered between statement and question. 
 
   “As I said, I hate paradoxes.” Vicaquirao shrugged his shoulders. “However, there’s nothing to be done about it. One has to play one’s part, or bifurcations arise like worms after a summer rain.”
 
   Gabriel stared at Vicaquirao in silence, trying to figure out how this could all be possible and what this paradox meant. 
 
   As if reading his thoughts, Vicaquirao spoke. “If you want the notebook back, you’re going to need to let me go.” 
 
   “I don’t trust you.” 
 
   “You’re finally learning.” 
 
   “How do I know you will come back? How do I know you’re not pretending?”
 
   “You could read my mind, but I might change my mind about coming back.”
 
   “So… I need to trust you.”
 
   “Another kind of paradox, no?” Vicaquirao seemed amused as much as annoyed by the bizarre circumstances. 
 
   Gabriel considered Vicaquirao’s demand. It would be a gamble to allow the Dark Mage to escape, and there could be no assurance he’d return with the notebook. And if he didn’t? Would that change anything? It seemed Vicaquirao would obtain the notebook at some point in the future of his personal timeline. Unless Gabriel had mistaken all the signs and Kumaradevi really did possess the notebook. 
 
   Gabriel rubbed his temples with the heels of his hands. The confusion of it all strained his mind. Even his anger had faded. Vicaquirao had not left Teresa to die. Not yet. Had it been an accident, or had he done so because Gabriel had told him he would? Too many questions. Too many possibilities. Gabriel thought of the game. He would be setting Vicaquirao in motion like a game piece, attempting to predict the outcome of the move several turns in the future. Before he could do so, he needed to know a few things. 
 
   “What is the game called?” Gabriel lowered his hands. 
 
   “It has no name.” Vicaquirao seemed to relax. “I created it to help me understand time.” 
 
   “How long have you been pretending to be Justine?” 
 
   “Two days. I make sure she eats between naps.” 
 
   “How did you follow me through so many time jumps?”
 
   “I haven’t yet. However, I find that the person who discovers an aspect of magic or time travel and who applies himself to really understanding how it works tends to be the best at accomplishing it.”
 
   Gabriel allowed the knowledge accompanying that statement to settle in his mind. It made his stomach tighten in response. Vicaquirao had been the one to discover how to secretly follow a Time Mage’s path through time. 
 
   “Did you know about the attack on the castle?”
 
   “No. It surprised me. Until I realized he was after the notebook. I expected Elizabeth to have it on her. When she didn’t, I’d hoped you would have it.”
 
   “If you harmed her…” Gabriel’s fingers twitched at the thought. 
 
   “You have so much history to learn.” Vicaquirao seemed sad. “I would never harm Elizabeth. I don’t know what curse those twinned Apollyons put on her mind, but I assure you, no one at this castle will be able to break it. I tried, but it’s beyond even me.”
 
   “Go.” In a decision more instinctual than logical, Gabriel released the space-time seal. 
 
   “I’ll be right back.” Vicaquirao’s lips curled. “From your perspective.” 
 
   Gabriel sensed Vicaquirao reach out to the dark imprints of a concatenate crystal hidden in the pocket of his tunic and bend space-time around himself. An instant later, he vanished.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 24: Trust and Lies
 
    
 
   Gabriel waited. Had he made a mistake? Would Vicaquirao return? Did the Dark Mage want Gabriel to have the notebook? Did Vicaquirao want to stop the Apollyons from destroying the Great Barrier of Probability? 
 
   Gabriel peeked around the corner of the alcove. He could see Teresa distracting Leah and Liam with Fire Magic tricks. She looked up, tilting her head in silent question. He gave her a thumbs-up sign and stepped back out of sight as she glared at him. He had no idea what she thought he might be doing with “Justine” and had no desire to know. 
 
   He considered the paradox of Vicaquirao’s situation and what he hoped the Dark Mage would be doing next. Vicaquirao would need to travel back several minutes in time to find Gabriel in the Middle Ward of the castle, spying on the rogue Apollyon and then…
 
   He would then need to ghost Gabriel and Teresa’s trail through time even as Gabriel ghosted the rogue Apollyon’s trail and then… 
 
   He would have to follow them to Chateau Gaillard, the medieval castle under siege in 1203, changing his appearance and pretending to be the village girl Agrace, hiding in the castle and planting another dream of the mysterious board game in Gabriel’s mind while he slept and then…
 
   Vicaquirao would wait until Gabriel and Teresa’s capture, and once more follow Gabriel’s trail through time as Gabriel used the small stone statue of Semele to find the rogue Apollyon’s private island hideaway in an alternate reality and then... 
 
   At some point while Gabriel slept, Vicaquirao would steal a relic from the rogue Apollyon’s hut, something small that would remain unnoticed, so he could return to the alternate world as he needed and then...
 
   Later that night, he would give Gabriel the final dream of the board game and in the morning he would witness Gabriel steal the notebook and eventually destroy it the in the hands of the rogue Apollyon on the beach and then... 
 
   Vicaquirao would once more follow Gabriel and Teresa’s trail through time to the Japanese village and wait for them to create the fake notebook before following them back again to the rogue Apollyon’s private world and then…
 
   He would kidnap Teresa and knock her unconscious, carrying her far enough away so that Gabriel would not be able to sense the magic used to take her to Sagalassos and then...
 
   Abandoning Teresa in the Roman town, Vicaquirao would take a piece of the statue of Marcus Aurelius from the bathhouse back with him and return to the rogue Apollyon’s alternate reality using the relic he stole from the hut and then... 
 
   Vicaquirao would magically pretend to be Kumaradevi pretending to be Teresa and plant the awful kiss on the younger version of Gabriel while the older version of Gabriel switched the fake notebook in his previous self’s pocket and then... 
 
   Vicaquirao would confront Gabriel, pretending to be Kumaradevi, and give him the chunk of stone that would take him to find Teresa in Sagalassos in exchange for the notebook and then... 
 
   Vicaquirao would hopefully return to cellars of Windsor Castle and give the notebook to Gabriel. 
 
   Gabriel’s only solace as he waited came in knowing that because it had been Vicaquirao pretending to be Kumaradevi pretending to be Teresa who had kissed him in the jungle, at least he finally understood why their first kiss had felt so wrong.
 
   Gabriel sensed sweat running down his sides as he began to panic, considering how gullible and foolish he had been to trust Vicaquirao, how much he had damaged his own hopes of defeating the Apollyons, how desperately he needed to know the contents of the notebook that he would likely never hold again, how he had possibly passed up the only chance for revenge for Teresa’s near-death, how…
 
   Vicaquirao appeared beside him, still wearing the simple white tunic. Startled, Gabriel fell back against the wall, his hand nearly creating a defensive spell out of reflex. Instead, he replaced the space-time seal. 
 
   “That was considerably more interesting than I had expected.” Vicaquirao raised his hand to reveal the small, red leather notebook. He handed it to Gabriel. 
 
   Gabriel’s hand shook slightly as he accepted the notebook. He looked up at Vicaquirao. “Thank you.” 
 
   “You should thank Teresa.” Vicaquirao flashed a wide grin. “As I’ve always said, love is a better motivator than fear.”
 
   “If you ever try to kill her again…” Gabriel’s voice broke before he could finish the thought. 
 
   “I tried no such thing. Why would I? What would I gain?” Vicaquirao seemed offended. “Every time I think you understand me, you reveal your ignorance of my true intentions. I cannot decide if I am a poor communicator or you are simply too dense to grasp my meaning. I knew she would die because you told me so. The same way I knew you would save her.”
 
   “But you showed me the game to save her.” Gabriel tried to ignore Vicqauirao’s taunts. 
 
   “No. Think. I showed you the game before I ever knew about our little paradox.” Vicaquirao sighed. “I showed you the game because I believe you will need to heed its lessons in the coming days. Saving Teresa was merely paradoxical serendipity.”
 
   “Why would I need to know how to change the Primary Continuum?” Gabriel fought back the impulse to try and physically shake coherent answers from Vicaquirao. 
 
   “Hopefully, that will become clear to you. Maybe after you read the notebook.” 
 
   Gabriel glanced down at the book in his hand. “Have you read it?” 
 
   Vicaquirao chuckled. “Who do you think taught Elizabeth to speak the dead language of Indus in the first place? Although her private alphabet gave me pause for a bit. However, she’s always been so good about leaving clues. And she calls me the clever one.”
 
   “Now what?” Gabriel realized Vicaquirao’s return had taken him by surprise. 
 
   “Considering you are holding most of the free light and dark imprints in the castle, I suspect that depends on you.” Vicaquirao crossed his arms. “You might want to take into consideration that, while I may have misdirected you on occasion, I have been completely honest with you. And I brought you the notebook.” 
 
   “What will you do if I let you leave?” 
 
   “The same as I’ve been doing, I imagine. Keep an eye on you from a distance. Keep you safe when I can. Influence your decisions when possible. Help you save the Primary Continuum from destruction.”
 
   Gabriel looked into Vicaquirao’s eyes, tempted to use Soul Magic to determine the truth of the Dark Mage’s words. “Give me your relic to the castle.” 
 
   “You really are learning.” Vicaquirao handed Gabriel a small insect encased in amber.
 
   “Not fast enough.” Gabriel released the space-time seal for the second time, again plagued by the idea he had made yet another tragic mistake. 
 
   “Take care of yourself. There won’t always be a lucky bullet to save you at the last moment.” Vicaquirao winked. “And get Elizabeth to Nefferati. She’s the only one who might be able to heal her.” 
 
   Before Gabriel could respond, Vicaquirao disappeared into a vortex of space-time. Gabriel clasped the notebook in both hands and pondered Vicaquirao’s final words. Could that be possible? Could Vicaquirao have been at the Battle the Somme? Gabriel’s mind whirled, considering the implications. He shook his head, trying to calm the welter of confusing thoughts, a slightly different realization arising in the process. 
 
   Justine. 
 
   He couldn’t simply leave her asleep in her closet. Who knew when she might wake up? 
 
   Gabriel slid the notebook into the pocket of his pants and warped space around himself, arriving a moment later in the second floor corridor of the old visitor apartments. While he could teleport to any place he could see directly or had been personally even without a relic, he had never been in or seen Justine’s room. He did, however, know which floor of the old visitor apartments she resided on. 
 
   As he walked down the corridor, he reached out with Heart-Tree Magic, scanning the rooms for any sign of life. Near the end of the hallway, he passed a door that prickled his magic-sense. He tried the knob of the door, but it held fast. A small bit of Stone Magic altered the composition of the metal locking mechanism, and the door swung inward at his touch. 
 
   Inside the small dormitory quarters, Gabriel found Justine exactly as Vicaquirao had said, curled up in a pile of blankets, dozing peacefully in the back of her closet. He reached out with Soul Magic and studied the sleeping spell clouding her mind. She seemed fine. Dreaming deeply, but otherwise unharmed. He could wake her easily. 
 
   Gabriel squatted before the open door of the closet and stared at Justine as he considered his options. It might not be best if she woke up surrounded by her shoes and dirty laundry. And how would he explain her being asleep in the closest in the first place?
 
   Sighing as he made his decision, he stood up, wrapping Justine’s sleeping form in a cradle of Wind Magic, gently lifting her from the closet floor and guiding her to the lone, narrow bed by the window. Apparently, Justine had not yet been assigned a roommate. No doubt that had been one of the primary reasons Vicaquirao had selected the unfortunate girl to imitate for his infiltration of the castle. 
 
   As Gabriel laid Justine down on the bed with Wind Magic, he began using his Soul Magic to slowly rouse her into awareness. Her eyes fluttered briefly, and she stretched her arms above her head as she yawned. She looked very sweet and lovely, and Gabriel realized that had it not been for Teresa, he might have been swayed by her charms. Assuming she had ever really been interested in him. It dawned on him that the Justine who had flirted with him the barbecue party had actually been Vicaquirao in disguise. Had that been a plan to make Teresa jealous? Gabriel pushed the thought from his mind as Justine’s eyes locked on him. She gasped and sat up in bed. 
 
   Gabriel stepped back from the bed, raising his hands in a calming gesture. 
 
   “Gabriel?” Justine looked around her room and then back to Gabriel. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   Gabriel realized he should have spent more time thinking about how to explain everything to Justine. He suspected it might not be a good idea to tell her she had been held captive in her own closet by one of the most dangerous Dark Mages of all. 
 
   “You were asleep.” Gabriel decided to start simply. 
 
   “Did I oversleep? Did I miss my lessons?” Justine craned her neck to look out the window. “What time is it? Why is there so much smoke?” 
 
   So much for simple. 
 
   “You were very sick.” Gabriel glanced out the window, realizing he would need to tell Justine most of the truth about the castle, even if he could hide the truth about what had happened to her. “You ate something that made you sick.”
 
   “I had food poisoning?” Justine looked back to Gabriel, her bright blue eyes filled with concern. 
 
   “It was very bad.” Gabriel sighed inwardly. He hated lying. Things always got complicated when he lied. “You had a fever that even Heart-Tree magic couldn’t break and were asleep for a few days.” 
 
   “I’ve been asleep for days?” Justine placed her hand absentmindedly on her stomach. “But I feel fine.”
 
   “Yes, well, the sleep did you good, then.” Gabriel needed to move the conversation away from Justine’s supposed convalescence. “But while you were asleep, the castle came under attack by an army of duplicate Apollyons.” 
 
   “Oh no!” Justine bolted from the bed and ran to the window, her eyes wide with panic. 
 
   “It’s okay.” Gabriel stepped to the window beside Justine, placing a hand on her shoulder to calm her, noticing for the first time that she smelled of lilacs. “The castle is safe now. The Apollyons were defeated.”
 
   “I slept through an attack on the castle?” Justine’s shoulders slumped. “Why didn’t anyone wake me? Is Heloise safe?”
 
   “We were very busy.” Gabriel tried to remember if he had seen Justine’s tutor, Heloise, a Heart-Tree Mage from 1700s England, during the battle. “I’m not sure about Heloise. A lot of people are injured. That’s why I came for you. We need help healing everyone.” 
 
   “Yes, of course.” Justine straightened up and started for the door. Gabriel smiled. Vicaquirao’s impersonation of Justine had not done the young woman justice. Her single-minded concern for the castle and her fellow mages belied a depth of character he found extremely commendable. “I have a quicker way.” 
 
   Justine turned to Gabriel as he enveloped them in Time Magic, warping space and depositing them a moment later in northern corner of the Upper Ward courtyard, near the impromptu triage station where the few remaining Heart-Tree Mages attended to their wounded comrades. 
 
   “They’ll need your help.” Gabriel watched Justine as she took in the scene before her, gasping slightly at the damage to the castle and the number of casualties.  
 
   “Of course.” Justine’s face assumed a mask of determination. She started toward the wounded and then paused, turning again to Gabriel. “Why did they send you to get me?”
 
   “I, uh, I happened to be nearby.” Gabriel frowned at his unconvincing lie.
 
   “Well, thank you.” Justine crossed the space between them and hugged him quickly. “I owe you one.” A grim smile on her face, she turned and ran to help her fellow Heart-Tree Mages. 
 
   Gabriel watched her for a moment, admiring her enthusiasm in the face of inexperience and possible danger. An instant later, he teleported back to the cellars beneath the castle. Teresa, Leah, and Liam looked at him as he emerged from the shadows of the alcove.
 
   “Where’s Justine?” Leah asked, her small, round face pulled tight with concern. 
 
   “Yes. Where is Justine?” Teresa stood up, looking back around Gabriel. 
 
   “Justine is fine,” Gabriel said. “She wanted to help with the wounded.” 
 
   “Can we find Mommy and Daddy now?” Liam’s voice squeaked with anxiety. 
 
   “Very soon.” Gabriel looked to Teresa, silently imploring her to hold her questions. 
 
   “This had better be good,” Teresa whispered. “And why do you smell like lilacs?”
 
   Gabriel ignored the inquiry as he turned to Leah and Liam, the back of his neck warm with a sudden, confused embarrassment. 
 
   “First we need to take Elizabeth back to her office. Are you ready?” The two children nodded their heads in unison to Gabriel. Teresa squinted and crossed her arms. “Here we go.” 
 
   Gabriel took the children’s hands and gave them a reassuring squeeze as he teleported them all instantly through space to Councilwoman Elizabeth’s office. Ohin stood next to the desk, Marcus and Sema sat in chairs, while Ling and Rajan stood next to the window. Gabriel used Wind Magic to guide Elizabeth’s comatose form to the flower-upholstered settee, lowering her down gently. 
 
   “Where have you been?” Ling turned from looking out the window, her face twisted with impatience. 
 
   “We were about to send out a search party.” Marcus moved from his chair to kneel beside Elizabeth and examine her. Sema joined him. 
 
   “There’s been a complication.” Gabriel released the children’s hands and pulled the red notebook from his pocket. 
 
   “Where’s Justine?” Ohin looked between Teresa and Gabriel. 
 
   “Gabriel took her to help the wounded.” Teresa glared sideways at him, her eyes widening when she saw the notebook in his hand. 
 
   “She insisted.” Gabriel stared back at Teresa and waved the notebook slightly. “She said she’d spent the past two days feeling like an old Mayan general and needed to help.” 
 
   Gabriel didn’t want to mention Vicaquirao’s name with the two children in the room. They were terrified enough. No need to frighten them with the knowledge that Gabriel had left them in the care of an infamous Dark Mage pretending to be Justine. 
 
   “Oh!” Teresa gasped as she realized what had transpired. 
 
   “You mean…” Rajan began to say when Gabriel interrupted him. 
 
   “I mean we should discuss it after we find Leah and Liam’s parents.” He gazed down at the sister and brother. They looked worried and confused. 
 
   “There’s been no change with Elizabeth.” Marcus removed his hand from her forehead. 
 
   “The magic is still impenetrable.” Sema brushed a stray hair from Elizabeth’s face. 
 
   “We need to take her to Nefferati.” Gabriel looked to Ohin, gesturing again with the notebook. “I’ve been told only she might be able to save Elizabeth from the curse.”
 
   “I assume this came from the usual informant.” Ohin glanced at Leah and Liam and frowned. He clearly didn’t like the stilted nature the conversation had taken to protect the children. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel slid the notebook into his back pocket. “I think he wanted me to…”
 
   Gabriel stopped as waves of massive space-time distortions erupted around the castle. So many arrivals at once could only mean one thing. 
 
    “The castle is under attack again.” Ohin’s normally imperturbable face reflected the panic Gabriel felt grasping his chest, making it hard to breathe. 
 
   “Hundreds of them.” Rajan stared out the window at the courtyard. Gabriel and Teresa ran to his side. He instantly recognized the uniforms of the attacking Dark Mages. 
 
   “Kumaradevi.” Ling’s voice echoed with barely controlled rage. 
 
   “Attacking while we are weak.” Ohin stepped up beside them. 
 
   “She’s a coward, but she’s a cunning coward,” Rajan said. 
 
   “What do we do?” Teresa turned to Ohin, her eyes alight with fear and anger. 
 
   “You need to run.” Gabriel spoke before Ohin could part his lips to give an order. “You need to take Elizabeth and run.”
 
   “You mean we all need to run,” Teresa said. 
 
   “No.” Gabriel looked past Teresa to see Leah and Liam clinging to each other as explosions began to rock the castle. “You all need to take Elizabeth and flee. You have to protect her. Kumaradevi will be looking for her. They may even know where this office is. You need to go now. I’ll meet you at the emergency rendezvous point.”
 
   “I’m not leaving you here to fight alone.” Teresa pointed her finger at Gabriel. 
 
   “You have to,” Gabriel pleaded. “I can help defend the castle.” 
 
   “He’s right.” Ohin stepped between Gabriel and Teresa. “This time it makes sense to abandon us to fight alone. We need to protect Elizabeth.” He put his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Go. And be careful.” 
 
   As Ohin removed his hand, Gabriel jumped through space, catching for an instant the image of Teresa leaping toward him. Then he floated two hundred feet above the ground, looking down as an army of Kumaradevi’s Dark Mages assaulted the castle. 
 
   A handful of Time Mages evacuated the wounded from the Upper Ward courtyard while a group of Dark Mages rained down balls of fire and tried to cause the earth to swallow people whole. 
 
   There were too many Dark Mages to count. Several times more than the number of Apollyons who had attacked the castle only a few minutes earlier. Far more than the scattered castle forces could effectively repel. Gabriel guessed at least a thousand Malignant Mages mounted the offensive. They would each possess concatenate crystals linked to Malignant imprints in Kumaradevi’s vile alternate reality kingdom. 
 
   Where was Kumaradevi? How could hope he to defeat her and her army? 
 
   Gabriel’s head swam with colors, his mind nearly collapsing into blackness as lightning erupted around him and the pull of gravity increased, yanking him toward the ground while a space-time seal slid into existence around him. Kumaradevi’s minions had found and attacked him. Her spies had probably relayed his tactics from the previous battle with the army of Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel focused the enormous imprints at his disposal through the bracelet on countering the magical assault and dissolving the space-time seal. He tried to see where the attack had emanated from, but there were simply too many of Kumaradevi’s soldiers in the castle to ascertain its origin. 
 
   Not knowing what else to do, and having no time to formulate a plan, he jumped to the lawns of the North Terrace, appearing beside a group of three Grace Mages cowering behind a statue as two teams of Malignancy Mages bombarded them with dark magic, like cats playing with mice. As Gabriel appeared, he created a burst of gravity waves, sending the Dark Mages cascading through the air and colliding with trees and benches. 
 
   “Run!” Gabriel shouted to the three castle defenders. He didn’t wait to see if they followed his advice. He jumped through space again, landing atop the Brunswick Tower in the northwest corner of the Upper Ward. A team of Malignancy Mages already occupied the tower, using it to attack the wounded castle mages and the staff still trying to flee from the courtyard below. As they spun around, Gabriel used Wind Magic again, tossing the six Dark Mages high into the sky like black-clad cannonballs arcing through the air. 
 
   He stepped to the edge of the turret wall, looking out at the Upper Ward under siege. Buildings raged with fire or collapsed under volleys of Wind and Stone Magic. Most of the castle mages fled from the overwhelming numbers of Dark Mages. Some stood their ground, but were soon overcome by the superior numbers arrayed against them. 
 
   Gabriel needed a plan. There must be some way to turn back Kumaradevi’s army. He couldn’t use his previous method of attacking with magically concentrated sunlight. As things stood, there would be little enough left of the castle after the battle. He needed to find a way to defeat Kumaradevi and her forces directly. 
 
   A blur of motion and a burst of lightning caught his attention. Among the ruins of the Round Tower, Akikane battled two teams of Dark Mages, jumping between them and attacking with a fluid grace Gabriel knew all too well. Gabriel drew the Sword of Unmaking from behind his shoulder and jumped through space to join Akikane’s defense. 
 
   As Gabriel appeared in the smoking rubble of the Round Tower, a third team of Dark Mages joined the fray, immediately casting spells against him. Akikane gave Gabriel a look of encouragement and then leapt through space, his sword blazing like a small sun as it struck down a Dark Wind Mage. Gabriel seamlessly matched Akikane’s spontaneous flow of attack and defense, surrounding the Dark Mages in a haze of magic and metal as they jumped from place to place. As he attacked and jumped again and again, Gabriel realized he recognized several of the Dark Mages. 
 
   “The boy’s come for more lessons.” Malik, the Dark Time Mage who had led his training in the fighting pits of Kumaradevi’s palace during his captivity, smirked and spat in the dirt.  
 
   A wide curve of still-standing wall two stories high erupted in a burst of stone and dust, crashing into Gabriel, feeling like a small mountain had fallen upon him. Jin’s handiwork, Gabriel guessed. He protected himself with a shield of Wind Magic as the weight of the stones drove him to the ground. As he fell, he felt Malik trying to place a space-time seal around him as Bob the American attempted to subdue his mind into unconsciousness. 
 
   Gabriel focused the immense power of the imprints connected to the concatenate crystals of his bracelet and repelled the Time and Soul magic attacks against him. Using Wind Magic, he held the still-falling stones of the wall in midair as he stood up. 
 
   Bob’s Soul magic attack had given him an idea. 
 
   Gabriel let the boulder-like stones of the crumbled wall fall harmlessly to the ground as he reached out with a combination of Heart-Tree and Soul Magic to the brains and minds of the eighteen Dark Mages still attacking Akikane and himself. The Dark Mages froze where they stood, eyes rolling back into their heads as they slowly crumpled to the ground, deeply asleep. 
 
   “Very good, very good.” Akikane’s brilliantly shining sword returned to normal as he walked across a pile of debris toward Gabriel. “We are much safer when they are asleep.” 
 
   “I don’t think I can put all of them to sleep.” Gabriel wiped dust from his face and eyes. “There are too many of them.” He glanced around to see if more would attack. “Should we give the signal to abandon the castle?” 
 
   “Not yet, not yet.” Akikane kept his eyes searching the battle. “Our forces are too spread out. Too easy to attack. We need to mass our troops in one place and make a stand. Tell as many as you can to assemble in the Lower Ward near the Horse Shoe Cloister. We have a chance if we act quickly.” 
 
   “Right.” Gabriel watched Akikane disappear as the True Mage jumped through space again. He waited only a moment, long enough to spot two Grace Mages under attack near St. Georges Gate, before doing the same himself.
 
   He attacked the same way he had before, overwhelming the Dark Mages with a blend of Heart-Tree and Soul Magic to render them unconscious. The nature of the magic resembled the curse used upon Councilwoman Elizabeth, but would not harm the Dark Mages in any way. They would only sleep, unable to awaken, for several hours. 
 
   Gabriel turned and informed the two Grace Mages of the plan and where to rally. The two men, both in their early twenties, one African, the other Chinese, looked momentarily confused.  Gabriel recognized them but couldn’t remember their names. He remembered they were both Wind Mages. 
 
   “There are wounded.” The African man pointed to two fallen Grace Mages in the nearby grass. 
 
   “I’ll take care of them.” Gabriel pointed to the Horse Show Cloister. “Go.” 
 
   The two men hesitated a moment and then ran for the rallying point in the Lower Ward. 
 
   Gabriel turned to the fallen Grace Mages, noticing their hands clasped together on the soot-covered grass. As Gabriel knelt beside them, he realized he knew them. A man and a woman. Abigail and Stephen. Leah and Liam’s parents. She had the same copper color hair as her children, while the man possessed their same color eyes. 
 
   The father’s eyes stared lifelessly toward the heavens. The mother’s eyes were closed, her face burned. Gabriel knew death when he saw it, but he reached out with Heart-Tree Magic nonetheless. He sighed. They had been dead too long. Even with all the magical imprints at his disposal, their bodies had suffered too much damage to be revived. Even if it were possible to revive them, the attempt would take precious time from fighting back the hordes of Kumaradevi’s invasion. 
 
   Gabriel stood up, pushing from his mind the image of Leah and Liam when they would receive the news of their parents’ deaths. As he looked up from the bodies of the children’s parents, a huge explosion reverberated through the air and shook the ground. Gabriel felt the imprints of the bracelet vanish. He spun around to see billows of black smoke violently racing skyward from what had once been St. George’s Chapel, the place where the imprinted artifacts connected to his bracelet had been stored. 
 
   Gabriel staggered back, the shock of the lost imprints hitting him like a fist to the gut. While he still held the imprints of the pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking, the loss of the other imprints filled him with heart-chilling terror. The tide of the battle, already in Kumaradevi’s favor, had now turned decisively toward her advantage. 
 
   Gabriel looked down to see his hand shaking as it held the Sword of Unmaking. He took a deep breath and tried to push the fear from his mind. It felt like trying to wrestle clouds of acid from a room with no windows. 
 
   He shook his head and looked up, seeking a group of Grace Mages he could assist and inform of where to mass for a last ditch defense of the castle. He spotted such a team under attack near the fire-filled ruins of St. George’s Chapel. As he prepared to jump, he sensed a space-time seal enclose him. He raised the Sword of Unmaking and magically pushed back against the space-time seal as two teams of Dark Mages appeared around him. 
 
   The space-time seal held firm. He could see two Time Mages, a man and a woman, each wearing a necklace of seven concatenate crystals. Even though the origin of the dark imprints in an alternate reality lessened their strength in the Primary Continuum, their combined power proved far too strong for Gabriel to counteract. He found himself wishing the Sword of Unmaking still held a connection to the imprints of the Battle of the Somme. As that thought faded, he had no more time for thinking — the twelve Dark Mages surrounding him attacked. 
 
   Held firmly in place by the space-time seal, Gabriel swung his blade at the nearest opponent, a Wind Mage who tried to magically throw him to the ground. Gabriel fought back the Dark Magic, trying to simultaneously block the multiple magics assailing him from all sides. Fire tried to encase him, the ground grasped at his legs, the flesh of his body attempted to disintegrate, pain wracked his mind, while his heart felt as though it might suddenly freeze mid-beat. 
 
   Had he not begun his training with such multi-mage attacks in the arena of Kumaradevi’s Palace, he would not have lasted long. Unfortunately, he did not have enough magical power to do more than defend against the Dark Mages. Instead, Gabriel feinted with the Sword of Unmaking at the head of a Fire Mage, only to pivot and stab a male Wind Mage in the side. He whirled, deflecting different magics while slicing toward a Time Mage who jumped through space to safety at the last moment. 
 
   Suddenly, Gabriel remembered a possible source of imprints close at hand. He reached out with his magic-sense, attempting to forcibly grab the imprints held by the Dark Mage he had wounded. The Dark Mage looked up in surprise and confusion as Gabriel stole his Malignant imprints. Gabriel pushed again at the space-time seal with his own Time Magic, but the seal held. He swung the Sword of Unmaking at another mage and concentrated on stealing the dark imprints of her concatenate crystal. 
 
   Gabriel nearly managed to wrest control of the imprints from the Dark Mage when a searing pain erupted in his side. The Sword of Unmaking fell from his hands as he reached around, feeling the hilt of a dagger blade protruding from his back. 
 
   He fell to his knees, his vision blurring as the pain in his head intensified and lightning struck him in the chest. He fell back to the ground, barely conscious — his hold on the imprints of the sword and pocket watch slipping away. 
 
   Fear cut through the pain in his mind as he struggled to breathe, panting for air that seemed to have vanished from his lungs. He looked around, the faces of the twelve Dark Mages filled with contempt and fury. Their visages blurred as the pain in his back and his mind increased. 
 
   “Not so special now, are we?” One of the Dark Mages, a man with a long gray beard, laughed and spat in Gabriel’s face.
 
   “Burn him,” one of the Time Mages said. 
 
   “Let me get my dagger first.” A woman Wind Mage gestured with her hand, and Gabriel felt the pain in his back double as the blade slipped from his flesh. 
 
   Gabriel struggled to remain on his knees, fighting against the pain, unable to speak as the fear of his impending death shattered his anger at the Dark Mages and Kumaradevi and his own weakness at being defeated. 
 
   He felt a wave of heat and light enclose him, building in intensity until the space-time seal faded, along with the pain in his mind and all the other magical forces besetting him. He blinked back tears and looked around as the brilliance surrounding him faded to reveal the twelve Dark Mages lying upon blackened grass, twisted arcs of blue electricity still shrouding their fallen forms. Gabriel fell sideways, his hand reaching back to cover his wound. As he looked up, a familiar face filled his vision. 
 
   “Idiot!” 
 
   Teresa reached out to grab his shirt as tears pooled in her eyes. She pulled him behind the corner of fallen stone wall and out of sight. “This is why you don’t leave me behind!” 
 
   “How?” 
 
   Gabriel didn’t think he could manage more than a one-word question. The ache in his head had begun to subside, but his back pulsed with pain in sync to the pounding of his heart.  
 
   “I ran from the room as Ohin jumped through time.” Teresa raised her arm, displaying a variety of bracelets and necklaces.  “Then I collected a few extra talismans from fallen mages. It took me a while to find enough, and to find you, but here I am. We’re not even yet. Consider this the first payment of an installment plan.”
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel reached and pulled Teresa down into a kiss. 
 
   “You are such a romantic idiot.” Teresa shook her head and pulled back from Gabriel’s kiss. “The castle is under attack. There are Dark Mages everywhere. You’re leaking blood like a punctured wine sack, and you want to kiss!” 
 
   “You are really annoying when you’re right. Hand me my sword, please.” Gabriel grimaced against the throbbing in his back as Teresa handed him the hilt of the blade. He embraced the imprints of the pocket watch and the sword and set about healing his wound with Heart-Tree Magic. He breathed a sigh of relief as the flesh of his back and internal organs knitted back together. When he had finished, he sat up and looked around at the twelve Dark Mages still encased in flickering miniature lightning storms. 
 
   “That is really impressive.” Gabriel held out a hand and Teresa helped him to his feet. 
 
   “I may wear twenty talismans all the time.” Teresa frowned and pointed to the bodies of Abigail and Stephen nearby. “That’s them, isn’t it? Liam and Leah’s parents.”
 
   “Yes. I was too late to save them.” Gabriel felt a surge of anger return to him as he thought of the death of the children’s parents. 
 
   “Now what?” Teresa looked around at the battle destroying the castle. 
 
   “The plan is to assemble as many mages as possible in the Horse Show Cloister and…” 
 
   I have the old fool. Come to me now and I will spare him. 
 
   Gabriel looked around, knowing who had placed the words in his head but not knowing where they were supposed to lead. As if in answer to his unspoken question, the voice in his head spoke again. 
 
   I am on the rooftop. 
 
   An image filled Gabriel’s mind.  
 
   The roof of the state apartments in the Upper Ward. 
 
   “Gabriel, what is it?” Teresa reached for his hand. Gabriel grasped her fingers tightly and tried not to let the fear in his heart fill his voice. 
 
   “It’s Kumaradevi. She’s captured Akikane.”
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 25: Sacrifice
 
    
 
   A moment later, Gabriel appeared with Teresa on the rooftop of the old state apartments and felt a space-time seal surround him. Kumaradevi stood twenty feet away, near the northern end of the rooftop. She wore a suit of finely crafted battle armor painted black with the six magical symbols of her Dark Mages etched in a red circle across her breast plate. Embedded in the armor, within the circle of crimson symbols, sat a set of six brightly glowing concatenate crystals. More embedded crystals encircled the neck and arms of the armor. A look of triumph accentuated her already frighteningly beautiful features. Around the perimeter of the rooftop stood at least fifty Dark Mages, silently staring at Gabriel with palpable loathing. 
 
   Gabriel held the Sword of Unmaking in one hand, his other still entwined with Teresa’s. She refused to leave his side or let go of him for a moment. His eyes rose above Kumaradevi to where Akikane floated in a bubble of white-orange lighting, his face contorted in agony. 
 
   Looking down, Gabriel stared in to Kumaradevi’s deep black eyes, struggling to keep the hatred of the woman boiling in his heart from overwhelming his thoughts. He would need his mind clear to deal with what came next. Whatever it might be. 
 
   “I understand you were instrumental in repelling the attack of our Greek friend and his duplicates.” Kumaradevi stepped forward, her pleasure at his predicament evident in her every movement. “I believe I should take some credit for that, as your training began with me.”
 
   Gabriel said nothing. He knew Kumaradevi well enough to know his words were not required at this stage of the conversation. 
 
   “Of course, he made a strategic error, relying only upon himself.” Kumaradevi gestured toward the Dark Mages surrounding the rooftop. “However, his short-sightedness has allowed me to significantly expand the ranks of my own Soldiers of Light.” 
 
   Gabriel frowned in surprise. He hadn’t expected Kumaradevi to poach the Dark Mages from Apollyon’s former army. But it made sense. As the Apollyons became more paranoid and more reluctant to rely on anyone other than fellow duplicates, their former henchmen would need to find a place to fight. Another imbalance in the war that Kumaradevi had shrewdly turned to her benefit. 
 
   “You seem very quiet.” Kumaradevi’s eyes glittered with malice and amusement. “Has this little girl stolen your heart, or your tongue?” 
 
   “I won’t let you take him again.” Teresa’s voice sounded thin in the wind rushing over the roof, but Gabriel could feel the determination of it echoing in his ears. 
 
   “She is very fiery.” Kumaradevi laughed. “Fiery and foolish. You have so much in common.” 
 
   “I know what you want.” Gabriel had to speak before Teresa could say more. “What are you offering in return?” 
 
   “What is to say I won’t simply take what I want?” Kumaradevi’s silky smile did nothing to conceal the venom in her voice. 
 
   “Because you are…” Gabriel searched for the right word. “Magnanimous.” Another, unspoken reason made it more likely she would barter than try to take him by force. 
 
   “You flatter me.” Kumaradevi nodded slightly in his direction. “I offer you a simple choice. Come with me and I will spare the castle, those within it, and even your precious mentor.”
 
   “And if I refuse?” Gabriel already knew the answer, but he needed time to think. Time to come up with a different plan from the one he held in his mind. That plan didn’t end well. For anyone. 
 
   “Refuse and I will destroy the castle, slaughter everyone within it, and leave Akikane in agony for decades before I kill him.” Kumaradevi’s gaze knifed into him, her voice filling his head. 
 
   And what I will do to your little lovebird beside you should not be spoken aloud.
 
   Gabriel didn’t bother responding to her taunt. That would be a sign of weakness. Kumaradevi thrived on weakness. Unfortunately, Teresa didn’t know the rules of this particular game. 
 
   “Why don’t you take what you want if you’re so powerful?” Teresa nearly shouted in anger.
 
   “I may be powerful, but the boy does have considerable skills, even for his age.” Kumaradevi seemed to relish the effect her words had on Teresa. “He knows he can kill himself before I can take him. He might even be able to kill you at the same time. It’d be very much like him to try and save you from my wrath. He couldn’t, of course, save the mages still dying as he dithers, or this old fool dangling above me.” 
 
   “Gabriel, you can’t…” Teresa yanked at his arm. 
 
   Gabriel ignored Teresa, continuing to stare at Kumaradevi. The Dark Mage knew his mind well enough to guess his actions. Could she guess his final decision? If he surrendered to her, she would never treat him like a favored pet as she had before. No, she would use Soul Magic to twist and control his mind, turning him into a weapon to use against Grace Mages and the Apollyons alike. 
 
   He couldn’t allow that. He doubted she could stop him in time from taking his own life, and probably Teresa’s as well, but did that decision hold any more promise? Kumaradevi would keep her word. She would destroy the castle and every Grace Mage she could find. What would happen to Akikane hurt his heart too much to contemplate. There were no good choices. 
 
   He thought about his earlier attempt to take control of the Dark Mages’ imprints and tried to figure out how it would impact his chances of survival if he could accomplish the feat against Kumaradevi. He might be able to hold enough imprints to spare himself and Teresa, and possibly enough to free Akikane, but there were simply too many Dark Mages besieging the castle to fight them all.  With every moment he wasted, more Grace Mages died. 
 
   He tried to think back to the words of Akikane and Aurelius and Ohin about leadership and duty. What was his duty in this situation? To defend the castle? To protect his fellow Grace Mages? To protect Teresa and Akikane? To protect the Primary Continuum? To keep Apollyon from destroying the Great Barrier? Which duty took precedence? Could he protect only one and abandon all the others? 
 
   If only he could surrender to escape again. 
 
   Wait. 
 
   Could that be possible? Would it work? Did he have another choice?
 
   “Magnanimous does not mean patient.” Kumaradevi’s eyes still held his own. “Have you considered all the possibilities the way our mutual friend would? Has it helped you realize you have no choice?”
 
   “I may have no choice, but the decision is still mine to make.” Gabriel tightened his grip on the hilt of the Sword of Unmaking. 
 
   “Semantics,” Kumaradevi said. “When I leave, you will leave with me. We both know this. Now kiss the girl goodbye. You may not recognize each other when next you meet.” 
 
   “Gabriel…” Teresa pulled him to face her. 
 
   His kissed her. To keep her from talking. To fulfill Kumaradevi’s expectations. To steel his own nerve. When he broke the kiss, he looked in her eyes. 
 
   “Be ready.” 
 
   Gabriel turned slowly back to face Kumaradevi, already beginning his plan, reaching out with his magic-sense. He could not commandeer the imprints of more than one mage at a time. However, one mage standing on the rooftop possessed far more magical imprints than all the others combined. A mage so power-hungry and paranoid no one would ever be allowed to command even remotely as many imprints in her presence. 
 
   As Gabriel’s eyes locked again with Kumaradevi, she gasped aloud. Gabriel’s face contorted with effort as he focused on the imprints she held, seizing control of them before she could mount a counter attack. In the space of a single breath, he usurped her command of the concatenate crystals studding her armor. 
 
   Gabriel gagged and steadied himself against the wave of nausea accompanying the ocean of Malignant imprints connected to his soul and will and desire. Kumaradevi stumbled backward in shock as the Dark Mages lining the edge of the rooftop looked about in confusion. Gabriel knew he had only a moment to accomplish his task. 
 
   “No!” Kumaradevi shrieked, seeming to guess his intent. 
 
   He swung the Sword of Unmaking in a tight arc as he focused all of the magical energy in his grasp into the blade, driving it down into the black tar of the roof, flooding it with the same Stone Magic spell he had used to destroy the observation outpost outside Vindobona while under attack from the Apollyons. The Stone Magic activated and amplified the magical spells already clinging to every inch of the castle buildings and grounds. A pool of black ash spread from the tip of the sword blade like a tsunami of ink, a crackling wave of destruction, racing away from Gabriel and engulfing the rooftop and the buildings below in moments. 
 
   Gabriel used Wind Magic to support himself and Teresa as Dark Mages all around began to fall through the roof. Kumaradevi turned and fled, fear and hatred in her eyes as she glanced back at Gabriel before leaping away from the expanding circle of ash and clasping the arm of a nearby Time Mage. 
 
   She winked out of existence a moment before the stone beneath her feet transformed to dust. As she disappeared, the connection to her Malignant imprints abruptly ceased. As they did, the storm of light surrounding Akikane vanished, and he plunged to the earth. Gabriel reached out with an invisible hand of Wind Magic and pulled his unconscious mentor to his side. 
 
   Around him, Kumaradevi’s Dark Mages fled in groups, following their leader, none of them daring to attack. Perhaps they did not realize he had used Kumaradevi’s imprints to destroy the castle, or that he had become vastly weaker with her departure. Possibly they simply feared anyone who could make Kumaradevi flee so swiftly. Gabriel knew he had been lucky, but he saw no disadvantage in having Dark Mages fear him. 
 
   “Gabriel, what have you done?” Teresa’s voice rang with anguish and fear. 
 
   “I’ve destroyed the castle to save it.” Gabriel floated them out over the castle courtyard, away from the rapidly disintegrating castle walls. “She might have fled after I stole her imprints, but she would have returned with more mages and more magic. With no castle left, she won’t be back.” 
 
   “She might come back for you.” Teresa wrapped her arms around Gabriel as they floated higher. 
 
   “We won’t be here much longer.” He reached out with his free hand to hold the unconscious form of Akikane. Probing him with his Heart-Tree Magic, he ascertained the extent of the damage. Reassured Akikane would survive, Gabriel pulled him close.   
 
   “Is he okay?” Teresa reached out to touch the still features of Akikane’s face. 
 
   “He will be.” Gabriel turned his gaze below. 
 
   He watched groups of both Grace and Malignancy mages disappearing from the castle grounds. The Dark Mages fled with their fallen comrades. The Grace Mages and the non-magical staff knew to evacuate the castle in the event that its destruction had been triggered. The magical spells Gabriel had activated and accelerated were designed to render the castle into fine dust to prevent it from ever affecting the Primary Continuum. 
 
   With its destruction, the Time Magic spells keeping the castle from entering the Primary Continuum would also dissipate. The process would normally take hours. However, empowered by the magical energy of the dark imprints Gabriel had stolen from Kumaradevi, Windsor Castle would vanish into ash within a few minutes. As he watched, towers and trees and grass crumbled to fine black dust, drifting in the wind and flowing across the ancient plains. 
 
   Gabriel looked down the blade of the Sword of Unmaking at the decomposing castle below. He had used the sword to destroy many things. Alternate worlds full of beings brought into existence through bifurcations of the Primary Continuum. Dark Mages who had confronted him in battle. And now, Windsor Castle, his home for nearly a year, the base of operations against the Dark Mages in the War of Time and Magic. 
 
   So much destruction. 
 
   An icy pain grabbed his chest as he realized this sword, this simple, centuries-old blade of folded steal, did not deserve its name. That name should be reserved for the one responsible for the destruction. He might be called the Seventh True Mage, the Destroyer of Worlds, but Gabriel understood then his real nature — He was the True Sword of Unmaking. 
 
   “What will we do now?” Teresa’s tears slipped from her cheeks, catching in the wind as they fell like salty raindrops into the sea of ebony cinders spreading across the earth below. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel felt tears in his own eyes and fought them back. 
 
   Beside him, Akikane roused slowly to awareness, his eyes fluttering slightly before opening to stare down at the ashy ruins of the castle. Gabriel watched him, looking for any signs of anger or disappointment. He saw only the slight curve of Akikane’s lips. 
 
   “Very good, very good.” Akikane turned wearily to Gabriel. “Surrender the castle to win the battle. Very wise.” 
 
   “I couldn’t think of anything else.” Gabriel could not force himself to look at his mentor for more than a second and turned back to watch the last moments of the castle’s obliteration. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “When there is only one path forward, we must take it, regardless of where it leads.”
 
   Gabriel waited until the castle grounds completely dissolved into fine powder, looking for any signs of mages or castle staff stranded behind. Unsurprisingly, he found none. The castle residents trained several times a year in evacuation procedures.
 
   “It’s so sad.” Teresa wiped her eyes. “But I’m proud of you. That wasn’t easy. Aurelius would be proud of you.”
 
   Teresa’s words and the thought of Aurelius, his kind actions and wise eyes, toppled Gabriel’s defenses, the fortress walls of his inner resolve crumbing like the castle walls moments before. Tears streamed down his face as he held Teresa and Akikane tight. He took a deep breath to stifle a sob, and warped space-time, relieved for the blackness of time travel to carry him away from the evidence of what he had done.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Chapter 26: From the Ashes
 
    
 
   Shadows cloaked his eyes as the smell of dust and moldy books filled his nose. Gabriel, Teresa and Akikane stood in the back of a large antique store. In the gloom, Gabriel could see tables of items carelessly discarded by their original owners and turned valuable with the passage of time. Old dishes, aged books, jars of buttons and glass beads, small statues of ceramic and stone and wood, a box of dingy pocket watches, and hundreds of other forgotten things with small price tags attached. 
 
   This antique shop had been the one his Grandfather’s friend had bought the silver pocket watch from in 1940. Gabriel and the team used it as a secret rendezvous spot. While Gabriel would always be able to return to that particular night via his pocket watch, Ohin had taken a rusted nail from the floorboards that would never be missed. 
 
   The shadows fled before the light of an old oil lamp, revealing Ohin’s face. Behind him, the faces of the other team members emerged from the darkness. Ohin saw Akikane and frowned as the older man leaned against Gabriel. 
 
   “What’s happened?” Ohin placed the oil lamp on a nearby table and maneuvered Akikane into an adjacent rocking chair. 
 
   “The castle is lost.” Gabriel’s voice creaked a bit, more from emotion than the youthfulness of his changing body. “I destroyed it.” 
 
   The members of the team stared in shock. 
 
   “He had no choice.” Teresa stepped slightly closer to him. “Kumaradevi had captured Akikane and she would have killed everyone in the castle.” 
 
   “No, no.” Akikane managed a weak smile. “There were many choices. Gabriel selected the one that would save us all.” 
 
   The team remained silent until Ohin cleared his throat. 
 
   “What now?” Ohin looked at Akikane.
 
   “Begin again, begin again.” Akikane sank back into the chair. 
 
   “I know where we need to begin.” Gabriel’s eyes had adjusted to the dim light and he now saw Elizabeth lying on a blanket in a corner. Beside her, Leah and Liam leaned against the wall and each other, dozing quietly. He felt his breath catch as he remembered seeing their parents lying dead in the grass. Sema noticed the angle of his gaze. 
 
   “Their parents?” Sema asked. 
 
   “Dead.” A chill fell over Gabriel’s spine. So many had died that day. So many good people. 
 
   “Poor things.” Marcus sighed, running his hand absentmindedly across his bald head. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Ling stood straight, planting her feet and looking as though preparing for battle. 
 
   “Yes, what’s next?” Rajan seemed infected with Ling’s energy. 
 
   Gabriel realized they probably all wanted a chance to fight back against the Dark Mages who had destroyed their home and killed their friends. He had no plans for revenge. He had few plans at all. Except one. 
 
   “I know where we need to go, but it will take a while to get there.” 
 
   Gabriel explained why and where he thought they should head while the others prepared to leave. Ling carried Elizabeth with Wind Magic while Marcus hefted Liam into his arms, and Sema carried Leah, both children still deeply asleep. 
 
   It took nearly a day to reach their destination. Gabriel spent most of this time seeking out a series of relics that would lead him to the place in time he needed to go. A coin led to a scarf, which led to a hand-carved stone bowl, which led to chipped flint arrowhead, leading to a clay jar, and finally to an old fossil, which took them to a place Gabriel knew only from an image in his mind. 
 
   Gabriel led the others through a forest of pine trees swaying in a stiff breeze. A small house of rock and wood sat in a clearing a stone’s throw from the ocean. As Gabriel and the others approached the house, a sturdy wooden door swung open and a woman stepped out. 
 
   “I told you this place was for you alone.” Nefferati placed her hands upon her hips, her eyes fierce, her voice carrying easily across the clearing. 
 
   “Things have changed.” Gabriel strode through the tall grass, gesturing as Elizabeth emerged from the forest, floating unconscious beside Ling. 
 
   “What’s happened?” Hundreds of years of age seemed to vanish as Nefferati ran from the house, crossing the small glade in a matter of seconds. She placed her hands on Elizabeth’s forehead. Gabriel could sense Nefferati probing her comatose friend with Heart-Tree and Soul Magic. After a moment, she pulled her hands away and looked to the others, her eyes moving between Gabriel and Akikane. 
 
   “Bring her inside. Tell me everything.” 
 
   A few hours later, after informing Nefferati of all that had transpired, they sat in the grass beside the hut, eating a small meal of roasted rabbit and roots. They consumed their meal largely in silence, a deep melancholy hanging over the group as they each contemplated what the events of the last few days and weeks implied for the future. Although their tears had ceased for the moment, the children barely ate. Sema had spared Gabriel the responsibility of informing Leah and Liam about their parent’s death before the team’s arrival at Nefferati’s retreat.
 
   “We’ll need a new base.” Gabriel broke the stillness, voicing a thought that had been nagging at his mind for the last few hours. 
 
   “More than one, more than one.” Akikane looked across the grass to Gabriel, smiling appreciatively. 
 
   “Yes.” Ohin stroked his chin. “Forts instead of a castle. Easier to attack, but harder to find.” 
 
   “And easier to abandon.” Rajan gnawed on a rabbit leg.
 
   “Where do we build these forts?” Ling asked, leaning forward.
 
   “And where do we find the mages to run them?” Teresa reached over and grabbed a char-blackened root from Gabriel’s clay plate.  
 
   “Finding the mages from the castle will take time.” Sema offered a piece of rabbit to a recalcitrant Liam. 
 
   “We could use some time.” Marcus handed a water skin to Leah. “Time to plan.” 
 
   “Much time, much time,” Akikane said. “However, if everyone followed Elizabeth’s evacuation plan, we will know where to look for them. Ohin and I can gather them as we prepare each fortress.” 
 
   “We can build them in the past again,” Teresa said. “Farther back than before. Five hundred million years maybe. In the Cambrian period.” 
 
   “With fewer fossils available from that time, it might be harder to find the forts,” Rajan added. 
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “But how will we communicate between the forts?” 
 
   “I know how we can communicate.” Gabriel felt a strange sensation spread through him as he realized the ironic symmetry of the situation. “We can use the same magic the Apollyons used to spy on the castle with Elizabeth’s teacup.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane laughed. “Not exactly justice, but very poetic.”
 
   “You’ll need help.” Nefferati spoke for the first time, her voice gathering everyone’s attention. “It may take months, if not years, to figure out how to lift the curse on Elizabeth’s mind. That will leave you shorthanded.”
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said with a hint of mockery on in his tone. “We wouldn’t want to impose.” 
 
   “Oh, no, you’d never do that.” Nefferati threw a rabbit leg at Akikane, who laughed boyishly. 
 
   Gabriel joined the others in laughing at the elder True Mages’ mock antagonism. Even Leah and Liam managed to giggle. With a plan for the future, however difficult and time consuming, the mood of the group lightened perceptibly. 
 
   Gabriel reached out and took Teresa’s hand. She stretched out her free hand to wipe rabbit grease from his chin. They held each other’s eyes a moment and then returned to the conversation, helping fill in the details of how to continue the War of Time and Magic. 
 
   They spent two more days at Nefferati’s hut working out assignments for each person and talking through their strategy, which included tactics like using Soul Magic to scan the minds of every mage they rescued, particularly the Council members, who would each be responsible for managing a different fortress in time. 
 
   Ohin and Akikane began looking for castle evacuees, concentrating on the Council members. Surprisingly, none of the eight members they located revealed any evidence of being traitors, although they all protested greatly at Sema’s Soul Magic probes of their minds. Of course, two members of the Council remained missing, so conclusions about their loyalty remained elusive but suggestive. Gabriel, Nefferati, and the others in the team began locating suitable construction sites and building the first of the fortresses. 
 
   It took Gabriel longer than he had expected to find the spot he thought perfect for a first fortress. The geography of the land had changed considerably through the millions of years preceding the time he had spent there. Eventually, he found the familiar river and the place that 500 million years later would be known as Vindobona. 
 
   A month later, Gabriel and Teresa sat on a hillside overlooking the new fortress. The basecamp resembled a real fort — orderly rows of log cabins and tents behind walls constructed of fallen timber and mud tempered by Stone Magic.  A Time Mage stood watch on each of the four towers at the corners of the fort. Shifts rotated the Time Mages every eight hours. Gabriel took a watch several times a week. They would not be caught by surprise again.
 
   The fifty mages building and inhabiting the fort moved with a sense of purpose Gabriel had rarely seen at the castle. The attacks of the Apollyons and Kumaradevi, and the loss of their friends and loved ones, not to mention the castle itself, had instilled in the survivors a determination to prosecute the War of Time and Magic with an intensity bordering on the fanatical. They did not see their losses as a reason to surrender but instead as a validation of the need to continue the fight. 
 
   One of the greatest losses of the castle had been the storehouse of relics used for time travel and imprinted objects used to create magic. As each fort reached completion, special teams were assembled to scour history for suitable replacements to the lost relics and artifacts. The library proved to be another loss, one Gabriel felt more acutely than most. Without the library, it would be difficult to accomplish the research needed for missions in time, much less the research he hoped would unlock the secrets of Elizabeth’s notebook. 
 
   With Elizabeth unlikely to wake from her coma anytime soon, and Nefferati and Akikane unaware of much of what she might have written in the notebook, its decipherment became imperative. Apollyon would attack the Great Barrier of Probability soon, and they needed to know as much as possible to defend it. Attempting to break the coded alphabet and learn more about the ancient forgotten Indus language Elizabeth had written it in consumed nearly every spare minute Gabriel processed. Teresa consumed the rest. Usually his spare moments were occupied by spending time with her as she helped him attempt to untangle Elizabeth’s alphabet. 
 
   “It’s useless.” Gabriel tossed the notebook in the sparse grass of the hillside. The more he stared at the notebook, the more he began to understand how it had driven the rogue Apollyon to such great depths of insanity. 
 
   “I’m telling you, we should try the super computer again.” Teresa picked the notebook up and flipped through the pages at random. “Another trip to the future would be fun. We need some fun.” 
 
   “What we need is to figure out where Elizabeth hid the clue to reading her alphabet.” Gabriel had been filled with hope that a super computer in 2012 might give them a breakthrough, but after finally finding one unoccupied for a few hours, the results had been useless. 
 
   “You’re sure she didn’t give you any hint about the key to the code?” Teresa asked. She posed the same question nearly every day. 
 
   “No.” Gabriel tried to keep the annoyance from his voice. They’d been over this dozens of times. 
 
   “What did she say again?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “She said she would show me the key, but she never had time before the attack.” 
 
   “And no hint what the key would be?”
 
   “I’ve told you a thousand times. No. Nothing.”
 
   “Don’t get grumpy with me.”
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel reached his hand out in apology. 
 
   “I’m only trying to help.” Teresa tossed the notebook back in the grass. 
 
   “All she said was that she’d show me the Rosetta Stone to unlock the text.” Gabriel sighed as Teresa took his hand. 
 
   Napoleon’s troops had discovered the actual Rosetta Stone in Egypt, in the town of Rosetta, in 1799 CE. A large stone stele, it carried a royal decree written in Greek and two forms of Egyptian, allowing archeologists to finally read the Egyptian hieroglyphs. Gabriel and Teresa had concluded Elizabeth’s implication suggested that she had transcribed some particular text into the notebook to use as a reference to decode her personal alphabet. 
 
   “The Rosetta Stone could be anything,” Teresa said. “It could be a poem or a passage from a book or a newspaper. Anything.” 
 
   Two weeks ago, they had been bubbling with excitement when it dawned on them the text they sought could be the Prophecy of the Seventh True Mage. Teresa had spent hours comparing the text of the prophecy with the passages in the notebook with no success. 
 
   “How could Vicaquirao figure it out and we can’t?” Gabriel found the fact that Vicaquirao had managed to read the notebook with seeming ease frustrated him beyond words. 
 
   “He’s smart.” Teresa looked up at a passing cloud. 
 
   “He said the clue was obvious. Clever but obvious.” Gabriel joined Teresa in watching the cloud drift through the sky. 
 
   “What are obvious things?” 
 
   “Things that are right in front of your face.”
 
   “What’s right in front of our faces?” 
 
   “The notebook.” 
 
   “The notebook can’t be the Rosetta Stone.” 
 
   They sat watching the cloud, holding hands. Teresa’s last words hung in Gabriel’s mind. The notebook couldn’t be the Rosetta Stone. What was obvious? Could a place be the key? Could Elizabeth have hidden something in time that would function as a Rosetta Stone? Where could she hide something like that without the possibility of creating a bifurcation? Where could she hide it that was both obvious and clever? As Gabriel watched the cloud sail through the sky, he had an obvious thought.
 
   “Oh.” Gabriel heard his voice breaking with excitement, but ignored it.
 
   “Oh, what?” Teresa noted his tone and turned to him. 
 
   “What if the Rosetta Stone is the Rosetta Stone?” Gabriel made no attempt to contain the joy that broke across his face. 
 
   “Yes!” Teresa smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Why didn’t we think of that? She could copy the text of the original Rosetta Stone in her alphabet to create the key to deciphering the notebook.” 
 
   “How do we find a copy of the Rosetta Stone and the translation?” Gabriel asked, again cursing the loss of the Windsor Castle library. 
 
   “I told you we needed to go to the future.” Teresa snatched the notebook from the grass and beamed at Gabriel. 
 
   A quick trip to the year 2012 and some time spent in a closed New York Public Library accessing the Internet via computer, and Teresa had collected all the various translations of the Rosetta stone, as well as copies of the original text in Greek and Egyptian. 
 
   Back on the hill above the new fortress, Gabriel marveled at how swiftly Teresa managed to compare the various texts with the first passage of the notebook. Within an hour, she had determined that the notebook used an English translation of the text. Gabriel felt relieved that Councilwoman Elizabeth hadn’t taken the time to learn ancient Greek. 
 
   “Here. The first paragraph is an exact match.” Teresa pointed to the translation she had copied out.
 
   “In the reign of the young one — who has received the royalty from his father — lord of crowns, glorious, who has established Egypt, and is pious towards the gods, superior to his foes, who has restored the civilized life of men, lord of the Thirty Years' Feasts, even as Hephaistos the Great; a king, like the Sun, the great king of the upper and lower regions; offspring of the Gods Philopatores, one whom Hephaistos has approved, to whom the Sun has given the victory, the living image of Zeus, son of the Sun, Ptolemy living-for-ever beloved of Ptah…
 
   “It goes on like that for another two paragraphs.” Teresa beamed with pride at the translation.
 
   “You’re a genius.” Gabriel kissed Teresa. “And you’re beautiful.” 
 
   “I’ll stick with genius, it’ll last longer.” Teresa’s eyes softened with delight. “But you can tell me I’m beautiful all you like.” 
 
   “Thanks to you…you beautiful genius…we can decode the notebook.” 
 
   Gabriel realized, unsurprisingly, he liked having a genius girlfriend more than a beautiful girlfriend. Luckily, Teresa was both. 
 
   “Not really.” Teresa sighed as she picked up the notebook. “I worked out the first two sentences of the notebook after the Rosetta text. I can’t make any sense of it. I can read it phonetically, but it’s still gibberish.” 
 
   Gabriel followed her finger on the paper she had used to transcribe the notebook. “Jee-na-ko-to-va lo-tosh.” Gibberish. One step closer, but a longer journey ahead. 
 
   “We have to learn how to speak ancient Indus.” Gabriel scratched his head in frustration. He had known the notebook had been written in Indus, but had hoped for the best anyway.
 
   “Road trip!” Teresa laughed. 
 
   “It could take months.” Gabriel tried to contain his disappointment. 
 
   “You don’t want to spend months with me learning a new language?” Teresa feigned offense. “Maybe you’d rather take Lilac. She seemed very happy to volunteer for the last trip.”
 
   By some weird quirk of fortune, Justine had been one of the first survivors of the castle to arrive at the new fort. Although she never gave any hint of rivalry for Gabriel’s affections, Teresa loved to tease Gabriel with the girl’s supposed infatuation, often referring to her as “Lilac” when they were alone. Gabriel had been relieved Justine expressed no interest in him, although she did tend to follow Teresa around, seeming to worship her like some exotic older sister. 
 
   “Don’t be silly.” Gabriel frowned at Teresa’s implication. “I love missions with you, but I’m awful at learning languages.”
 
   “I’m not. Would you like to know how many I speak?” When Gabriel didn’t answer, Teresa continued. “Spanish, French, Italian, German, a little Japanese, and just enough Chinese to drive Ling crazy.” 
 
   “You’re right.” Gabriel said, his mood brightening considerably. “Road trip.” 
 
   They kissed again, because they were happy, because they were young, because they were in love, and mostly, because they could.
 
   “It had better be worth all this work,” Teresa finally said. 
 
   “Elizabeth wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble if what she put in this notebook wasn’t likely to be the difference between saving the Great Barrier and…” Gabriel wasn’t sure what would happen if the Barrier fell, but he felt sure it would be like the end of the world. 
 
   “Then we should get started.” Teresa stood up as a smile spread across her lips. “Last one down cleans up after dinner!” Teresa laughed and dashed down the hill. 
 
   “But it’s your turn to clean up after dinner!” Gabriel struggled to his feet, grinning as he chased Teresa down the hill and back to the imposing walls of the new fortress. Even after all they had lost, he felt happy. Even with all they faced, he felt elated. He had a purpose. He had responsibilities. He had a clear duty. He had friends. And he had Teresa. 
 
   As they ran down the hill, trying to keep from tumbling to the bottom, he realized the fort still had no name. He’d have to mention that to Ohin and the others. He knew the perfect name for a fortress fighting off a horde intent on destruction. 
 
   Aurelius.
 
   
 
  
 
  



Epilogue
 
    
 
   The men walked through the trees, a dense mantle of fog obscuring them from one another. Their footsteps through the damp underbrush echoed in their ears as their words reverberated in their minds. 
 
   “There is no time.”
 
   “We must act now.”
 
   “Before it is too late.” 
 
   “Before they know…”
 
   “What we know.”
 
   “Patience is the path…”
 
   “Of success.”  “Of failure.” “Of wisdom.” “Of cowardice.” 
 
   “Action is the path…
 
   “Of success.” “Of victory.” “Of triumph.” 
 
   The fog grew thicker, a white-gray blanket smothering the trees and the men and the world. 
 
   “Then we act…”
 
   “We act now…”
 
   “We kill him…”
 
   “Before it is too late.” 
 
   The fog swallowed the men, their voices absorbed into the mist of madness obscuring their minds.
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Chapter 1 
 
    
 
   A cloud of black arrows arced through the sky, reaching their apex before falling like a storm of slender hail, driving toward the earth below. 
 
   Gabriel ducked, arrows flashing past his head and clattering against stone, bouncing off armor, and sinking deep into human flesh. 
 
   Screams of pain and anger and military orders filled the air. 
 
   Gabriel glanced around and wondered, as he had nearly every second for the last half-hour, if coming to this place had been such a good idea. 
 
   It had been his idea. 
 
   “Are you certain they can’t see us?” Marcus rubbed his bald head where a ricocheting arrow had grazed him. 
 
   “There are thousands of them.” Sema crouched beside Marcus, her face a mask of concentration and fear. “I am doing the best I can.” 
 
   “Are you sure this is the place?” Teresa clamped her hand on Gabriel’s forearm as she looked around at the chaos surrounding them. 
 
   A phalanx of Chinese soldiers in hardened leather armor ran past. Nearby, a battery of archers returned fire, loosing a wall of arrows at their enemies below. 
 
   “This is the place.” Ohin knelt beside Gabriel and Teresa. “The anchor point is close.” 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, reaching out again with his space-time sense, searching for the mysterious point that had brought them to the top of the Great Wall of China on the 27th of May, 1644 — in the midst of the Battle of Shanghai Pass. 
 
   Gabriel still found it confusing that the battle and the wall were nowhere near Shanghai but actually in Shanhaiguan, some 870 miles to the north on the western edge of the Bohai Sea. The battle being fought around them would determine the course of Chinese history for the next several hundred years, resulting in the definitive end of the Ming Dynasty and the founding of the Qing Dynasty. Troops loyal to Qing Prince Regent Dorgon and General Wu Sangui, formally of the Ming Dynasty, now defended the wall against the rebel, self-proclaimed emperor Li Zicheng, who had taken control of Beijing only days before. Zicheng would eventually lose the Battle of Shanghai Pass and return to Beijing, fleeing in advance of Wu Sangui’s army. Nearly six months later, on November 8th, Prince Regent Dorgon would help install a six-year-old Qing Prince Shunzhi as Emperor. The Qing Dynasty would continue to rule China until 1912. 
 
   A volley of cannon fire sounded below, the stones of the Great Wall shuddering with the impact of the metal balls. Gabriel tried to blot out the battle around him and focus his mind on the faint distortion of space-time nearby. It felt very close — in time as well as space. They would not need to wait long, but they would need to wait somewhere else. 
 
   “It’s this way, I think.” Gabriel pointed to the east, past a line of archers, to an open space in the wide stone bricks lining the top of the wall. 
 
   “I’ll shield us.” Ling took a quick look over the parapet of the wall and turned back to the rest of the team. “Now!”
 
   Gabriel and the Chimera team leapt to their feet and dashed along the top of the Great Wall, dodging the running soldiers of General Wu Sangui’s army and their fallen comrades. Sema’s Soul Magic rendered them largely unseen, the magical amulets at their necks camouflaging their appearance to make them indistinguishable from the soldiers around them if her magic wavered. 
 
   As Gabriel ran, the sound of intermittent gunfire echoed along the stone ledges of the Great Wall. The Chinese armies of the seventeenth century possessed matchlock rifles, reverse engineered from the muskets of the Portuguese sailors who arrived in the mid-sixteenth century. Gabriel flinched as a musket ball froze in midair beside him. He glanced back at Ling as he ran. 
 
   “Thanks!”
 
   “What kind Wind Mage would I be if couldn’t stop a few bullets?” Ling smiled as the team reached the unmanned section of the wall and once more ducked down to safety behind the parapet. 
 
   “I feel like a canary in a shooting gallery.” Rajan crouched down beside Ling. 
 
   “It’s a duck in a shooting gallery.” Teresa laughed at Rajan. “Canaries are for coal mines.”
 
   “Dead birds either way.” Rajan frowned as an arrow pierced the air beside his head and shattered on the far parapet atop the wall. 
 
   “Not long now.” Ohin closed his eyes in concentration. 
 
   “This is definitely the spot.” Gabriel sensed it clearly now — an event in space-time that would flower into being at any moment. An event that could not be a natural occurrence. An event linked to one they had witnessed a little over a week ago. 
 
   An anchor point. 
 
   That was the name Elizabeth had given the phenomenon in her coded notebook. It had taken most of a year for Gabriel and Teresa to decode the notebook. Doing so had involved repeated trips to the Indus Valley civilization. While the text of the actual Rosetta Stone, written on the first page of the notebook, had allowed them to decode Elizabeth’s secret script, it had only revealed phonetically written text in the ancient Indus language. They had needed to learn the language to decipher the decoded text. 
 
   While Teresa’s facility with languages proved to be every bit impressive as she had boasted, the vagaries of dialect throughout the Indus civilization, over time and between geographical regions, made translating the notebook a more complicated affair than either she or Gabriel had anticipated. That, of course, had been Elizabeth’s intention — to make it as difficult as possible for the notebook to be read by the wrong people.  
 
   In the end, it had required seven separate excursions to the Indus Valley at various places and times between 2600 and 1900 BCE. The entire Chimera team had accompanied Gabriel and Teresa on their educational missions. Between expeditions they would return to help construct new forts in the far past to house the Grace Mages who had survived the attacks of the Apollyons and Kumaradevi during the destruction of the Council’s Windsor Castle. 
 
   As a measure of security, they had agreed never to write down a direct translation of the notebook’s contents. If Elizabeth had gone to such trouble to protect its revelations, it would be foolish to render it readable to anyone but themselves. There were members of the Council who had been upset with this decision, but unless they were willing to learn ancient Indus, there was little they could do about it. In the end, Gabriel became nearly as fluent in Indus, and as adept at reading and writing Elizabeth's code, as Teresa. 
 
   His findings so far were few, but what they had gleaned from the translated notebook proved to be invaluable. While they were aware from their spying on the Apollyons that the Great Barrier of Probability had apparently been constructed through the use of both Grace and Malignancy Magic, Elizabeth had investigated this discovery and unveiled another revelation even more surprising. By closely examining the Great Barrier, the magical wall that made time travel into the future beyond the year 2012 impossible, she had discerned that the magic holding it in place possessed a negative aspect. As a Grace Mage, she sensed only half of the magic she knew must be in use to exert its existence. She had also sensed something else — that the Barrier did not simply exist at all possible places in space at the specific moment in time on October 28, 2012 at 4:45 p.m. Greenwich Standard Time. Aspects of it seemed to link to other places and times. However, while able to sense the linkage, she had not been able to sense a location. She described it in the notebook as similar to trying to find a specific tree in the midst of a mist-shrouded forest. 
 
   Fortunately, the experience reminded her of a strange phenomenon she had witnessed nearly a hundred years prior. In the middle of a mission to sever the connections between one of Kumaradevi’s concatenate crystals at the Battle of Ceresole in 1544, she had stumbled across a strange inversion of the space-time continuum. For exactly thirty-seven seconds, a sphere of space-time the size of a small house became a vortex of impossibly stable probability. It wasn’t that time did not flow correctly in that space for those thirty-seven seconds, but that the very nature of space-time seemed upended. For those thirty-seven seconds, unlike the rest of the Primary Continuum, the course of time in that short, bizarre bubble of space-time could never be altered. 
 
   Only upon learning that the Great Barrier of Probability seemed to be linked to other points in space-time did it dawn on Elizabeth that what she had assumed to be a unique, but naturally occurring abnormality was, in fact, part of a purposefully created series of disturbances. When she returned to investigate the phenomenon more closely, she uncovered a vital clue to the Great Barrier’s construction. A tendril of nearly imperceptible magic connected the first disturbance to two others, one nearly a century further in the future and another even further into the past. 
 
   Elizabeth named these phenomena anchor points and believed there were more of them, stretching from the moment of the Great Barrier at intervals back through time into the far past, binding them all to something, somewhere, that made the Great Barrier possible. Unfortunately, she had only been able to uncover three anchor points before the attack on the castle, and the Apollyons dark curse upon her mind had left her trapped in the unshakable sleep of a deep coma. 
 
   The anchor point at the top of the Great Wall of China in the middle of the Battle of the Shanghai Pass in 1644 was the second of the two that Elizabeth had discovered. Gabriel and the team hoped to be able to sense another anchor point further into the future, closer to the Great Barrier, with the eventual goal of charting all the anchor points. The more they understood about the creation of the Barrier the better they would be able to defend it against the intended destruction by the army of duplicate Apollyons. 
 
   A stray arrow shattered into bits of black wood on the parapet wall across from Gabriel. He blinked to clear his mind of the distraction and focused on extending his space-time sense as far as possible while sliding his grandfather’s pocket watch into his hand. 
 
   “It’s close.” Gabriel closed his eyes, trying to shut out the sounds of warfare echoing along the ancient stone wall beneath him. 
 
   “You keep saying that, and they keep shooting at us.” Teresa ducked as another volley of arrows coursed through the air above their heads. 
 
   “Shush.” Ohin shot Teresa a stern look and closed his eyes again. 
 
   Gabriel’s space-time sense began to vibrate in his mind like a plucked string oscillating at high frequency. Any moment now. Any second. The vibrations reached a crescendo as a sphere of space-time seemed to solidify around him. Gabriel opened his eyes to look down at the pocket watch, tracking the second hand even as his space-time sense observed the bubble of non-probability surrounding him. The anchor point existed in a perfect sphere a hundred feet in diameter — this one a little larger than the one linked to it in the past. Gabriel narrowed his concentration until he perceived that tenuous connection to the anchor point several decades previous. As he did so, he discerned another connection, a twin of the first, a wispy, vaporous trail of slightly twisted space-time proceeding onto the future. 
 
   “I feel it, but I can’t see the terminus.” Gabriel glanced down at the pocket watch again. “Only fifteen seconds left.” 
 
   “We’ll find it.” Ohin placed his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “Calm your mind.” 
 
   Gabriel exhaled slowly and pushed the anxiety and annoyance from his thoughts. As he breathed in, he saw an image of the future anchor point in his mind. 
 
   Another battlefield. Several warring armies. Their uniforms looked familiar. So did the landscape behind them. He tried to bring the mental image into greater focus. Just as he thought he saw a flag, the images winked out and the space-time distortion of the anchor point ceased. 
 
   “Did you see?” Ohin opened his eyes to stare at Gabriel. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel let out a long breath. “Another battlefield. I couldn’t figure out which one though.” 
 
   “The Siege of Namur in 1695.” Ohin’s mouth curled in a rare smile. “Nearly sixty years from now.” 
 
   “I think the anchor points may be getting closer together as they get nearer the Great Barrier.” Teresa seemed almost as excited by the successful location of the next anchor point as Gabriel. 
 
   “Yes, all very fascinating.” Marcus glanced over his shoulder to a squad of Chinese archers running along the wall toward them. “However, I can be fascinated somewhere a bit less congested.” 
 
   “I thought you liked a good battle,” Ling teased. 
 
   “When I’m on the winning side, not when I’m stuck in the middle of it,” Marcus said. 
 
   “You know I rarely agree with Marcus, but I really am at the limit of my ability to hide our presence for much longer.” Sema glared as a passing soldier nearly crushed her foot beneath his boot. 
 
   “Yes.” Ohin flinched as the wall of the parapet near him exploded in a hail of stone fragments under the impact of a stray bullet. “Someplace quiet is a very good idea.” 
 
   Space-time bent around Gabriel as the blackness of time travel descended and Ohin took them away from the Battle of Shanghai Pass. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Even in the momentary darkness between moments, Gabriel sensed their movement backward by years and miles. When the white light signaling the end of their brief time travel journey faded, he and the others still crouched behind the parapet of the Great Wall of China. Ohin had used the monumental structure as a relic to guide them to a time and place along its path where no people might observe them. 
 
   Gabriel stood with the team, looking along the roadway atop the massive wall, admiring the construction of the stone barrier undulating over the rolling hills of the land to the west and back again, eastward toward the sea. Emperor Qin Shi Huang, first emperor of China, may have intended the earth-packed walls of 220 BCE to have a very practical purpose in keeping out the Mongol tribes to the north, but as the wall changed and grew over the centuries, particularly during the Ming Dynasty in the years from 1567 to 1570, the resulting edifice became as much a marvel of architecture and engineering as a defensive stone barricade. 
 
   “This is much better.” Marcus put his hands out and leaned against the edge of the wall. “No arrows.” 
 
   “And no people.” Sema turned to face Marcus. “I’m certain someone must have seen us.”
 
   “I sensed no potential bifurcations in the Continuum,” Ohin said. “You did well. All of you.” 
 
   “How many more times will we need to do that?” Ling swung the strap of a canteen from her shoulder and unscrewed the cap to take short swig of water. 
 
   “A hundred and six.” Teresa gratefully accepted the canteen from Ling. “A hundred and five if we count the Great Barrier as the first anchor point.” 
 
   “I still don’t see how you can be so sure there are a hundred and eight anchor points in total.” Rajan briefly touched the amulet at his neck, his armor shimmering as it changed to reveal his true attire of a dark blue tunic and pants. The others, whether from conscious or unconscious mimicry, gradually did the same.
 
   “A hundred and eight anchor points would make sense if it took a hundred and eight mages to create the Great Barrier,” Teresa said. 
 
   “We don’t even know where that legend of one hundred and eight mages creating the Barrier came from,” Rajan said. 
 
   “In the notebook, Elizabeth wrote that she thought it may have started with Vicaquirao.” Gabriel licked his lips in anticipation as Teresa passed him the canteen. He swallowed urgently at the cool water. He hadn’t realized how thirsty the events of the last few hours had left him. 
 
   “All mysteries lead back to Vicaquirao,” Marcus said. 
 
   “I can ask him about it next time I see him,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You have plans to see Vicaquirao?” Ohin frowned in concern. 
 
   “No plans, but he has a way of turning up.” Gabriel frowned, as well. Thinking of Vicaquirao always elicited mixed emotions. Was he a friend or foe or somehow both? “The real question is whether the Apollyons haven’t attacked the Great Barrier yet because they haven’t created enough duplicates, or because they have and they’re not yet sure how to destroy it.” Gabriel took another drink from the canteen to cover the sudden uneasiness his question had evoked. 
 
   “What a pleasant puzzle.” Sema grimaced as she folded her arms.
 
   “But why a hundred and eight?” Rajan gazed up into the blue sky as he thought out loud. “A hundred and eight turns up in Hinduism and Buddhism and a few other places as an important number, but why that number specifically? Why not a hundred and nine? That’s a prime number at least.”
 
   “Look at you, mentioning prime numbers like you know what you’re talking about.” Teresa smiled at Rajan as though staring at a trained horse that had counted to ten. 
 
   “I’m with Akikane,” Ling said. “Some things are the way they are because that’s the way the universe works. The speed of light. The number Pi. Plank’s constant.”
 
   “Have you two been taking math and science classes while I wasn’t paying attention?” Teresa blinked in amazement as she looked between Ling and Rajan. 
 
   “The real question isn’t how many anchor points there are or why.” Ohin stroked his chin. “The important question is whether, by discovering how the Great Barrier of Probability was created, we can learn how it might be destroyed. Once that secret is known, it will be imperative to keep that information from the Apollyons.”
 
   “And we’ve been so successful keeping secrets from them in the past.” Ling snorted in disgust. 
 
   “Unless they are close to discovering the secret themselves.” Gabriel’s stomach clenched at the notion. “In which case, if we don’t know how it was created, we won’t be able to defend the Barrier against them.” 
 
   “A conundrum.” Marcus sighed and handed he canteen to Sema. “I hate conundrums.” 
 
   “Particularly when the entire Continuum hangs in the balance.” Sema took a sip from the canteen. 
 
   “Well I love conundrums.” Teresa smiled and threw her arm around Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “Wait. What?” Gabriel scrunched his face in confusion and turned to Teresa. “Are you implying something?”
 
   “No implications are necessary with you, I’m afraid.” Teresa laughed and kissed him quickly. The others laughed, as well. 
 
   “We should compare notes and be on our way,” Ohin said. He knew how to take advantage of a positive shift of mood within the group. 
 
   “Yes,” Teresa said. “Tell me everything you could sense.”
 
   “Well, firstly, I think it was slightly larger than the last one.” Gabriel reached into his pants pocket and removed Elizabeth’s red leather notebook. Teresa handed him a pen as he flipped to the last page to begin recording the day’s discoveries in ancient Indus. 
 
   “It wasn’t significantly larger, but I agree.” Ohin said. “Maybe only a few feet.” 
 
   “But still a perfect sphere?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel replied. “And still thirty-seven seconds in duration.” 
 
   “Another repeating number we don’t understand.” Rajan leaned over to watch Gabriel scribbling across a blank page of the notebook. 
 
   “It’s possible that the nature of probability is somehow linked to the number thirty-seven,” Teresa said. “It takes thirty-seven hours for the latent probability of a bifurcation to collapse into reality, and these time bubbles, or anchor points, seem to nullify probability for thirty-seven seconds.”
 
   “That makes sense because the anchor points feel like the inverse of a bifurcation.” Gabriel squinted at the page, then looked up to Teresa, an idea flittering at the edge of his mind like a butterfly strenuously avoiding the net of his concentration. As he looked at Teresa, his frustration froze, replaced by a chill along his neck, the reluctant idea fading away as alarm filled his mind. 
 
   “What is it?” Teresa asked.
 
   “Someone’s coming.” Gabriel spun on his heels, shoving the notebook into his back pocket and reaching over his shoulder to draw the Sword of Unmaking from the sheath across his shoulders, grasping its imprints as he clasped its handle. 
 
   “Two groups on either side of the roadway,” Ohin shouted as a cluster of black-uniformed men and women appeared in an instant along the eastern road atop the Great Wall. “Gabriel, Teresa, and Rajan, to the east. Marcus, Sema, and Ling with me to the west.” Ohin whipped around as six more interlopers materialized in a clump in the middle of the western side of the road. 
 
   Gabriel stared at the six Dark Mages facing him, Teresa, and Rajan as he claimed the imprints of the seven linked concatenate crystals in the pouch at his belt. Their backs to one another, the members of the Chimera team formed a tight circle against their enemies. 
 
   Gabriel recognized the six faces sneering at him from across the ancient stones of the roadway atop the Great Wall. He had seen them recently — the Dark Mages who had tortured him daily for month after month in Kumaradevi’s private arena. Malik and his cohorts had found Gabriel and the Chimera team a week previous while investigating the other anchor point. They had defeated the Malignant Mages and made numerous time jumps to ensure they would not be found again. Apparently, Malik possessed considerably more skill at ghosting and tracking time trails than either Gabriel or Ohin had anticipated. 
 
   “You don’t look happy to see us.” Malik laughed. A string of seven concatenate crystals draped his shoulder like a bandolier glittering in the sun. “You’ll be even less happy when we’re through with you.” 
 
   Gabriel had a brilliant retort ready to shout at his adversary, but it died in silence as the air and stone around him exploded in lighting and a space-time seal fell in place around the Chimera team. Gabriel deflected the lightning and the other magics assailing him and the team as Teresa created a massive wall of flame between them and their attackers. 
 
   “Focus on the time mages,” Ohin shouted over the roar of the flames.
 
   Gabriel sensed Ohin’s magic pressing against the space-time seal put in place by Malik and his fellow Dark Time Mage. The seal held firm. Gabriel assumed each of the seven concatenate crystals Malik possessed linked to seven more elsewhere. Even though the imprints they connected to originated in Kumaradevi’s evil alternate reality, and thus were weaker than imprints from the Primary Continuum, they still allowed for a formidable amount of magic. 
 
   While the Council had made finding positively imbued artifacts and creating concatenate crystals a priority, there were few available for teams in the field. Fortunately, the Chimera team’s expeditions took precedence in the distribution of imbued objects. Unfortunately, the crystals Gabriel held didn’t link to any others. Kumaradevi’s soldiers outmatched his team. 
 
   “I can’t see through the flames,” Rajan shouted in frustration. 
 
   “That was the point.” Teresa turned sideways, extending one hand in each direction, the wall of flame splitting into two enormous fireballs that engulfed each group of Dark Mages. 
 
   The Dark Fire Mages countered the flames, causing them to sputter out of existence. Gabriel used the distraction to focus all of his magical powers in attacking Malik. Ohin was right. If they disabled even one of the two Dark Time Mages, the team would be able to break the space-time seal and escape. 
 
   Malik sank to his knees under a crushing magical weight and clasped his head as Gabriel’s Soul Magic blazed in his mind. Lightning arced around Malik as a tornado of fire surrounded him. The other members of Malik’s unit broke off their attacks and focused their attention on defending their leader. 
 
   Gabriel knew only a moment remained for action. Even as he watched Teresa and Rajan mirror and multiply his attacks toward Malik, he reached out with his magic-sense and will, attempting to wrest control of the imprints the Dark Mage held. Gabriel struggled for control of the malignant imprints of the concatenate crystals in Malik’s possession. It was not as easy as Gabriel had hoped. He had used the same trick the week before to escape the Dark Mage. Malik came prepared this time. He managed to repel Gabriel’s attempt to usurp his mastery of the dark imprints in his power as his fellow Malignant Mages turned their attention to thwarting Gabriel’s magical attack. 
 
   “Not this time, boy,” Malik wheezed, his face contorted in concentration. “This time I kill you.”
 
   A scream pierced the air behind Gabriel. He risked a glance over shoulder to see Sema collapsing to the ground, holding her side. Marcus wrapped an arm around her, guiding her to the ground even as he cast a flesh-eating curse against the Dark Fire Mage who had felled her. 
 
   Gabriel turned back to Malik, still struggling to take control of the man’s imprints. As he pressed on, Gabriel began to lose hope. They needed to flee as soon as possible. They could not allow themselves, or the notebook, to be captured. Unless he managed to claim hold of the malignant imprints at Malik’s command, or wounded the man with an attack, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, to break the space-time seal around the Chimera team. They were trapped like an insect in amber. 
 
   Or, were they? 
 
   Gabriel and Ohin could not take the team through time or space, but that did not mean the team could not move at all. If they got far enough away, beyond Malik’s magical reach, they would be physically outside the space-time seal. Ling would not be happy, but it might work. 
 
   As Gabriel continued to joust for control of the imprints of Malik’s concatenate crystals and attack him and his companions with various magics, he reached out with Wind Magic, gently grasping Teresa, Rajan, and the other team members with an invisible hand. 
 
   “Goodbye.” Gabriel smiled at Malik as he and the entire Chimera team shot upward into the sky. He heard Ling cursing behind him as he pushed them through the air at incredible speed, out above the rolling hills north of the Great Wall. He sensed the space-time seal trying to expand to encompass them, and he rushed them forward even faster. Glancing back, he saw Malik and the other Dark Mages in the distance, still standing on the wall. If Malik and the other Dark Time Mage jumped through space and closed the distance between them and Gabriel, they could maintain the space-time seal. 
 
   Gabriel waved the Sword of Unmaking in the direction of the Dark Mages, copying Teresa’s earlier magic and creating a bubble-shaped barrier of sky-high flames in front of the Great Wall. A Time Mage could only jump through space to someplace they had been or could see directly. 
 
   “Flying and fire!” Teresa shouted. “That’s why I love you!”
 
   Gabriel watched as Teresa added her Fire Magic to his own, the intensity of the blazing dome encircling Kumaradevi’s soldiers, flaring white-hot. The space-time seal faded and Gabriel thrust the Chimera team to the ground. He tried to guide their decent but they needed to land fast. A time travel jump while in motion could be unpredictable and dangerous. And Malik might reestablish the space-time seal at any moment. 
 
   They landed harder than Gabriel had hoped, everyone except himself and Ling falling to the ground. She had managed to wrap herself in a protective field of gravity at the last moment. 
 
   “This is why I hate flying!” Ling spat into the grass as she helped Ohin to his feet. 
 
   “Tend to Sema.” Ohin nodded to where Marcus knelt beside Sema, his hands held against her ribs, healing her. 
 
   Gabriel sensed Ohin warping the fabric of space-time and the blackness of a time jump begin to form. They were free and would be safe in moments. They had escaped death once more. However, they needed to be more careful in the future. And better armed with imprints. 
 
   Gabriel frowned as the blackness wavered and flickered and faded away as yet another space-time seal slid into place around the Chimera team. This seal appeared different than the last. Stronger. Tighter. More impenetrable. 
 
   Teresa gasped behind him. As he turned toward her, his stomach clenched and the air seemed to freeze in his lungs. He had expected to find that Malik and Kumaradevi’s other soldiers had breached the blazing dome to confront the Chimera team and restore the space-time seal. 
 
   Instead, he faced six black-clad Apollyons standing on the hillside above, their hatred-filled stares stabbing him like flaming swords. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   A strange silence seemed to cling to the small valley beneath the rocky hills. In the distance, the fiery sphere encasing the Great Wall of China blinked out of existence. Gabriel and Teresa’s concentration rested entirely upon the six Apollyon duplicates confronting them. 
 
   “Any brilliant ideas?” Teresa’s voice cracked as her breath quickened. 
 
   Gabriel’s mind felt as empty as the cloudless sky above. “Not really.” 
 
   A cloud of voices suddenly filled that emptiness within his mind. 
 
   “Come with…”
 
   “Come with us…”
 
   “And bring...”
 
   “With us…”
 
   “The notebook…”
 
   “Bring…”
 
   “And we will allow…”
 
   “Come with us…” 
 
   “The notebook…”
 
   “The others to live…”
 
   “To live…” 
 
   “No.” Sema’s voice sounded firm and demanding. Gabriel saw Marcus helping her to her feet. She had also heard the voices. “You can’t, Gabriel.” 
 
   He had no intention of going with the Apollyons or giving them the notebook. Before he could state this firm conviction, the warping of space-time nearby drew his attention. Malik and the other eleven minions of Kumaradevi appeared on the opposite hillside from the Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel sighed. He and his friends were surrounded. Again. 
 
   “The boy is ours.” Malik’s voice echoed among the rock-strewn hills. “Retreat now.” 
 
   “Your mistress…” One of the Apollyons began to speak. 
 
   “Oversteps herself.” Another Apollyon finished the thought. 
 
   “Leave this place…” A third Apollyon began. 
 
   “Or die.” All six Apollyons uttered these last words in unison. 
 
   “Brave words for a mad man.” Malik sneered at his adversaries. 
 
   “I have an idea.” Rajan glanced between the two factions of Dark Mages flanking the team. “Duck!”
 
   Dozens of magical attacks between the Apollyons and Kumaradevi’s soldiers shattered the air around Gabriel and the team as the ground beneath his feet fell away. Gabriel and his team plunged down into a suddenly erupting sinkhole formed from Rajan’s Earth Magic. They landed in a plume of earthen dust.
 
   “Your idea is to bury us in a hole!” Teresa brushed a falling clod of dirt from her face. 
 
   “Better down than up.” Ling’s eyes were raised, like everyone else’s, to the magical battle twenty feet above their heads. 
 
   “We’re trapped either way.” Marcus held his hand out to help steady Sema on the constantly shifting earth beneath their feet. 
 
   “We may only have a few seconds to come up with a plan.” Gabriel tried to sense how the battle above them progressed. Which side was winning? How long would it take for a victor to emerge? 
 
   “Can you move us sideways through the earth the same way you brought us down?” Ohin stared hard at Rajan.
 
   “I can move the ground, but I can’t move us.” Rajan looked to Ling. 
 
   “Which way do you want to go?” Ling turned her eyes to Ohin. 
 
   “That way.” Ohin pointed uphill, between the two groups of Dark Mages above them. “Through the side of the hill.” 
 
   Ohin barely finished speaking when the wall of rocky earth beyond his fingertip exploded inward, a ten-foot-wide tunnel burrowing into darkness under Rajan’s Earth Magic. Ling’s Wind Magic lifted them slightly into the air and then thrust them down the dark, continually expanding tunnel. Teresa raised her hand, and several globes of glowing white light blinked into existence, illuminating their progress. 
 
   Gabriel ignored the temptation to assist either Rajan or Ling with their subterranean retreat. He kept his mind focused on the magical warfare above ground while seeking out the edge of the space-time seal still restraining their escape. The seal seemed to be moving with them, expanding as they got further away from the Apollyons. They would need to flee quicker if they hoped get outside the reach of the space-time seal. 
 
   Daylight showered Gabriel’s face, and clouds of dusty earth swirled in the air as the team broke through the topsoil on the opposite slope of the hillside and into the open. Even as Ling set their feet down upon the tall grass, two Apollyons appeared on either side of the hill. A moment later, the other four Apollyons materialized, forming a circle around the team. The space-time seal the Apollyons held in place would keep Malik from being able to teleport himself and his soldiers back into the fight. 
 
   “It was worth a try,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Inventive…” one of the Apollyons said. 
 
   “But pointless,” another concluded. 
 
   “You will come with us…”
 
   “Now.”
 
   Gabriel didn’t bother trying to keep track of which Apollyon spoke. They all shared the same thoughts — and nearly a single mind. It didn’t matter which one spoke. He needed to figure out how to respond. He couldn’t try to steal the Apollyons imprints the way he had with Malik. Their power came not from imbued artifacts, but from copies of themselves, stationed at places in time where malignant events had transpired. 
 
   “I’ll go with you…on one condition.” Gabriel had no condition, but he needed to stall for time. Time to think of a way out. 
 
   “No conditions.” The Apollyons spoke in rapid succession, their words blending into a single sentence. 
 
   “Conditions…”
 
   “No negotiations…”
 
   “Negotiations…”
 
   “We will take you…”
 
   “Take you…”
 
   “Just like this…”
 
   The notebook flew from Gabriel’s back pocket. He clutched at it with his free hand as he turned, focusing his Wind Magic on the little red leather tome as it tumbled toward one of the Apollyons. He sensed Ling add her magical energy to his own, but they could not match the power of six Apollyons jointly using a single form of magic. Gabriel ground his teeth as he focused all of the imprints he possessed toward reclaiming the notebook, only to watch as it moved evermore quickly toward the Apollyon with an outstretched hand. 
 
   The Dark Mage did not try to touch the notebook. He, or his brethren, had made that mistake before with a booby-trapped decoy. The Apollyon formed a hand of Wind Magic and opened the cover of the book. 
 
   “No!” Gabriel shouted as the notebook exploded in a ball of flame. 
 
   The Apollyon screamed and covered his face as the charred lump of paper and leather fell to the ground. A wave of sadness washed over Gabriel. 
 
   “Another trick?” The burned Apollyon spat as he focused his Heart-Tree magic on making the blisters across his face recede. 
 
   “Another decoy?” a different Apollyon queried. 
 
   “Will you, too…” 
 
   “Burst into flame…” 
 
   “When we take you?” an Apollyon behind Gabriel said.
 
   Gabriel couldn’t imagine what he’d do when they took him, and it looked more and more like he would not be able to stop them from doing so. The sadness clinging to him spread, like a net pulling him beneath turbulent ocean spray. 
 
   It had not been another decoy notebook. It had been the real notebook. And now it was gone. All their efforts to recover and decode it turned to ash. Ohin had insisted that Gabriel and Teresa make sure no one but them could use the notebook. Only Gabriel or Teresa could touch it without it bursting into flame. And the same happened when it was opened without one of them touching it. 
 
   As Gabriel began to form a reply to the Apollyons, a bolt of lightning struck the duplicate Dark Mage, still recovering from his burns. Gabriel turned to see Kumaradevi’s soldiers flying through the air above the hilltop the Chimera team had recently tunneled through. Malik and his troops once more attacked the Apollyons. Gabriel noted there were fewer of them than before. They had lost two mages in the previous engagement. 
 
   “Join the attack on the Apollyons,” Ohin shouted. However distasteful the idea, by working with Kumaradevi’s soldiers, they had a chance of defeating the Apollyons. And if they did so, there would likely be fewer of Kumaradevi’s soldiers to deal with afterward. It seemed like the least worst option from an extensive array of bad choices. 
 
   Gabriel added his magic to the assault of Kumaradevi’s soldiers against the Apollyons. He targeted one of Apollyons and tried to use Soul Magic to sever the man’s mental connection to his fellow duplicates. The Apollyon glared at him and rebuffed his attack. They knew what to expect and how to deflect the magic that might make them individuals. Without access to more imprints, Gabriel couldn’t attempt that sort of offensive again. 
 
   As he drained every calorie of heat energy from around one of the Apollyons, instantly chilling the air to an extreme subzero temperature, it occurred to Gabriel that at least one option might be open to him. It wasn’t a sure bet, but it might work. However, if it did, and he survived, he’d be lucky if Teresa didn’t try to kill him. 
 
   He turned toward Teresa as arcs of white-hot plasma shot from her hands toward an Apollyon beset by two of Kumaradevi’s soldiers. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Gabriel looked away before she answered. 
 
   “Sorry about…” Teresa turned as Gabriel cloaked himself in Wind Magic and thrust himself upward into the air. 
 
   The wind whipped around him as he rocketed skyward. Malignant Wind Magic began trying to arrest his assent, and he focused all his power on defeating it. He looked back as he soared westward, away from the battle behind him. He had more of a notion than a plan, but he knew that if he lured the Apollyons away, his friends, Teresa especially, might have a chance at escape. With the notebook destroyed, his value to the Apollyons became immeasurable. 
 
   As he stared back at the warring mages on the hillside beside the Great Wall of China, Gabriel saw something that made him realize his imprudence. While one of the Apollyons took to the sky in pursuit of Gabriel, two others dragged Teresa through the air with Wind Magic just as they had done moments before with the notebook. 
 
   Gabriel pulled upward in a steep climb, curving back toward his friends, where he had abandoned them. Abandoned Teresa. He saw her, flailing in the air as she tumbled toward the two Apollyons, her motion only slightly impeded by Ling’s attempted use of Wind Magic to save her. His foolishness had left her unprotected. Foolish not simply because he loved her, but because she understood, as much as anyone, the nature of the Great Barrier of Probability and the potential ways it could be destroyed. 
 
   Gabriel completed his aerial arc and pointed himself back toward Teresa and the others, directly into the path of the Apollyon pursuing him. Gabriel thrust the Sword of Unmaking out in front of him and channeled all of his magical energy and willpower into becoming a living missile. He didn’t bother mounting a magical attack toward the rapidly approaching Apollyon. He doubted the man had ever played chicken.
 
   The Apollyon tried to use Wind Magic to halt Gabriel’s flight, but to no avail. Gabriel’s immense momentum voided any attempts to arrest his motion. He would not be stopped. Gabriel managed to erect a sphere of gravity around him as he collided with the Apollyon, sending the Dark Mage spinning earthward. As Gabriel rushed toward the ground, he saw the two Apollyons grasp hold of Teresa’s arms. 
 
   A blinding white light suffused Gabriel’s vision. A miniature star of incalculable intensity flashed into existence between the two Apollyons. Teresa had taken a page from the notebook’s demise and turned herself into a massive human fireball, brighter than the sun. 
 
   The Apollyons near her fell back in agony, struggling to mount magical defenses that would keep their flesh from melting and their bones turning to ash. The blast wave and incredible brilliance of the ongoing explosion that was Teresa stunned everyone nearby, forcing them to the ground, where they raised their hands to shield their eyes. 
 
   Gabriel, too, raised his hand to protect his eyes. As the pain in his optic nerves subsided slightly, he noticed something more important than slowing his decent or attacking the Apollyons trying to capture Teresa — the space-time seal had vanished. Teresa’s blast had stunned the Apollyons enough to offer them all hope at an escape. 
 
   In a dangerous gamble that Gabriel trusted would not prove deadly in its recklessness, he struck the ground, feet first, using Wind Magic to cushion the effects of his impact upon his own body, even as he amplified it upon the ground around him. A shockwave of air and soil rippled out around his feet, slamming everyone back to their knees, even as they attempted to recover from Teresa’s blast of heat and light. Gabriel used this momentary distraction to his advantage, grasping every Dark Mage in sight with Wind Magic and throwing them into the air and into each other with a bone-cracking crash, a screaming mass of arms and legs, plummeting down into the tunnel Rajan and Ling had created minutes before. 
 
   Gabriel spared a second to use Wind and Earth Magic to seal the tunnel entrance before wrapping himself and Teresa and his friends in the comforting folds of Time Magic, carrying them into the darkness between every moment and away from the Great Wall of China
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “Because you’re an idiot.” 
 
   Teresa crossed her arms as her feet dodged a rain puddle in the dirt-packed street. 
 
   “I was trying to lead them away from you.” His attention fixed on Teresa, Gabriel planted his foot firmly in the middle of the puddle. He grimaced and shook the water from his shoe as he raced to catch up with her. 
 
   “You ran off and left me behind — again.” Teresa turned a corner around a large log building and into the central courtyard of Fort Aurelius. 
 
   “I finally do what the Council ordered me to do, to abandon everyone at the first sign of real danger to myself, and now everyone’s upset.” Gabriel sighed as he tried to keep up with Teresa’s pace. He had surpassed her in height in the last year, but she still had long legs, and she seemed intent on walking as fast as possible.
 
   “No one is mad at you except me. They all know you were trying to be a hero.” Teresa frowned with her final word. 
 
   “I thought the Apollyons wanted me.” Gabriel tried to keep his voice calm. This was the first time they had fought in months. As usual, their arguments revolved around Gabriel’s tendency to try to protect Teresa from the danger of being near the Seventh True Mage. 
 
   “And how did that work out?” Teresa sneered in Gabriel’s direction. 
 
   “Not at all like I planned.” Gabriel couldn’t restrain himself from sighing again. 
 
   “When are you going to realize that every time you try to run off and protect me, one of us nearly gets killed?” Teresa stopped in the street and stared at Gabriel. “We’re safer together. Me and you. We need to watch each other’s backs.” 
 
   Gabriel tried to ignore the people passing through the courtyard even as he noticed them trying to disregard him and Teresa clearly arguing while standing in the middle of the lane. Everyone in the fort knew they were a couple. Probably every Grace Mage in the Continuum knew they were a couple. The Seventh True Mage and his girlfriend were the closest things to celebrities that most mages would ever see. As he tried to push the embarrassment from his mind, he wondered how long this public display of disaffection would take to rattle through the magically-twinned tea cups and mugs that helped keep the twelve Council forts in contact with each other. 
 
   “I thought it would keep you safe.” Gabriel stared into Teresa’s eyes. 
 
   “I’m not going to be safe.” Teresa ran her fingers through her hair, brushing it back from her face. “The Apollyons know I helped you with the notebook. And they must know enough about me by now to guess that I have the entire thing in my head.” She tapped the side of her skull for emphasis. “Now that the notebook is destroyed, we are the next best thing.” 
 
   “Yeah, well…” Gabriel’s face grew hot as he shifted his gaze down to his muddy feet. “That didn’t occur to me at the time.” 
 
   “Hmmpf.” 
 
   Teresa’s stare seemed to burn into his head, but by the time he had collected the courage to meet her eyes, her gaze rested elsewhere. 
 
   “Teresa…” Gabriel wasn’t sure what thought might follow her name, but he understood he needed to say something. 
 
   “I should go.” Teresa sighed as a couple holding hands passed along the street. “I promised I’d help Ling. We need to set up for the ceremony. I’ll see you later.” 
 
   “Okay.” Gabriel watched Teresa as she turned and walked toward the front gate. 
 
   Gabriel stood in the middle of the street for several seconds as Teresa walked away, a light breeze pushing her hair up around her shoulders. It took him a moment to realize she had not kissed him. That could not be a good sign. They always took every opportunity to kiss each other. Greetings and departures were particularly important. Not kissing Gabriel could only mean that she was far angrier with him than she appeared. And she appeared thoroughly annoyed with his attempt to save her life by abandoning her. Which, he had to admit in hindsight, had not been one of his more dazzling notions. It had, in fact, been a nearly disastrous idea with potential consequences too painful to fully contemplate. His stomach soured, and a strange, uncomfortable sensation radiated throughout his body. As the heat of the early morning summer sun baked the back of his neck, he broke out in a damp sweat. He hated arguing with Teresa. 
 
   “Morning.” 
 
   Gabriel’s mind snapped back to the present moment and he had just enough time to nod a greeting to the mage walking by him in the courtyard. “Morning,” he managed to say before the man had completely passed him. 
 
   Gabriel started walking, not sure where to go, but knowing he needed to stop standing around in public places, mooning after the girl he had just had an argument with. He assumed it looked ridiculous. 
 
   He hated looking ridiculous. Even more, he hated the fact that it seemed to happen more often the older he got. Particularly where Teresa was involved. She could probably come up with a mathematical equation to explain the inverse relationship of aging and ridiculousness. Then again, she might simply suggest that it was a natural side effect of being a teenage boy. She had made similar comments more than once. How she managed to avoid the problem as a teenage girl eluded Gabriel. He suspected she might imply that it was because she was a girl that she avoided that particular predicament. 
 
   Then again, maybe she felt ridiculous sometimes, and he never noticed because of how much he loved her. Or, and this thought nearly arrested his motion once more, maybe he never noticed when she felt ridiculous or insecure or inadequate because he didn’t pay enough attention to her feelings. Maybe he stayed so wrapped up in his own thoughts and emotions that he never became fully aware of hers. 
 
   Gabriel forced his feet to plod ahead. Such thoughts were better contemplated in private than while walking through public spaces. He ambled through the heart of Fort Aurelius trying to think of something to keep his mind occupied rather than ruminating about his argument with Teresa. Surely she saw that he had her best interests at the heart of his actions, even if those actions put her in more danger. A pallid consolation, but the best he could offer. 
 
   As Gabriel passed a row of log cabins, which functioned as barracks and housing for the Grace Mages of the Fort, Teresa’s words careened around his mind, knocking loose the thoughts he had tried to avoid since the team’s return to the fort the previous night. 
 
   His best intentions were simply not good enough to keep Teresa safe. Luring the Apollyons away had seemed like the right choice at the time, but it nearly resulted in the death of Teresa and his friends. Maybe her words held more truth than he cared to admit. Maybe they were safer together. He knew better than anyone that time could not be turned back, not really. Now that Teresa held the contents and subsequent discoveries of the notebook in that photographic mind of hers, the Apollyons would be nearly as happy to capture her as Gabriel himself. Moreover, it would be almost as dangerous for the rest of the team to be around her as to be around him. 
 
   How could you keep the person you loved safe when being near you made them less safe, but being separated might be even more dangerous? This aspect of his life reminded him of the Zen koans Akikane often gave him to ponder, like some sinuous time paradox that resisted all attempts at logical unraveling. 
 
   Thoughts of Akikane brought some relief from his mental turmoil. With his return to the fort came the resumption of his training sessions with the elder True Mage. However, his lesson would not commence for another hour. He needed to find something to do until then. By chance, or subconscious inclination, he found himself standing outside a long, barn-like structure which served as the fort infirmary. He turned and stepped through a wide wooden door. At least in the infirmary he could do something that felt useful, even if it might have no discernible impact. 
 
    He forced himself to smile and wave at the attendant sitting behind a desk in the narrow foyer that led to the patient rooms down the hall. He didn’t feel like smiling, but recognized what it would look like and the rumors that would erupt if the Seventh True Mage went around sulking. The attendant, one of the four Heart-Tree Mages who shared the daily rotation to staff the infirmary, waved back. He visited regularly enough to make his presence uneventful. 
 
   Gabriel’s shoes clattered against the roughhewn wooded floorboards and echoed along the slat-walled hallway of the building. Like most of the structures in the fort, Earth and Wind Mages had constructed it entirely from trees felled in the nearby forest. No nails were used to connect beams and boards, only superior woodworking and a bit of magic when necessary. Back before he had begun the year-long journey to learn the Indus language and decode Elizabeth’s notebook, Gabriel had helped build much of the fort, as well as the walls surrounding it. The loss of the notebook still stung his pride. As much as he wished for possession of the notebook again, he held an even greater desire that its author awaken from her coma to chide him for his carelessness. 
 
   Unfortunately, the dark curse of the Apollyon duplicates still clung to Elizabeth’s mind and brain. While the Heart-Tree Mages kept her healthy with a blend of intravenous fluids and Magic, not even Nefferati’s skill with healing had been able to affect the curse. Marcus and Sema still checked on her regularly to assess her status, but it had been largely accepted among the Grace Mages of the fort that she would not recover without some significant magical discovery. 
 
   As though materializing from his thoughts, Gabriel found Sema and Marcus seated beside the perpetually sleeping Elizabeth when he walked into her small room. They each held a hand on Elizabeth’s forehead, fingers touching, their other hands clasped together. With their eyes closed and concentrations focused on Elizabeth, neither seemed aware of Gabriel’s presence. He reached out with his magic-sense to follow their probing of Elizabeth’s mind and body. He still had not found the time to learn the more subtle aspects of healing with magic. He simply spent too much time trying to learn how to defend himself to allow for more study of how to repair the damage he might potentially do. 
 
   Sema and Marcus blended their magic as they examined Elizabeth. This melding of magics still fascinated Gabriel. As a True Mage, he rarely needed to conjoin his magical power with other mages. Yet another thing he had not managed to find the time for. 
 
   “Gabriel?” 
 
   Gabriel looked up to see Sema hastily disengaging her fingers from Marcus’s hand. The use of his magic-sense to follow their work must have finally alerted her to his presence. He actually found himself surprised she hadn’t detected him earlier. She usually sensed his mental signature from a distance. Her concentration on Elizabeth must have been considerable. 
 
   “Gabriel?” Marcus opened his eyes at the sound of Sema’s voice and blinked in surprise at Gabriel, frowning a bit as he released Sema’s hand. 
 
   “I was walking past and thought I would stop in.” Gabriel stepped closer to the bed, observing the flustered look on Sema’s face and the pinkish tint to Marcus’s cheeks. It wasn’t until he reached the foot of the bed that it occurred to him why they might seem so disconcerted by his sudden arrival. While they did their best to hide it, from themselves as much as everyone else, it was the worst kept secret in the fort that Sema and Marcus were in love. Teresa had, of course, pointed it out to Gabriel, who had been doing his best to remain oblivious to the glances and whispers and soft laugher the two exchanged between bantering conversations. While it was not strictly necessary for two mages joining their magic to hold hands, it had not struck Gabriel as odd to find Sema and Marcus doing so until he saw the embarrassed looks on their faces when he stepped up to Elizabeth’s bedside. 
 
   “So…” An uncomfortable heat rose to Gabriel’s cheeks as he pointedly looked away from Sema and Marcus and stared intently at Elizabeth’s slumbering face. “…Any change?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no.” Sema stood up, smoothing the wrinkles of her pale violet tunic. 
 
   “But she’s no worse, either.” Marcus stood as well, stepping sideways to put a respectable distance between himself and Sema. 
 
   “I just wanted to check on her. I’ll leave you two…” Gabriel paused as he tried to figure out how to finish that statement. “…To continue.” 
 
   “Oh, we’re done.” Sema patted the nonexistent wrinkles of her tunic once more. 
 
   “We were just…” Marcus thrust his hands in his pockets as he seemed to consider how to complete his sentence. “No Teresa this morning?”
 
   Gabriel frowned and sighed, glancing down as he shuffled his feet. “No. She said she needed to help Ling.” 
 
   “She’ll come around,” Marcus said, his voice reassuring. 
 
   “I’m sure she’ll see that you thought you were doing the right thing,” Sema added in a comforting tone. 
 
   “Even if you did nearly get us all killed.” Marcus laughed and Gabriel’s eyes snapped up from the floor. “It’s a joke, lad. You did what you thought was right at the time.”
 
   “Sometimes what is right is not always evident.” Sema shot a glance at Marcus. “Or easy to act upon.” 
 
   “And sometimes you find what’s right by listening to your heart.” Marcus pulled his hands from his pockets and tightly clasped them together. “One thing you can say for Gabriel is that he has no trouble listening to his heart.”
 
   “One needs to listen to one’s head as well as one’s heart.” Sema turned slightly toward Marcus. 
 
   “Life isn’t always about strategies and tactics.” Marcus shifted to face Sema. “Sometimes we need to worry about happiness.” 
 
   “And every potential happiness must be weighed against the possible sorrows.” Sema brushed a stray hair from her face. 
 
   “Sorrows are sometimes better lived and shared than avoided,” Marcus said. 
 
   “I’m not suggesting that…” Sema began to say. 
 
   “Yes, that’s all very good advice.” Gabriel raised his voice as he interrupted. His face had become so hot listening to Sema and Marcus that rivulets of sweat tricked down through his hair. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “I’ll be sure to take that all into consideration the next time I consider abandoning everyone to the Apollyons.”
 
   “Yes, well…” Marcus licked his lips and paused. 
 
   “We’re glad we could be…” Sema blinked as she steadied her breathing. “…Of assistance.”
 
   “We should let you get on with your visit.” Marcus began to back away toward the door. 
 
   “Yes,” Sema said, following Marcus out of the room. “We’ll see you later.”
 
   Gabriel opened his mouth to say something in reply, but Sema and Marcus departed before he could form any words that didn’t seem like they would exacerbate the cloud of embarrassment permeating the room. 
 
   Alone with Elizabeth, he sighed, slung the sheathed Sword of Unmaking from his shoulder, and sat down in the chair next to her bed. He leaned the sword against the bedpost. It never left his side. An attack might happen at any time. 
 
   Out of habit more than hope, he opened his mind to his magic-sense and embraced the imprints of the silver pocket watch. He began to scan Elizabeth’s mind and brain with Heart-Tree and Soul Magic. He did not expect to find anything that far more skilled mages such as Sema, Marcus, and Nefferati had not. Elizabeth would be just as she had been the last time he had visited. 
 
   It had been nearly three weeks since he last sat by her bedside and stared at her unmoving features. In the days since, he and the Chimera team had traveled through time to hunt down the clues from Elizabeth’s notebook and unravel the mysteries she had hinted at in her cryptic, coded passages. Enigmas like the anchor points. 
 
   Gabriel released the imprints and leaned back in the chair, sighing once more as he let his magic-sense fade. He found the feelings in his heart slowly tumbling forth as words spoken aloud. 
 
   “I wish you could help us. Help me. I could use your advice. The council of the Council Woman. I feel things…coalescing. I can sense something close. It feels like it did back when I had dreams about the future. Back before all this started. It feels like something inevitable is about to happen. Like the tremors before a volcano erupts, or the change in air pressure before a storm. 
 
   “But I don’t know what it is. Is it the Apollyons? The Great Barrier of Probability? This is what I’ve been training for, but I don’t think I’m ready. I don’t know if I want to be ready. I’m afraid. Afraid I’ll make a mistake. A mistake that kills Teresa. A mistake that kills someone else I care about. A mistake that lets the Apollyons win. Or a mistake that destroys the Primary Continuum. 
 
   “Everyone has advice, but I don’t know if they are right or wrong. It’s not like anyone can give me advice on something that’s never happened before. Or on how to be someone who has never existed. I feel like one of those explorers who set out to sail the ocean without knowing where they were headed or what they might find. Maybe what I need is a compass. I suppose that’s what Akikane and Ohin and Nefferati and everyone else are trying to give me with all their advice and training. An internal compass. Maybe I need to find true north. 
 
   “Maybe Teresa can be my true north.”
 
   Gabriel sat, watching the gentle rise and fall of Elizabeth’s chest as she dreamed whatever deep and inescapable dream that occupied her slumber. He let his mind wander back through the thoughts he had uttered aloud, circling through the probabilities and potentialities of his future, trying to bring the unfocused, nameless sentiments into some kind of clarity. 
 
   After half an hour, he had obtained no more insight than when he sat down. With a deep sigh, he resigned himself to the fact that he would need to wait for whatever the future held to be revealed before he decided how to react to it. 
 
   He stood up and leaned over the bed, resting his lips briefly on Elizabeth’s forehead. 
 
   “Thank you for listening.” 
 
   Gabriel grabbed the Sword of Unmaking and left the infirmary. He walked to the Council Hall, a medium-sized log building at the western end of the fort. The Council Hall acted as a meeting place for Council-related governing business, as well as the place where Akikane conducted work and trained his students. Akikane and Nefferati had taken joint leadership positions on the Council. As a precaution against a catastrophic attack, like the one that had destroyed the Council’s Windsor Castle, Nefferati, Akikane, and all of the surviving council members each took responsibility for governing one of the twelve forts. As the largest of the outposts, Fort Aurelius acted as the de facto seat of power for the Council, and most of the meetings were held in the Council Hall. 
 
   Between missions, Gabriel and Akikane resumed their daily lessons — training in meditation, mastering the sword, and the use of multiple magics. Gabriel stepped into the Council Hall and found it empty. Akikane usually cleared the room for training, but tables and chairs were still scattered, as though a meeting had been interrupted. 
 
   Gabriel suspected where Akikane would be. Whenever his mentor had in mind a more dangerous magic for the lesson plan, he and Gabriel retreated to a field far outside the fortress walls to guarantee they would not accidentally destroy anything or injure anyone. 
 
   Gabriel grasped the imprints of the sword across his back and twisted the fabric of space-time slightly, transporting himself to the middle of the familiar meadow, several hundred yards from the fort. 
 
   He found Akikane sitting in the tall grass of the field, meditating. As Akikane opened his eyes and stood up, Gabriel released the imprints of the sword and walked toward his mentor.
 
   “Good, good.” Akikane smiled as he strode through the knee-high vegetation. “You are on time.” 
 
   “I’m not always late.” Gabriel joined Akikane in a clearing where the grass had been matted down in a large circle. 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “Only when you are arguing with Teresa.”
 
   “Does the whole fort know we’re fighting?” Gabriel unslung the Sword of Unmaking from his back and placed it in the grass beside two wooden boken practice swords. 
 
   “Perhaps, perhaps,” Akikane said, standing in the center of the circle. “All things travel quickly in a small space, especially gossip.” 
 
   Gabriel sighed and removed the pouch of concatenate crystals from his waist, placing it beside the Sword of Unmaking. He frowned at his sigh, realizing how often he seemed to be sighing lately. He needed to find a less annoying expression of his frustration. Sighing in front of Akikane only made him feel ridiculous again. 
 
   “What’s the lesson today?” Gabriel smiled, trying to force himself into a better mood as he joined Akikane in the center of the clearing. As he did so, he discerned something. It was not that he saw or heard anything to attract his attention, but he perceived his body leaning forward ever so slightly, as though edging away from something unseen. 
 
   “Good question, good question.” Akikane’s smile seemed both radiant and mischievous. “Today I have a surprise for you.” 
 
   Gabriel had learned to appreciate Akikane’s surprises, especially when his mentor’s smile seemed like it might take flight from his face and burst into the sky in an attempt to replace the sun. His magic-sense tingled slightly. Following some instinct too swift for conscious thought, he dropped to the ground and rolled away, reaching out his hand as he grasped the imprints of the pocket watch still in his pants. As he leapt to his feet, one of the wooden boken swords flew to his fingers in a cradle of Wind Magic. He brought the edge of the sword up before his head as he spun around, the crack of wood against wood ringing through the still air of the clearing, the impact vibrating down through his arm. 
 
   Gabriel jumped back, grasping the sword handle with both hands and turning slightly to discern the location of his invisible attacker. His magic-sense prickled again as the air shimmered to reveal Nefferati standing before him, a wooden sword in one hand and a steely glint in her eyes. 
 
   “You’re right.” Nefferati glanced briefly at Akikane. “He is getting good.” 
 
   “Hello?” Gabriel wasn’t sure what to say as a greeting to Nefferati after her unexpected attack. He hadn’t seen the ancient True Mage since before he had left to find the anchor points. Now she had appeared from behind an invisible shield of Wind Magic to swing a wooden sword at his head. 
 
   “Akikane and I have been speaking.” Nefferati turned her full attention to Gabriel. “We may find ourselves in total agreement for the first time in decades.” 
 
   “That’s good. I suppose.” Gabriel did not take his eyes from Nefferati’s sword. 
 
   “Before we discuss it with you, I wanted to see how your training has been progressing.” Nefferati smiled and lowered her sword. “It seems to be going well, indeed.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel returned Nefferati’s smile and let his sword fall to his side. Only as the wooded blade reached the nadir of its downward arc did he realize his mistake. 
 
   Nefferati’s blade whipped out toward Gabriel’s head. He stumbled backward, raising his sword and trying to regain his feet to fend off her next attack. It came swiftly after the first, a thrust toward his stomach. Gabriel parried the strike and each that followed. Nefferati held her sword in one hand, her body turned slightly sideways like a fencer. Gabriel found himself surprised at how much force her arm put behind each blow and how quickly she delivered them. 
 
   Nefferati jumped through space once, attacked, jumped again, her blade whirling around Gabriel, striking at him from every angle. He had upended a wasp’s nest, Nefferati’s sword a massive stinger seeking to pierce his flesh. He repelled her attacks, holding his ground and using his Time Magic not to bend space-time and leap away, but instead turn instantly in one spot as he deflected the impacts of her blade. 
 
   Nefferati’s Wind Magic pressed suddenly against his chest, blasting him across the clearing toward a clump of nearby trees. Gabriel warped space-time around himself just before striking a tree trunk, appearing a moment later behind Nefferati, the momentum of her magical push still affecting his body as he spun around and swung his sword toward her side. He realized as he followed the trajectory of the blade that this would be his first offensive move since Nefferati had engaged him. So far, he had only defended against her attacks. Now she would need to defend against his. She turned at the last second, leaning away from his blade and knocking him back with another gravity-filled burst of Wind Magic. 
 
   Gabriel hit the ground, letting himself roll into the high grass and out of sight before jumping through space to hang upside down in the air above Nefferati and attack her from overhead. She jumped through space as Gabriel’s blade swung through the air where her head had been. 
 
   As Nefferati appeared ten feet away, Gabriel reached out with Earth Magic, making the ground beneath her explode. As she again jumped through space, Gabriel began his own similar short journey, straining his space-time sense to intuit the end point of her transit. As his space-time sense flared, he split his Time Magic to warp space in two distinct directions at once. He appeared at the same time in the same place as Nefferati, his sword extended, the tip of the wooden blade hovering just beneath her chin. 
 
   “Hmmm.” Nefferati frowned. “I didn’t sense that movement.” 
 
   “I sent my shoes over there as a distraction.” Gabriel nodded to where his shoes sat in the dry grass. 
 
   Nefferati looked down a Gabriel’s bare feet and laughed. “You’re getting to be as devious as our smiling friend. However, I think he has another lesson for you.” 
 
   The grass beneath Gabriel’s feet burst into flame. He yelped and hopped back just in time to dodge a wooden sword blade heading toward his arm. Gabriel had no time to reflect upon the minor pain flaring across the soles of his feet. The multiple sword strikes from both Akikane and Nefferati demanded the entirety of his attention. 
 
   He tried leaping through space to escape the onslaught of their blades, but as he did so, a space-time seal locked in place around him. Ducking a swing from Nefferati and parrying a thrust from Akikane, Gabriel used Wind Magic to launch himself into the air. As he rose to the level of the treetops, the combined Wind Magic of his two instructors sought to pull him back to the ground. 
 
   As his blistered feet touched the matted grass of the clearing, Akikane and Nefferati appeared on either side of him, pressing their joint attack. Gabriel formed a mental sword of Fire and Wind Magic, wielding it with his left hand to keep Nefferati at bay while he fended off Akikane’s blindingly fast strikes with the wooden sword in his right hand. It took only seconds for a wooden blade to find his ribs. A moment later, another blow caught his right arm, the boken falling to the ground. A blow struck his leg before another punched into his stomach. He let the magical sword of fire evaporate and created a shield of Wind Magic around himself to repel any more attacks. 
 
   Akikane and Nefferati both leveled their swords at Gabriel. He clutched at his stomach, wheezing as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
   “Good, good.” Akikane’s brilliant grin almost made Gabriel forget the pain of his burnt feet, aching arm, and tender stomach. He didn’t spend any time worrying about his injuries. A practice session with magical combat inevitably led to burns and bruises, and often much worse, all of which could be healed with the application of Heart-Tree Magic. Besides, the damage he had suffered in Kumaradevi’s training arena made everything thereafter seem like a mild inconvenience. 
 
   “What lesson have you learned today?” Akikane lowered his sword and Nefferati followed suit. 
 
   “Don’t take my shoes off in a fight.” Gabriel straightened up and stretched his arm as he used Heart-Tree Magic to heal his blistering feet. He sighed as the pain dissipated. 
 
   “Besides the obvious.” Nefferati narrowed her eyes at Gabriel. 
 
   “That I need much more practice against two opponents,” Gabriel replied. 
 
   “Less obvious, less obvious,” Akikane said. 
 
   Gabriel thought about this a moment. The lesson wasn’t about what it appeared. Not with Nefferati joining in. What had she said before she had attacked? That she thought she might agree with Akikane. What would they have been in disagreement about? 
 
   “That two skilled opponents can outflank and force a third to surrender.” Gabriel recognized this lesson related to the war at large and not to his own personal combat training. 
 
   “Much better.” Nefferati smiled and leaned on the wooden sword like a cane. 
 
   “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” Gabriel frowned as he tried to tease out the implications and possibilities of what Nefferati and Akikane seemed to be suggesting. “Will the Council even agree to something like that?”
 
   “Possibly not, possibly not.” Akikane’s smile faltered for a moment. “Time will tell, as they say.”
 
   “So who are you thinking we try to ally ourselves with, and who are we going to try and outflank?”
 
   “We are not in the position of having too many choices, are we?” Nefferati looked as though she just had eaten something sour that might come up again at any moment. “We are essentially in a state of truce with Vicaquirao. He seems to be as interested as we are in keeping the Great Barrier of Probability intact. We must maintain the Great Barrier at all costs, which means that defeating the Apollyon duplicates must be our foremost objective. That leaves us only one person to ally ourselves with.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane’s smile had completely faded. 
 
   “Kumaradevi.” Gabriel found that speaking her name left a bitter taste in his mouth. 
 
   “If we can convince her that saving the Great Barrier is in her best interests, she might agree to a temporary alliance to destroy the Apollyons.” Nefferati’s voice sounded confident, but the look on her face spoke of deep uncertainty. 
 
   “What will she want in return for her help?” Gabriel found a list of possibilities suddenly flooding his mind — himself, Nefferati, and Elizabeth appearing at the top. 
 
   “Who knows, who knows,” Akikane said. 
 
   “We’re not going to reward her for her help like some mercenary,” Nefferati said. “We need to appeal to her sense of self-importance as much as her sense of self-preservation. We need to present the alliance as something we both require and will both benefit from. Then we must confess that we have no hope of success without her and her army.”
 
   “Do you believe that?” Gabriel’s stomach tightened at Nefferati’s suggestion.
 
   “No, I don’t.” Nefferati sighed. “But our odds are not great alone. However, if we can weaken her forces while destroying the Apollyons, that will put us in a better position for the future of the war and preserving the Great Barrier. ”
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Akikane said. “And Kumaradevi will surely know the same to be true of our forces at the end of such an alliance.” 
 
   “It is a risk.” Nefferati looked up at the clouds above. “No one is more loath to contemplate a truce and partnership with Kumaradevi than I am. I spent years in a state of hell while captive to that woman. But this is not about my desires, or even hers. This is about preserving the Great Barrier of Probability. About saving the Primary Continuum from an unknown and unknowable catastrophe.” 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane allowed his gaze to follow Nefferati’s upward. “And it can only be a matter of time before the Apollyons discover how to destroy the Barrier. They attacked you at an anchor point. It will not take them long to realize what the anchor points imply and to begin seeking them out.” 
 
   Gabriel said nothing. He waited for Akikane and Nefferati to lower their eyes from the sky and settle on him. He didn’t like this idea, but he had to admit that it made a dark and mad kind of sense. Even if they knew how and where to attack the Apollyons, there were too few Grace Mages left after the battles at Windsor Castle to mount a successful assault. Even mustering every Grace Mage alive, they would still not likely manage to prevail in a fight against the Apollyons. He hated the plan, but saw its strategic wisdom. The question wasn’t whether they should attempt this alliance. A better question lurked behind Nefferati and Akikane’s proposal. 
 
   “Why tell me?” Gabriel looked between the faces of his two mentors, seeing for the first time how old they looked. They had both lived for centuries, but Gabriel had never before sensed their extreme age when in their presence. Now they seemed not merely old, but tired as well. 
 
   “For the same reason we always come to you.” Nefferati reached out and placed her hand upon Gabriel’s shoulder. “We need your help.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “Help?” Gabriel blinked at the thought. “How can I help?”
 
   “By being you,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Just so, just so.” Akikane smiled broadly again. 
 
   “The Council is unlikely to be swayed by the logic of our suggestion,” Nefferati said. “They have been at war with Kumaradevi far too long to see her as a potential ally, if even for a short time.”
 
   “Too long, too long,” Akikane said. “They will not willingly support this plan.”
 
   “They have to listen to the two of you,” Gabriel said. “You agree on this. That has to mean something.” 
 
   “Less than you would think,” Nefferati said.
 
   “Much less, much less,” Akikane said. “But they will listen to you.”
 
   “Why would they listen to me?” Gabriel asked. “I’m a fifteen-year-old kid.”
 
   “True, true,” Akikane said. “But you are also the Seventh True Mage.” 
 
   “And you can threaten them,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Threaten them?” Gabriel shook his head, confused by the idea. “Threaten them with what?”
 
   “With your absence,” Nefferati said. “They all believe you are the key to winning this war. You can threaten to leave and have nothing to do with it.”
 
   “Like you did?” Gabriel saw Nefferati’s lips curl downward ever so slightly. 
 
   “Not exactly, not exactly,” Akikane said. 
 
   “I left because I could not accept what needed to be done to win the war,” Nefferati said. “I needed to learn to reconcile being a warrior with being a human being.”
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane placed his hand on Nefferati’s arm as he turned to Gabriel. “A lesson we must each embrace.” 
 
   “What if I threaten to leave and they call my bluff?” Gabriel bit his lip, wondering how he always ended up at the center of the war. 
 
   “Simple.” Nefferati laughed. “Don’t bluff.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel shifted his gaze between his two mentors.
 
   “Run away, run away.” Akikane joined Nefferati’s laughter. 
 
   “I can’t leave the war.” Gabriel felt oddly dizzy at the thought, as much because he desired to abandon the war as because he believed it to be impossible without abandoning those he loved. “Can I?” 
 
   “You can, you can,” Akikane said. “At least as far as the Council is concerned.” 
 
   “What about the Great Barrier, and the Apollyons and…everything else?” Gabriel’s dizziness increased as he considered the idea of leaving the war and all its concerns and dangers.
 
   “You don’t have to leave the battlefield simply because you disobey orders from the general.” Nefferati stared hard at Gabriel. “Particularly if the general’s orders are likely to lose the battle.”
 
   “So I would still fight the war, but on my own?” The tension within him relaxed and he marveled at how uncomfortable the idea of deserting the war made him. The very notion seemed wrong. He could no more allow the Apollyons to destroy the Great Barrier of Probability than he could have ignored the kids drowning in the bus at the bottom of the river that fateful day. 
 
   “Not alone, not alone.” Akikane glanced at Nefferati as though suddenly unsure of himself. That glance worried Gabriel more than anything in the conversation so far. “Others would follow you. Gladly. Myself, Nefferati, your team.” 
 
   “I doubt there’d be more than a handful of Grace Mages throughout the forts who wouldn’t follow you.” Nefferati looked back to Fort Aurelius in the distance as she spoke. “Men and women in battle want a leader. Not merely the head of a council. They have been waiting for a leader, a true leader, for years and years. They have been waiting for the Seventh True Mage to lead them to victory.” 
 
   “I’m a teenager, not a battle commander.” Gabriel saw where this idea would lead and didn’t like the destination. 
 
   “Not so, not so.” Akikane’s eyes narrowed in emphasis of his words. “You are nearly sixteen. A man in many times and cultures. And men your age have led whole nations.” 
 
   “Joan of Arc was only a little older at the Siege of Orleans,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “She ended up burnt at a stake.” Gabriel swallowed at the analogy. 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane shook his head at Nefferati. “Not a good comparison.” 
 
   “Not the way it ended, no,” Nefferati agreed. “But the way her story began is similar. Prophesies of a woman warrior to lead the French people to victory. Nearly every Grace Mage sees the Prophecy of the Seventh True Mage in the same way.” 
 
   Gabriel sighed, shaking his head in annoyance for having done so. He looked down at the grass as he considered what Nefferati and Akikane suggested. After a moment, he looked up to find them still staring at him. 
 
   “You want me to threaten the Council into following this plan to ally with Kumaradevi in order to defeat the Apollyons and save the Great Barrier, and if they don’t agree, you want me to stage a coup.”
 
   “No, no,” Akikane looked aghast at Gabriel’s words. “If the Council will not agree to this plan, we are not suggesting that you seize power, rather that you leave and ask others to follow you.”
 
   “And they will follow you.” Nefferati clapped Gabriel on the shoulder. “We all will.”
 
   Gabriel’s mind reeled with a strange absence of cognition. He could not seem to make the words tumbling through his consciousness coalesce into concrete notions. He knew why. And that frightened him. 
 
   Akikane and Nefferati’s suggestion didn’t merely disturb him into interior silence. Their words reconfirmed something. Something he had been avoiding. He was the Seventh True Mage. He would need to lead this war at some point. He recognized this the same way he knew he loved Teresa. Every molecule in his body vibrated with that truth. His destiny had begun to catch up with him. He might be able to avoid it, might be able to convince the Council to follow the plan to join forces with Kumaradevi against the Apollyons, but even if he did, it would only postpone the inevitable moment when he would need to assume the mantle of leadership. 
 
   He sighed again, enjoying for once the sound of the air escaping his lips. He had infinite choices available to him as the Seventh True Mage, but the very nature of who he was as a person left many of them so unpalatable as to be impossible. He could not turn away from his duty, even if fate assigned him the task rather than choosing it of his own free will. The concept of duty reminded him of his conversations with Aurelius. His friend, lost now to the future beyond the Great Barrier of Probability, would have understood Gabriel’s predicament and his decisions completely. He may not, however, have understood the convulsive fit of laughter that suddenly gripped Gabriel. 
 
   “I thought you might swear, but I didn’t expect you to laugh at us.” Nefferati furrowed her brow at Gabriel. 
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel wiped tears from his eyes. “It’s easier to accept my fate with laughter than with curses.” 
 
   “Good, good.” Akikane laughed, as well. “Then you agree.” 
 
   “I don’t really have any choice.” Gabriel took a deep breath as the last of his laughter faded away. 
 
   “I wish I had come to that realization as quickly.” Nefferati smiled. 
 
   “When do we approach the Council?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Tomorrow, tomorrow,” Akikane said. 
 
   “After the wedding,” Nefferati added, glancing at the sun in the sky. “Which we should get ready for. Especially you.” She turned to Akikane. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said, his eyes alive with amusement. “A wedding is not official without the officiant.” 
 
   Gabriel gathered up the Sword of Unmaking and practice swords before Akikane teleported the three of them back to the confines of Fort Aurelius. As they headed their separate ways to clean up and dress for the impending nuptials, Nefferati caught Gabriel by the arm. 
 
   “Say nothing to anyone about what we spoke of today. Not even Ohin.”
 
   Gabriel reflected on that statement for a moment. He hated keeping secrets. He wasn’t very good at it. Especially keeping them from Teresa. However, considering the magnitude of Akikane and Nefferati’s proposal, it might be best to keep it between the three of them for the time being. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll keep my mouth shut.” Gabriel silently hoped the Council would give them no reason to act upon the intentions implied by their discussion. 
 
   “Good, good.” Akikane nodded to Gabriel, his face once again serious. “We would not want rumors of a conspiracy to begin floating through the air like butterflies in search of nectar.” 
 
   “Flower metaphors. Hmff.” Nefferati shook her head at Akikane and headed toward her quarters. Akikane smiled after her and patted Gabriel on the back before walking to his own room. 
 
   An hour later, Gabriel, most of the residents of the fort, and small contingents from the eleven other outposts, gathered in the main square to await the arrival of the bride and groom. Gabriel walked among the celebrants looking for familiar faces, his recently showered hair still damp against his scalp. He wore a dark blue suit with a red tie, or at least he appeared to. Nearly everyone present had used their concealment amulet to alter their appearances in some way, most opting for a manner of traditional clothing from their own cultural histories. 
 
   Gabriel caught sight of Ohin in a white Ethiopian gabbi, a long cloth wrapped around his shoulders and torso. He stood next to Paramata, the two of them speaking quietly, their heads drawn together to better hear over the noise of the crowd. Paramata wore a magnificent embroidered dress of red and gold in the Indonesian style of her ancestors. 
 
   Gabriel hesitated. Ohin and Paramata looked to be enjoying one another’s company, and he wasn’t certain if he should insert himself into their conversation. Over the past year, Ohin had managed to find fewer and fewer excuses to avoid Paramata’s affections, and her seeds of persistence finally seemed to be baring fruit. Gabriel frequently found the two in each other’s company. 
 
   He turned his attention from Ohin and Paramata to scan the crowd again, looking for his teammates. One in particular. He caught sight of Sema and Marcus standing side by side near the front of the crowd. He hesitated again. He had already spent too many awkward moments with them that day. He scanned the faces around him once more, tempted to use Wind Magic to levitate above the mass of people in the square to gain a better vantage point. Unfortunately, such flashy displays of magic were frowned upon in the Grace Mage community. Besides, it would probably remind him too much of his last sight of Windsor Castle, hovering above the grounds as his magic turned it to ash. 
 
   Two hues of brilliant blue, one cobalt and one azure, captured his eye. Ling and Rajan stood next to one another, Ling in a long, sky-blue Chinese dress with a high-embroidered collar and Rajan in a dark blue Indian kurta. At last. Two people who wouldn’t mind being interrupted. Not that Ling and Rajan didn’t enjoy one another’s company, but Gabriel could not imagine a spark of romance ever igniting between them. Ling seemed to spend most of her free time trying to set Rajan up with one lovely young Grace Mage woman after another. Then again, Gabriel had been clueless about Sema and Marcus for the longest time. Not as clueless as they often appeared to be, but surprised, nonetheless. 
 
   He nudged his way through the ever-compressing crowd to stand beside Rajan. 
 
   “Ah good, you got the memo about dressing in blue.” Rajan looked at Gabriel’s cerulean-colored suit and laughed. 
 
   “I can change the color if you like,” Gabriel said, only half-serious. 
 
   “No, I always thought we should have team colors,” Rajan replied. 
 
   “What happened to your hair?” Ling stared at Gabriel’s head. 
 
   “It’s wet.” Gabriel ran a hand through his hair and found it still quite moist. 
 
   “You look like a larder,” Ling said. 
 
   Gabriel frowned for a moment. “You mean a greaser.”
 
   “Whatever,” Ling said as Rajan laughed. “What’s the point of being able to use Fire Magic if you don’t dry your hair?”
 
   Ling had a point. He could have used magic to dry his hair, but it was something Teresa had taken to doing for him, and he for her. A gesture of intimacy. 
 
   “I’d dry it if I were you,” Rajan said. “Before Teresa shows up.”
 
   “You wouldn’t want to look like a Roman candle,” Ling added. “Or has she forgiven you already?”
 
   Familiar fingers entwined with Gabriel’s as Teresa’s voice filled his ears.
 
   “Of course I’ve forgiven him. I can’t be mad at him too long. It’s like being mad at an oak tree. It can’t help being dense and inflexible.” 
 
   “What?” Gabriel wasn’t entirely certain he liked being forgiven for doing what he had thought to be right while being compared to an unthinking mass of wood. 
 
   “Forgiveness is the final form of love,” Rajan said to Teresa and Gabriel’s blank stares. “Reinhold Niebuhr,” he added as a hush fell over the wedding congregants. 
 
   “Wise words for a single man to quote,” Ling teased. Rajan pointedly ignored her and she laughed out loud. 
 
   “I didn’t realize you had forgiven me,” Gabriel whispered to Teresa as he watched Akikane step before the crowd. 
 
   “Neither did I until I walked up beside you.” Teresa squeezed his hand tightly as the bride and groom joined Akikane at the edge of the square. “Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
   “I won’t.” Gabriel looked into Teresa’s eyes and then kissed her. As he closed his eyes for the kiss, Teresa embraced the imprints of her talisman bracelet and his scalp grew warm. She ran her fingers through his thick, dark hair. 
 
   “Better not.” Teresa stared into his eyes and Gabriel felt as though he had taken some oath without quite reciting the words. 
 
   “Quiet, quiet.” Akikane’s voice boomed from the head of the crowd. “We gather here this day to unite two people in love and life.” 
 
   Gabriel turned his attention from Teresa to the wedding, watching it unfold as the tension in his back and stomach gradually faded away. All the discomfort carried from his argument with Teresa seemed to evaporate. He sighed and smiled at himself, knowing it to be an expression of contentment rather than exasperation. 
 
   The bride and groom, Helga and Jin, seemed blissful and nervous at the same time. They held hands and stared into each other’s beatific faces as Akikane guided them through the ceremony. Leah and Liam stood to either side of them, smiling so widely it seemed they might burst from happiness as they craned their necks back to look up at the adults. 
 
   Helga and Jin, both Earth Mages, had fallen in love while taking shifts together caring for the youngest orphans from the destruction of the castle. As their hearts had opened to embrace each other, so too had they expanded to encompass Leah and Liam. The ceremony Akikane led would not merely bind them together as wife and husband, but also make official their decision to adopt the two children into their lives. 
 
   Gabriel’s throat tightened and his eyes misted as he watched Leah and Liam. He still felt a pang of guilt now and then when he saw them, knowing he had promised, yet failed, to save their parents from the Dark Mages who had attacked the castle. They had never blamed him, though. For weeks afterward, the two children had refused to be separated from Gabriel and Teresa. Even Sema and Marcus had been unable to console them. It took Helga and Jin to make the two orphans feel safe again. And loved. 
 
   Gabriel reached up and wiped a tear from his eye. 
 
   “That’s why I forgave you.” Teresa’s voice drew his eyes to hers, where he found similar tears. “You can’t help being you.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Just try to be a little less you when it comes to me.” 
 
   “I may need better instructions than that.” 
 
   “I’ll put them in writing for you.”
 
   “That would be best. As long as they’re not encoded in ancient Indus, I might have a shot at figuring them out.”
 
   Teresa laughed and then turned back to enjoy the conclusion of the ceremony. 
 
   Minutes later, Helga and Jin kissed and embraced, reaching down to pull Leah and Liam up into their arms and into their first hugs as an official family. Gabriel kissed Teresa again as they joined the receiving line, giving their best wishes to Helga and Jin before hugging and tickling and teasing Leah and Liam while the children giggled. 
 
   “We’re so happy for you.” Teresa adjusted Leah’s flyaway red mane. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel smoothed the wrinkles of Liam’s small tunic. 
 
   “We’re happy, too.” Leah beamed with excitement. 
 
   “We have a new mommy and daddy.” Liam glanced at Helga and Jin before turning back to Teresa and Gabriel. “And you can be our new aunt and uncle.” 
 
   “That’s exactly what we’ll be.” Gabriel hugged Liam again. 
 
   “You’ll be careful, won’t you?” Leah seemed suddenly concerned. “You’re always on missions.”
 
   “And missions are dangerous,” Liam added with a slight pout. 
 
   “We’ll take care of each other.” Gabriel smiled to reassure the children’s fears. They’d lost enough people in their lives during the last year. 
 
   “We’ll stick together and guard each other’s backs.” Teresa grinned warmly and threw her arm around Gabriel. 
 
   “Promise?” Liam asked. 
 
   “Promise,” Gabriel and Teresa said together. 
 
   “Good,” Leah said, her face brightening again. 
 
   As Teresa and Gabriel wandered away to enjoy the post-wedding meal set up on rows of long tables at the north side of the square, she turned to him. 
 
   “I’m going to hold you to that promise.” 
 
   “Oh, I know.” Gabriel stifled a sigh and replaced it with a grin as he tightened his grip on Teresa’s hand. 
 
   Sometime after sunset, the two of them sat with the rest of the team at a table littered with the remnants of a Spartan, but varied and delicious, meal. Nearby, a trio of musician mages played a lively Cuban contradanza on violin, oboe, and sitar as couples danced around them in a clearing between the tables. To the surprise of Gabriel and the rest of the Chimera team, Paramata had joined them for the duration of the meal, only recently having excused herself to speak with a fellow member of her own team. Ohin seemed to smile more times during the course of the meal than he had in the past month. With Paramata’s departure from the table, the seriousness of Ohin’s natural disposition reasserted itself and the conversation returned to familiar ground. 
 
   “But how far back can they go if there are only a hundred and eight of them?” Marcus took a sip from his glass. He frowned reflexively, as he had every time that evening when taking a drink from the glass filled with cider rather than his customary wine. 
 
   “In her notebook, Elizabeth said that she thought they might go back as far as the birth of the planet.” Gabriel played with his fork, poking at a piece of cake that had somehow escaped his voracious consumption during the meal. 
 
   “Then there must be more than a hundred and a handful.” Ling leaned back in her chair, stretching her long legs under the table.
 
   “I think they may be spaced geometrically.” Teresa placed her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands as she ruminated out loud. “There may be a pattern to their placement. Possibly getting farther apart as they go back in time. If we can find enough of them, I might be able to work out an equation that will tell us when and where to look for the whole string of them.”
 
   “How many would we need to find for you to come up with this equation?” Ohin stroked his chin as he peered through the candlelight illuminating the table. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Teresa said. “Maybe ten. Maybe twenty. The more data points I have the more accurately I can define the constraints of the equation.”
 
   “Even if we know where all the anchor points are, it still doesn’t explain how we can save the Barrier.” Rajan stared at the book on the table beside him as though its cover might somehow provide the answers. Only Rajan would bring a book to a wedding party. “If it took Grace and Malignant magic to create, it might require both magics save it.” 
 
   “Rajan has a point.” Sema folded her hands in her lap. “If the Apollyons find the anchor points and start attacking them, we have no means to repair them.” 
 
   “We have Gabriel.” Marcus looked across the table to Gabriel. 
 
   “One mage who can use tainted imprints may not be enough,” Ling said. 
 
   “Assuming we can figure out how to repair an anchor point in the first place.” Gabriel realized now what he suspected to be the real intent behind Akikane and Nefferati’s plan to ally with Kumaradevi. They would need a small army of Malignancy Mages to help repair the anchor points from an attack by the Apollyons. Another notion occurred to him, as well. 
 
   “There’s always Vicaquirao.”
 
   “I’d sooner trust a rabid dog to guard me in my sleep,” Marcus said with a snort of derision. 
 
   “He’s been helpful in the past,” Gabriel countered. “And he does seem to want the Great Barrier of Probability to remain intact.” 
 
   “Simply because our goals may coincide on a few points of mutual security does not mean we can trust him on the whole.” Ohin sighed. “Vicaquirao’s motives are his own and as difficult to predict as the weather.”
 
   “Gabriel may be right,” Teresa said. “We don’t have to trust Vicaquirao to use him.”
 
   “More likely it would be he who was using us,” Rajan said. 
 
   Unfortunately, Gabriel had to agree with this assessment. Vicaquirao might have helped them in the past, but that did not mean they could entrust the future of the Primary Continuum to him. But wasn’t that, in part, what Akikane and Nefferati were suggesting to do in an alliance with Kumaradevi? Between the two, Gabriel knew which one he would place more faith in. But that faith would be a slender bulwark against an army of doubled Apollyons. 
 
   “We’re assuming it requires only one form of magic to destroy an anchor point.” Neither Ohin’s voice nor tone reflected the optimism of his statement. 
 
   “The Apollyons could always capture Grace Time Mages and use Soul Magic to control their minds.” Sema’s face tightened with her words. 
 
   “So the real question is, how do we stop the Apollyons before they have a chance to find the anchor points?” Teresa said. 
 
   “And how quickly can we do so?” Rajan said. “They must have enough copies already. They can only be waiting because they don’t know how to destroy the Barrier yet.”
 
   “And hopefully they will not have gained any clues from their last attack near the Great Wall of China,” Ling said. 
 
   “Hopefully,” Ohin said. He didn’t sound hopeful. 
 
   A silence fell over the table, each person contemplating the possibilities and hazards that confronted them. Gabriel wished he could say something about Akikane and Nefferati’s plan. There seemed to be no good options available. Embracing, even at arm’s length, a viper like Kumaradevi could lead as easily to a poisoned bite as to the successful defeat of the Apollyons. And the embrace of Vicaquirao as an ally seemed even more unpredictable. Kumaradevi wanted power, and the more she had, the more she wanted. Vicaquirao had said that he wanted to be left alone, but his interference with Gabriel’s life on repeated occasions seemed to reveal other desires. However, he had also saved Gabriel’s life more than once. It would be hard to imagine Kumaradevi doing the same. 
 
   Gabriel slouched in his chair, his hand absentmindedly resting on Teresa’s knee as his mind wandered from one woebegone thought to the next. Nearly a year after the destruction of their Windsor Castle, they still had no real plan for defeating the Apollyons. Akikane and Nefferati’s suggestion of an alliance with Kumaradevi provided the muscle that might be needed to stop the Apollyons, but not the strategy. The Council didn’t know where the Dark Mages were, and had been unable to track any of them down. The attack by the Apollyons near the Great Wall of China had been their first encounter with them since the attack at the house in Maine at the edge of the Great Barrier. 
 
   Remembering that house brought Aurelius to mind, and Gabriel wondered if the former Roman Emperor would have had any words of guidance for him and the Council in how to prosecute this particular battle in the War of Time and Magic. The only real strategy Gabriel could envision would be luring the Apollyons into a trap. However, the bait for such a trap would need to be sufficiently tempting to entice even a handful of the Apollyons out into the open. And he knew what that bait would need to be — The Seventh True Mage. However, given his promise to Teresa only moments ago, he didn’t see how he could put himself forward as bait for an ambush when Teresa would want to be at his side. 
 
   As though sensing the direction of the thoughts ricocheting through his mind, Teresa placed her hand upon his, where it rested on her knee. Her touch brought him back from his mental meanderings and to the silence still suffusing the table. Gabriel noticed Ling staring at Rajan as he gazed again at the cover of the book sitting next to his glass. Gabriel could just make out the words on the spine of the book in the flickering candlelight: Stendhal — De L'Amour.
 
   “You should spend less time with that book and more time dancing with Imelda.” Ling gestured with her head to where a lovely young woman in a flowery, yellow dress in with a Victorian cut sat at an adjacent table. Imelda watched dejectedly as couples danced around her. 
 
   “That’s…” Rajan looked flustered as he searched for words. “…Off topic.” 
 
   “You’ll catch more women with footwork than philosophy.” Ling grinned, enjoying Rajan’s sudden embarrassment. 
 
   “She has a point, lad.” Marcus laughed and took a gulp from his glass, looking like he might spit it out as his tongue realized the drink held no alcoholic content. He coughed, and Sema smiled bashfully at his side. 
 
   “They both have a point.” Teresa turned her eyes skyward, as though speaking to no one in particular. “A bright boy would ask the pretty girl to dance.”
 
   “What?” Gabriel looked at Teresa, then around the table, and then to the nearby couples dancing to the soft music. He always felt like a hobbled ox in a chorus line when trying to dance, but it would be an opportunity to hold Teresa close, even if he would need to pay more attention to keeping his feet from crushing her toes than to the smell of her hair. He gave Teresa his most confident smile. “Hey, would you maybe like to dance?”
 
   “See, a bright boy.” Teresa stood and took Gabriel’s hand. “I would love to.” 
 
   “Now see how easy that was?” Ling punched Rajan in the arm. 
 
   “I…” Rajan glowered at Ling, then sighed and stood. “Fine.” He shook his head and wandered toward the table where Imelda sat.
 
   As Gabriel and Teresa walked toward the music, he heard Sema’s voice behind him. 
 
   “It is a lovely night for a dance.” 
 
   “Ah, well then, would you do me the honor?” Marcus requested. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa found a spot not too far from the musicians but which offered some small amount of privacy. As they held each other close and swayed to the gentle rhythm of the music, Teresa placed her head on his shoulder and Gabriel forgot all about where his feet needed to be. It occurred to him that dancing and swordplay had a great deal in common — if you didn’t think about it too much, your body would know what to do. 
 
   Across the crowd, he caught glimpses of Rajan and Imelda dancing near Sema and Marcus. He saw Ohin and Paramata talking near the dessert table. Ling, he noticed, had disappeared from the party. He started to wonder where she had gone, but instead closed his eyes, held Teresa tightly, and forgot all about the cares of his life. No Apollyons. No Kumaradevi. No Vicaquirao. No Great Barrier of Probability. No Council of Magic. No War. No Seventh True Mage. Only him and Teresa, entwined and twirling slowly beneath the stars. 
 
   Much later that night, after more dancing, and a bit of surreptitious kissing behind the concealing leaves of a small tree, Gabriel walked Teresa back to her room and said goodnight. They held each other for a long moment. 
 
   “Don’t forget your promise again,” Teresa whispered in his ear.
 
   “I won’t.” Gabriel kissed her and smiled as she closed the door to her room. 
 
   He walked to his own quarters, two barracks away. As he entered his room, he used a tiny spark of Fire Magic to light a lamp on a table near the window. On the table sat a small, wood-framed chalkboard, propped up against a stack of books. 
 
   Gabriel stopped and embraced the imprints of the pocket watch, looking around the room. A frigid wind seemed to dance along his neck at the sight of the chalkboard and the words scrawled across its black surface. Gabriel had never seen the chalkboard before, but he knew who had placed it there. He stepped closer, reading the message again. 
 
   “We must meet about an urgent matter. V.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   An oven-dry wind blew a small cloud of sand around Gabriel’s face. He brushed the dust from his eyes and pulled the edge of his keffiyeh tighter to his nose and mouth. Heat radiated up from the dune he lay upon to scorch his stomach through the thick cotton fabric of the desert thobe he wore even as the harsh sunlight from above baked his backside. He adjusted the focus on his binoculars and scanned the sand-swept horizon again. 
 
   He saw the white canvas of a house-sized tent flapping gently in the wind. The tent stood a mile away. Behind it sat the nearly completed limestone structure of Great Pyramid of Giza, scaffolding surrounding the base of the construction site as workers climbed over it like ants swarming the body of a fallen beast. 
 
   Teresa sprawled beside Gabriel in the sand, a pair of binoculars held to her eyes. The rest of the team flanked them, with Nefferati and Akikane taking the outermost positions. They hid behind a sand dune in the desert of ancient Egypt in the year 2535 BCE because of the message Gabriel had received on the chalkboard two days prior. 
 
   Gabriel had overcome his initial apprehension and natural suspicion at the presence of the chalkboard in his room to investigate it before bringing it to the attention of Ohin and the rest of the team. He spent several minutes probing the chalkboard with his magic and space-time sense to discern whether any spells booby-trapped the antique childhood learning aid. He discovered magical properties present in the chalkboard, but not the ones he anticipated. The magic imbuing the chalkboard did not turn it into a weapon, but rather a means of communication. Gabriel’s magic-sense reveled a weaving of Time Magic on the chalkboard, similar to the one used to enchant the teacups and other items that allowed the Council to communicate through space and time. Much like the original teacup Elizabeth had found in her study back in Windsor Castle that allowed people to listen to conversations through a twinned version of the cup elsewhere, the chalkboard did something similar. 
 
   Curiosity and a deep appreciation for the subtly of the magic used drove Gabriel to pick up the chalkboard and wipe it clean with a sock from his floor. He rummaged through his desk until he found an old piece of yellow chalk and then wrote a message on the black slate of the board. 
 
   “How do I know who you are?”
 
   A moment later, as Gabriel watched, his words slowly faded from the board, rubbed away by an invisible hand. A new missive took form, lines making letters that became words to create a single sentence. 
 
   “You are finally learning.” 
 
   Seconds later more words appeared. 
 
   “I cooked your favorite meal the first time we met.”
 
   Gabriel had no doubt Vicaquirao held the piece of chalk that wrote on the duplicated version of the chalkboard in his hands. Through a quirk of space-time physics that he could intuit better than explain, the two chalkboards were not really separate things. Having been magically doubled, they were inextricably linked. Words written on one would appear on the other no matter how far apart they were in space and time. Vicaquirao might be anywhere, even the cabin in the mountains in his private alternate reality where Gabriel had first met him.  
 
   Gabriel needed to know what Vicaquirao wanted, but a more pressing question drove him to erase the words from the chalkboard and replace them with his own. 
 
   “How did you get this chalkboard in my room?”
 
   Gabriel waited as the letters vanished and others took their place. 
 
   “A simple paradox. You are going to put it in your room for me.”
 
   Gabriel had sighed again for what seemed like the thousandth time that day. He hated paradoxes. He erased the message and wrote another. 
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   A pause while text disappeared and reappeared. 
 
   “I have found a band of Apollyon doubles. I need your help to attack them.” 
 
   That had been the moment when Gabriel came to his senses and took the board to Ohin’s room. Ohin had paused only briefly to admonish Gabriel for his tardiness in bringing the chalkboard to his attention before the two of them set out to rouse Akikane and Nefferati from their slumber.
 
   After a short conversation, and longer consideration, Nefferati and Akikane agreed to a rendezvous with Vicaquirao. Via the chalkboard, Vicaquirao sent coordinates in space and time to where a relic could be found that would take them to the location for the conference. Fearing that the act of bringing the covert meeting to the attention of the Council might give its members the opportunity to scuttle the meeting, they decided to keep the details of the summit secret. With as much stealth as possible, Ohin and Gabriel had woken the rest of the Chimera team and assembled them for the impromptu mission. 
 
   Three hours after he had first seen the chalkboard, and an hour after quietly gathering up supplies from the fort storerooms, Gabriel, Nefferati, Akikane, and the others sat in the desert sand watching the tent Vicaquirao had designated as the location of their clandestine appointment. 
 
   “If it’s a trap, then it’s a trap.” Nefferati stood up, brushing sand from the thick robes cloaking her slender frame. “Let’s see what the old devil has to say.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane stood to his feet as well. “I will wait here with the others in the event something goes astray. I think he will be more pleased to see you.” 
 
   Nefferati laughed. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa helped each other up and walked over to stand beside Ohin and Nefferati. Teresa had insisted on accompanying Gabriel to the meeting. Ohin and Nefferati were unimpressed with Teresa’s reasons, but when Gabriel demanded her attendance, the senior mages relented. Ohin accepted the idea more willingly than Nefferati. 
 
   “You remember your promise, girl?” Nefferati’s hard gaze gouged at Teresa. 
 
   “Eyes and ears open. Mouth shut.” Teresa nodded to Nefferati, matching the seriousness of her stare. 
 
   “Good.” Nefferati turned toward the others. 
 
   “Good luck, good luck.” Akikane offered only a thin smile. “We will watch for…any abnormalities.” 
 
   “Don’t forget the signal if something is wrong,” Ling said to Teresa. 
 
   “How could she forget setting the tent on fire?” Rajan asked with a laugh.
 
   Gabriel nearly giggled at the thought. He caught the look Nefferati gave Rajan and felt glad he hadn’t joined in the laughter. 
 
   “We don’t want to be late.” Nefferati turned toward the tent.
 
   “I’ll take us.” Ohin embraced the four of them in Time Magic and transported them across the desert dunes to within a few yards of the large tent. 
 
   “Ready?” Ohin asked Gabriel.
 
   Gabriel hesitated a moment, considering briefly the consequences of his actions in the next few minutes and how they might play out over the course of his life and the war. 
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Good.” Nefferati gave Gabriel a slight shove to the middle of his back with the palm of her hand. 
 
   Gabriel stepped forward, a pace ahead of the others, and strode toward the wide-open flap of the tent. They had decided it would be better if he appeared to take a leading role in whatever negotiations might ensue from the meeting. He slowed his pace briefly as he crossed the threshold of the entrance, allowing his eyes to adjust to the interior. While the canvas roof provided shade from the blazing sky above, it only blocked a fraction of its light. Gabriel’s eyes adapted quickly to the even glow beneath the curved cloth ceiling. 
 
   Ornately-patterned rugs covered the sand, providing a floor of sorts to the tent. Large pillows of various colors surrounded a long, low table in the center of the space. On the table sat a stone pitcher of water, several glasses, and a bowl of pears. Behind the table stood Vicaquirao, flanked by two of the doubled Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel removed his keffiyeh and walked to the edge of the table opposite the three Dark Mages. His companions did the same, Teresa standing to his left while Ohin and Nefferati stood to his right. He noticed a hint of amusement in Vicaquirao’s eyes, but none in the lines of his face. 
 
   “Thank you for coming.” Vicaquirao nodded to Nefferati. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Nefferati’s voice sounded uncharacteristically tight. “I never had the opportunity to express my appreciation for your role in my escape from Kumaradevi’s palace.”
 
   “No need,” Vicaquirao said. “You were helping me at the time more that I was assisting you.” 
 
   Nefferati seemed about to say something in reply, but chose to simply nod to Vicaquirao in response. 
 
   “I see there’s been a reunion.” Gabriel looked at the Apollyon standing to the right of Vicaquirao. 
 
   “Yes.” The Apollyon smiled briefly. 
 
   While the two Apollyons looked identical, Gabriel’s instincts told him that this particular Apollyon had been the one he and Teresa had shadowed for days in Chateau Galliard in the Middle Ages. The one they referred to as the Rogue Apollyon. Neither man wore their customary black garb. The former Rogue Apollyon dressed in a simple white shirt with cream-colored slacks while the other man wore a long blue jellabiya. 
 
   “Yes.” The Rogue Apollyon gestured toward Gabriel. “Thanks to you.” 
 
   “Indeed,” Vicaquirao said. “Very clever that bit of Soul Magic.” 
 
   “I suppose I owe you an additional thanks,” the other Apollyon said. “For not killing me in the Battle of the Somme.” 
 
   “Too much chit, not enough chat.” Nefferati looked impatiently between the Dark Mages. “Why are we here?”
 
   “Because we need your help.” Vicaquirao pointed to the large cushions around the low table. “We’ll get to details shortly. Please, have a seat. And we should make introductions. Not that we don’t know all of you, but my colleagues are not who they used to be.”
 
   “Hmmm.” Nefferati narrowed her eyes at Vicaquirao and the Apollyons. 
 
   As Gabriel and his companions sat on the cushions near the table, Vicaquirao poured glasses of water for everyone. 
 
   “This is Cyril to my right and Cassius to my left.” Vicaquirao placed drinks before Nefferati and Teresa first. 
 
   “I thought it best to return to my original name.” Cyril, the man who Gabriel thought of as the Rogue Apollyon, accepted a glass from Vicaquirao. 
 
   “And I took the name of our father.” Cassius took a sip of water. “There is already enough confusion with so many of us running around. We didn’t need to be confused about what to call one another.” 
 
   Gabriel reached for his glass of water, but Teresa’s hand found it first, switching it with the one given to her. He glanced at her, but she said nothing. He doubted that Vicaquirao would try to poison him, but if he wanted to it would be easy to place something the glass before pouring the water. 
 
   “A fierce protector,” Cassius said with a smile toward Teresa. 
 
   “You were protecting him the last time we met,” Cyril added, his smile a mirror of his twin’s. 
 
   Teresa opened her mouth to reply, looked to Nefferati briefly, and then firmly closed her lips. 
 
   “How is Semele?” The least Gabriel could do to address Teresa’s discomfort in front of the two Apollyons would be to create a bit of his own. 
 
   “She is well,” Cyril said, his smile fading slightly. 
 
   “Both of her,” Cassius added, looking toward his twin. 
 
   “Yes, and as long as neither learns of the other’s existence, they will stay that way.” Vicaquirao looked reprovingly at Cyril and Cassius. “But enough of that. Let us talk about other business.” 
 
   “Yes, let’s do.” Ohin squared his shoulders, eyes on Vicaquirao. 
 
   For a moment, Gabriel had a sense of how much like a strange family the three Dark Mages were — two contentious brothers sitting with an estranged father. He wondered what Vicaquirao’s reaction had been to Cassius saving another version of Semele the way Cyril had done. He couldn’t imagine the elder True Mage had been pleased. 
 
   “I will try to speak plainly and present our case as best I can.” Vicaquirao took a deep breath before he began. “Cassius made contact with Cyril nearly nine months ago. I found them shortly thereafter. In the time since, we three have been attacking the duplicate Apollyons when and where we could find them, but only if they were alone or in a small group of two or three. Even with the element of surprise, more than three would prove risky.”
 
   “I thought you loved risk,” Nefferati interjected. 
 
   “Calculated risk, not blind jeopardy,” Vicaquirao answered. “I only gamble on sure bets.”
 
   “How many have you killed?” Ohin leaned forward as though expecting Vicaquirao to whisper the answer. 
 
   “None,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “Then I see why you need us.” Nefferati eyed Cyril and Cassius suspiciously. 
 
   “They are not dead because we chose not to kill them,” Cassius said. 
 
   “We severed their connection to the other duplicates in the hopes of convincing them to join our efforts,” Cyril added. 
 
   “And you were unsuccessful.” Ohin leaned back on his cushion, clearly worried about the direction the conversation appeared to be taking.
 
   Gabriel didn’t blame Ohin or Nefferati for their apprehension. Although he had found it a comforting sign that the Apollyon twins, Cyril and Cassius, did not complete each other’s sentences the way their duplicates always did, he knew them and Vicaquirao well enough to guess the destiny of the Dark Mages they had captured. He sensed Teresa’s physical tension where she sat next to him and admired the restraint she so had far exerted in the face of a clearly overwhelming desire to join the conversation. 
 
   “Where are you keeping them?” Gabriel looked only at Vicaquirao. “And how many do you have?” 
 
   “They are tucked safely away where they cannot harm the Primary Continuum,” Vicaquirao said. Gabriel understood this to mean Vicaquirao’s private alternate reality.
 
   “How many?” Nefferati’s voice sounded like churning gravel. 
 
   “Nine,” Cassius said. 
 
   “They are sequestered in a remote place with no access to imprints, imbued objects, or relics,” Cyril added. 
 
   “You are like two boys who think they’re playing with salamanders rather than crocodiles,” Nefferati said. 
 
   Cassius nearly growled as he leaned forward and clenched his fists. Vicaquirao placed a hand on his arm and the man relaxed. 
 
   “The nine captive duplicates are securely removed from the Continuum,” Vicaquirao said. “They cannot get back even if they ever escape the small town we have built them to live in. If they cannot accept their fate, if they attempt to return to the Primary Continuum, I will sever the world they inhabit.”
 
   “And kill them in the process when you worked so hard to spare them?” Nefferati’s tone sounded both skeptical and sarcastic. 
 
   Vicaquirao seemed about to reply when he looked at Gabriel. He held Gabriel’s eyes a moment before speaking. “No one knows what happens to alternate branches cut free from the trunk of the Continuum. Given roots, they might survive.”
 
   “Again…” Ohin’s deep voice resonated in the warm air beneath the tent. “…What do you need us to help you with?”
 
   “As I said, we have only been able to capture the duplicates in small numbers,” Vicaquirao said. “We hope to slow them down and keep them from reaching that critical number we all assume will allow them to destroy the Great Barrier of Probability. We also hope to turn more of them to our side as allies.”
 
   “Unfortunately, many of us are stubborn,” Cyril said. 
 
   “And by the time we are released, most of us have been driven half mad by having our minds blended together day and night,” Cassius added. 
 
   “We believe the more time the captives have free from the voices, the more clearly they will see their errors,” Cyril said. 
 
   “One of our most recent detainees has provided us with information that presents a valuable opportunity.” Vicaquirao placed his hands in his lap as he spoke. “The Apollyons have spread themselves throughout time in small teams. Seven of them are on a boat suspended in a space-time bubble in the middle of the Battle of Lepanto in 1571.”
 
   “We believe that if we approach them through the battle and then establish a space-time bubble of our own near their ship, that we can catch them by surprise and capture them,” Cyril said. 
 
   “But the three of us alone could never manage to take all seven of them, even if they are asleep when we struck,” Cassius added. 
 
   “Which is why we need your help,” Vicaquirao concluded. 
 
   A wave of dizziness washed over Gabriel. He took a drink of water to cover his confusion and concern. As he finished the long sip of cool liquid and placed the glass back on the table, he realized that everyone’s attention rested on him. Everyone except Teresa, who glared at the three Dark Mages as though they were rabid dogs escaped from the leash. 
 
   “You want us to help you capture seven Apollyon duplicates so you can put them in some country rehab center where they can plot to take over the world again?” Teresa leaned so far forward she nearly fell off her cushion. “You are all insane.” 
 
   Nefferati glowered at Teresa as Ohin frowned to himself. Gabriel, however, found himself unable to contain the laugher that bubbled up from his chest. Teresa was right, and he couldn’t have said it better himself. He saw that Nefferati and Ohin agreed with her even if they didn’t approve of her outburst. Teresa blushed and looked at Gabriel, seeming concerned by his sudden mirth.
 
   Gabriel’s laughter ended abruptly in a long sigh. It was a crazy plan, but he knew it might give them the first real prospect of dealing the Apollyons a major blow. The plan also provided them with another opportunity. 
 
    “If we help you, what are you willing to offer in return?” Gabriel didn’t bother looking at anyone except Vicaquirao. 
 
   Vicaquirao laughed and slapped his knee. “You keep this up and I’m going to start suspecting that you are actually paying attention.” 
 
   “The boy asks a good question.” Nefferati raised an eyebrow in Vicaquirao’s direction.
 
   Vicaquirao held her eyes and stretched his own brow in mimicked response.
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   A brief silence entered the room like a hot breeze, wafting over Gabriel and the others, clinging to them like the sweat dampening their skin. He had not thought about what to ask of Vicaqauirao and the two reformed Apollyons in exchange for assisting in an attack on their brethren. What could he ask for? Was it even his place to make such a request? Vicaquirao’s attention seemed directed solely at Nefferati. What would she demand? What would be worth the risk they were being asked to take?
 
   “Nothing.” Nefferati eased her shoulders back as she sat straighter on the cushion. “Not at the moment.” 
 
   “But there will come a time…” Vicaquirao let his unfinished sentence hang between them. 
 
   “Yes,” Nefferati said. “One day we will need something in return.” 
 
   “How do we know the trade will be fair?” Cassius asked.
 
   “You don’t,” Nefferati replied. 
 
   “And why would you trust us to hold up our end of the bargain if we don’t even know what you will want?” Cyril asked. 
 
   “I don’t trust you to keep your word,” Nefferati said, turning her eyes from Cyril to Gabriel. “I trust him to keep it for you.” 
 
   Vicaquirao contemplated this statement for a moment and then smiled as he looked at Gabriel. “Your terms are acceptable.”
 
   Gabriel couldn’t quite figure out exactly what the terms were. Nor did he fathom why Vicaquirao seemed impressed by Nefferati’s insinuation that Gabriel would enforce the agreement. Vicaquirao accepted the deal, and Gabriel felt a surging sense of relief that the negotiations were over. He would be happy to be away from the desert heat and Vicaquirao and the two non-Apollyons. Cyril and Cassius stared at him a little too intently, as though silently challenging the notion that he could force them to fulfill the terms of the accord. 
 
   “We will need a place to rendezvous,” Ohin said, bringing the conversation to practicalities. “And we will need to formulate a plan of attack.” 
 
   “We have thought of this.” Cyril removed a slender silver brooch from his pocket and placed it on the table. 
 
   “It will take you to a small dock at the edge of Lepanto,” Cassius said as Ohin took the brooch from the table and held it in his palm. “We can meet there before the battle starts and finalize the details. 
 
   “Yes, I see the place,” Ohin said, staring down at the piece of antique jewelry in his hand. 
 
   “There is a night when the dock is empty but a white flag hangs from one of the mooring posts,” Cyril said. Ohin squinted at the brooch a moment and then nodded his acknowledgment at having found the point in time described. 
 
   “Before you arrive, we will procure a ship to use in the assault,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “A ship?” Nefferati asked.
 
   “Yes,” Vicaquirao said. “They will sense us if we use Time Magic too close to the vessel they have commandeered. However, if we approach them in our own ship, slowly, from a distance, we have a good chance of catching them by surprise.”
 
    “A good chance or a slim chance?” Nefferati scowled at Vicaquirao’s words like she had ingested an unpleasant meal. 
 
   “If these seven Apollyons have their ship in a space-time bubble, then we will need to time the approach of our boat perfectly, so we can arrive at exactly the moment their bubble begins to suspend them in space-time.” Gabriel stared at his glass on the table, working through the variables that would be involved. “And we’ll need to do it the middle of a sea battle without using magic to conceal ourselves, or the Apollyons will sense it. So we’ll need to know in advance what will and will not happen around their ship for the whole course of our journey to reach it.”
 
   “Precisely.” Vicaquirao’s white teeth shone brightly in the filtered light of the tent. He looked as pleased as if Gabriel had been his own apprentice Time Mage. “We will also need to identify the position of every ship, every arrow, and every volley of cannon fire.”
 
   “There is a reason the Apollyons have chosen Lepanto as a hiding place,” Cyril said. 
 
   “Unfortunately, this is the only way to capture them,” Cassius added. 
 
   Gabriel believed Cassius and Cyril were right. The Apollyon duplicates on the boat had hidden themselves very well. It would take a master Time Mage to successfully mount a surprise attack on their ship in a space-time bubble. Gabriel had no doubt who had conceived the plan. Only Vicaquirao would even consider such a mission feasible. Gabriel reconsidered that thought. 
 
   “You’re plan is not a plan, it is a self-made trap.” Nefferati looked as though she might spit on the carpet. 
 
   “There are too many possibilities for mistakes.” Ohin placed the brooch back on the table. “It is foolish and impossible.” 
 
   Foolish and impossible. Those words described Vicaquirao’s plan exactly. But did that mean the plan would not work? Gabriel suspected at least one other Time Mage besides Vicaquirao could see past the foolishness, believe in the impossible, and attempt something so complicated and intricate.
 
   “No.” Gabriel’s voice sounded odd in his own ears, as though his words surprised him as much as those around him. “Vicaquirao is right. We can do this. I’m positive.”
 
   Vicaquirao’s smile seemed ready to ignite the tent with its intensity. 
 
   Beside him, Teresa cursed under her breath before uttering something only he could hear. 
 
   “Foolish and impossible. We should make a t-shirt for you.”
 
   A sea of excitement percolated within Gabriel. They had formed an alliance with Dark Mages that might prove crucial in defending the Great Barrier of Probability. They had gained essential knowledge about what Vicaquirao and the two reformed Apollyons had been doing since the fall of Windsor Castle. Most of all, they finally had a plan to attack their enemies and bring the war directly to the Apollyons. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Gabriel and his companions left the tent a short time later, having reviewed the preliminary aspects of the plan and allocated responsibilities. Vicaquirao, Cyril, and Cassius would be responsible for finding a ship they could use in the attack and for recording all the events of the battle surrounding the Apollyons’ vessel. Assembling and briefing five teams of Grace Mages fell to Nefferati and Akikane. Meanwhile, Gabriel and Ohin reviewed the events of the battle through relics collected after the end of the conflict. They used their space-time sense to probe the relics and double check Vicaquirao’s navigation through the fighting. If they encountered even one wrong arrow, or worse yet, one stray cannonball, they might not merely suffer casualties but accidentally alert the Apollyons of their presence…or unintentionally create a bifurcation of the Primary Continuum. 
 
   As Gabriel stepped toward the glaring light beyond the entrance of the tent, a hand clasped his shoulder. His magic-sense told him who stood behind him even before he turned around to find Vicaquirao, holding a small, thin bundle wrapped in dark red fabric. 
 
   “You need to take this with you.” Vicaquirao handed Gabriel the package. “I’m sure you’ll know what to do with it.” 
 
   Gabriel frowned as he accepted the item from Vicaquirao’s hands. The hard slate of the chalkboard pressed through the cloth beneath his fingers. “This paradox doesn’t make sense.” 
 
   “Paradoxes by definition don’t make sense,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “You’re giving me this slate so I can go back in time and put it where I found it yesterday, but how did you know yesterday that I would place it there for you in the future?” Gabriel had a better sense of the vagaries of time paradoxes than most, but this chain of events made even his head spin.
 
   “There is only one way to really know what will happen in your own future.” Vicaquirao’s face held a blank expression as he stared at Gabriel. 
 
   “You crossed your own timeline?” Gabriel’s mouth fell open in surprise. 
 
   “Some risks are necessary.” Vicaquirao smiled. “And some conversations more interesting than others.” 
 
   “I don’t ever want to talk to my future self,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Ah, but your future self may feel differently about that.” Vicaquirao laughed. 
 
   “I have a question.” Gabriel realized this might be the only time to ask what he wanted to know. 
 
   “About?” Vicaquirao’s eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Were you the one who discovered that the Great Barrier took one hundred and eight mages to create?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “I discovered nothing,” Vicaquirao said. “I found myself in need of advice and consulted with a shaman woman. Instead of helping me with my query, she mentioned the Great Barrier and the number one hundred and eight several times. Given her history of accuracy, I believed her. And, in a moment of unguardedness, I mentioned it to Elizabeth.”
 
   “I see.” Gabriel nearly sighed. One mystery solved by revealing a new mystery. 
 
   “How is she?” Concern filled Vicaquirao’s voice. 
 
   “The same,” Gabriel said. “No worse, but no better.” 
 
   “Her spirit is strong. She will recover.” Vicaquirao appeared to be reassuring himself more than Gabriel. “If you need to reach me, use the slate. And thank you.”
 
   Gabriel didn’t need to ask why. “Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
   “I will do my best.” Vicaquirao nodded and Gabriel joined his companions outside in the sun. As they walked away from the tent, Gabriel stepped closer to Nefferati. “Why didn’t you ask for something in return for helping them with this attack?” 
 
   Nefferati shielded her eyes from the sun as she looked at Gabriel. 
 
   “Sometimes, when the caravan master offers to trade you for your camels, you wait and see what he will have in his packs the following season rather than accept the trinkets he has on hand.” 
 
   Gabriel nodded to himself. It made sense. Having Vicaquirao and the two rehabilitated Apollyons in their debt could prove useful at the right time. Assuming they would fulfill their obligation and that Cyril and Cassius had truly reformed. 
 
   “This entire endeavor fills me with unease.” Ohin pulled his keffiyeh up to his face against the dust and wind. 
 
   “It is a danger, but also a great opportunity,” Nefferati said. “A precedent that may lead to other things.”
 
   “What things?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “Things we will discuss at another time.” Nefferati glanced toward Teresa. 
 
   Ohin shielded his eyes against the bright glare but said no more. 
 
   “Well if it works, we’ll finally have an answer to at least one of our questions.” Teresa ignored Nefferati’s comment, openly elated to be able to speak her mind again. 
 
   “What question?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Whether Grace and Malignancy Mages can work together.” Teresa grabbed Gabriel’s hand as Ohin teleported them through space to where their comrades stood observing Vicaquirao’s tent. 
 
   “How did it go?” Ling asked when they materialized before Akikane and the rest of the team. 
 
   “Better than expected,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Good, good,” Akikane said. “Our expectations were unpleasant.” 
 
   “The task we will be attempting is unpleasant enough,” Ohin said. 
 
   “What task?” Sema asked
 
   Nefferati and Ohin turned to each other briefly, but neither spoke. Gabriel held his words as well. It would not be an easy plan to explain, and their future partners weren’t potential selling points. 
 
   “We’re going to help Vicaquirao and a couple of rogue Apollyons attack a ship full of their duplicates in the middle of a sea battle so they can be captured and sent to a special town for wayward Dark Mages.” Teresa appeared chipper and enthusiastic. “Gabriel thinks it’s a brilliant plan, so I’m sure we have nothing to worry about.” 
 
   Gabriel squeezed Teresa’s hand so hard she yelped. His face burned as the others looked at him. 
 
   “Well, that’s good,” Marcus said, clapping Gabriel on the back. “Gabriel’s plans never go wrong.” 
 
   “They never go as planned either,” Rajan said with a laugh.
 
   “We should get back to the fort,” Ohin said before anyone else could speak. “We have a great deal to accomplish in the next day.”
 
   “More than a great deal,” Nefferati added. 
 
   Before another discussion about the proposed mission to the Battle of Lepanto might erupt, Ohin whisked them all through time and space and back to Fort Aurelius. Upon their return, Nefferati and Akikane handed out assignments for everyone. The two senior True Mages would assemble the assault force, choosing one team each from five different forts. As co-heads of the Council they had the authority to mount small military actions on short notice. Neither Akikane nor Nefferati had any desire to spend hours debating the advantages and dangers of the mission with the full Council and risk the plan being rejected. If the mission succeeded, they would have greater leverage in convincing the Council of the feasibility of a future alliance with Kumaradevi to defeat the Apollyons. 
 
   Ohin and the Chimera team were responsible for quietly assembling the supplies for the mission and collecting the concatenate crystals they would need from the vault beneath the Council Hall. Once they had what they required, the team would rendezvous with Akikane, Nefferati, and the other five teams at a remote location in Neolithic North America to review the plan. 
 
   Before doing anything else, Gabriel returned to his room. On his bed sat the same chalkboard that he held in his hands. His space-time sense buzzed like a nest of hornets. The same object in paradoxical proximity to its magically twinned and entwined copy disturbed the natural flow of space-time within the Primary Continuum. Keeping the two versions of the chalkboard in the same place could have unpredictable effects. Gabriel didn’t need any more unpredictable things in his life. 
 
    He used the same tiny fossil that led through time to the fort in order to travel back in time one night and place the small chalkboard on his table. As he stood in his room, knowing that elsewhere in the fort his previous self danced with Teresa, he unwrapped the chalkboard, Vicaquirao’s message already printed on the slate in white chalk. Gabriel shook his head. He still couldn’t puzzle out how Vicaquirao had managed to put this particular paradox in motion, but however he had, it worked. 
 
   Gabriel jumped through time again into the future, to a minute after he had left. The chalkboard still rested on his bed. His space-time sense throbbed slightly as he picked it up. He packed the chalkboard in a backpack with a change of clothes, his copy of A Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History, an empty canteen, a compass, binoculars, a Swiss Army knife, and a few other things he always took on missions. 
 
   He met up with Teresa and the rest of the team in the supply barn at the western end of the fort a few minutes later. Rajan and Marcus held two tents in their hands while Ling had a bundle of blankets and sleeping mats slung across her back. Sema carried a small canvas bag over her shoulder in addition to her backpack of personal equipment. Gabriel sensed the magic emanating from the bag and guessed that it contained dozens of concatenate crystals. Probably 49. Enough for each team member to carry seven. 
 
   “How are your physicians?” Teresa handed him a large canvas pack with water sacks as she shouldered a bag filled with dried fruit, nuts, jerky, and other dry rations.
 
   “My what?” Gabriel adjusted the bag of water sacks on his shoulders, holding his backpack in his hands. 
 
   “Your pair-o-docs.” Teresa grinned as Gabriel groaned. 
 
   “That’s awful, even for you.” Gabriel took her hand and turned to the others. “I put the chalkboard where I found it, but it still hurts my head when I try to figure it out.” 
 
   “Non-sequential temporal binding artifact.” Teresa frowned knowingly. 
 
   “You’re making that up, aren’t you?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “I could show you the math to describe the phenomenon,” Teresa offered. 
 
   “And you know I wouldn’t understand any of it,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “It must be difficult having such a small brain.” Teresa smirked as her teasing tone dropped half an octave. 
 
   “Who figured out how to save you after you were dead?” Gabriel looked up to the rafters as though trying to remember the name that might answer his question. 
 
   “You’re right.” A look of admonishment fell over Teresa’s face as she kissed him. “You have a glorious brain.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel’s smugness dissolved with his next thought. “Let’s hope it’s glorious enough to figure out how to navigate a ship through a battle without getting sunk or creating a bifurcation.”
 
   “Glorious, but mad,” Teresa said. 
 
   “Is everyone ready?” Ohin asked before Gabriel could reply to Teresa’s comment. 
 
   The members of the Chimera team each voiced their assent as Ohin pulled a flint arrowhead from his pocket. A moment of deepest black followed by a burst of purest white, and the team stood in a flat clearing at the edge of a stream in the middle of a dense forest of fir trees. Gabriel turned to examine his surroundings, breathing in the scent of pine and wild flowers as the sound of swiftly flowing water filled his ears. The wide glade would make a perfect basecamp. 
 
   “It seems we are the first to arrive.” Ohin sat down his packs. “Akikane and Nefferati and the other teams will be here shortly. Let’s get started setting up camp. We’ll have a briefing to review the mission, and then we’re going to need to capture some of the sleep we lost last night before we begin tomorrow.” 
 
   Gabriel watched the sun hanging low in the sky between the trees arching over the stream. They would have at least a few hours before sunset. Time enough to set camp, evaluate the operation, and have a meal. 
 
   The team set about preparing the basecamp. They had been on enough missions that each person had a role and knew what needed to be done. By the time Akikane arrived with the first team, they had their tents assembled, their supplies unpacked, and a perimeter established with magical barriers to alert them of the approach of any people. Gabriel and Teresa built a small fire in the center of the clearing and began cooking a meal for the others. 
 
   Within an hour, the camp hummed with activity as the 30 members of the five teams Akikane and Nefferati had assembled swarmed through the grass, helping complete the tasks necessary to establish the camp. As the sun fell behind the trees, glowing orange light cascading along the rolling water of the stream, the combined teams of the mission gathered for a briefing and a quick meal. 
 
   “So, so,” Akikane said, his voice echoing amongst the tree trunks as he stood beside Nefferati at the center of the camp. “Most of you have come not knowing what we will ask of you. Now you will learn.”
 
   “We chose you because we trust you to trust us.” Nefferati’s voice floated on the still air and wrapped each person in its gentle tones. “When we explain this mission, your trust will be tested. Hopefully it will not fail.” 
 
   To the credit of the various mages Akikane and Nefferati had assembled, none of them balked at the nature of the mission once it had been explained to them. They had questions and concerns, but no one flinched at the notion of allying with Vicaquirao to attack the Apollyons or the danger inherent in the plan. They were most concerned with the idea that the captured Apollyons would be held in a special prison guarded by Vicaquirao. However, their confidence in Nefferati and Akikane did not waver. They were personally loyal to the True Mages and completely dedicated to the war. 
 
   After the fires burnt down and guards were set around the parameter, most of the mages settled into their tents or spread out sleeping bags beneath the stars. Gabriel said good night to Teresa with a long kiss outside the tent she shared with Ling and Sema. He had intended to climb into the neighboring tent where he bunked with the male members of the Chimera team when he spotted Ohin, still seated before one of the few campfires kept burning to provide illumination throughout the night. The look on Ohin’s face as he stared into the flames drew Gabriel across the low grass. He knew that look of concerned consternation all too well, and it meant one thing. 
 
   “Nefferati and Akikane told you their plan.” Gabriel settled down beside Ohin, keeping his voice low in case someone passed nearby. 
 
   “You’re beginning to read my moods as well as Sema.” Ohin said. “You are correct. They have confided in me.” He turned his eyes to Gabriel. “I think it poses a grave risk. To you, most of all.” 
 
   “I’ve faced Kumaradevi before,” Gabriel said. “We’re not expecting we can trust her completely.”
 
   “She is only one part of the risk.” Ohin said. “The greater risk is the Council.” 
 
   “You think they will vote against the idea.” Gabriel didn’t phrase this as a question. He too doubted the plan would find the Council’s support. 
 
   “I am certain they will reject it.” Ohin paused as he looked Gabriel over. “You have grown quite a bit since we plucked you from your death. But I fear this is too much to ask. To accept the mantle of leadership at your age is one thing, but to assume leadership by wresting power from the Council is quite another.” 
 
   “I’m not so keen on that part of the plan myself.” Gabriel avoided Ohin’s stare and turned his eyes to the dazzling sea of stars above the forest canopy. 
 
   “You run a dual risk.” Ohin reached his hand up to stroke his chin as he followed Gabriel’s gaze toward the twinkling heavens above. “If you are to lead, you must truly do so. To receive advice from Nefferati or Akikane or myself will be acceptable, but you cannot be seen as a puppet. You must assert your own will and not simply be the conduit for someone else’s. And if you do lead, you bear the burden of that leadership and all the mistakes and triumphs that might result from it.”
 
   “We succeed together, but I fail alone.” Gabriel had been trying not to let these same thoughts take charge of his mind. 
 
   “It’s not quite as stark as that,” Ohin said. “However, if the Council rejects this alliance with Kumaradevi and you do try to assume the role of leader, you had better believe in and support that alliance completely. Nefferati and Akikane are right. The Grace Mages will nearly all follow you. But once they do, any plan of Nefferati and Akikane is no longer theirs. It is yours and you must own it.”
 
   “I know.” Gabriel sighed. Then he sighed again in exasperation at allowing himself to sigh. “If I had a better idea, I’d mention it.”
 
   “Sometimes there are no good ideas, merely the best choices among bad options.” Ohin placed a comforting hand on Gabriel’s back. “Like the alliance with Vicaquirao and his twin protégés.” 
 
   “I think we can trust Vicaquirao.” Gabriel thought for a second and then amended his statement. “At least about this.” 
 
   “Him, possibly, but what about the newly rehabilitated Apollyons?” Ohin asked. “You spent time with them both. Do you think they might betray us?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel furrowed his brow, pulling his eyes down from the stars and back to the flames dancing along the pile of logs before him. “I don’t trust them exactly, but I think they are sincere about wanting to stop their duplicates from destroying the Great Barrier. Especially the one Teresa and I met in Chateau Gillard. But once the Barrier is safe again, I don’t know what they’ll do.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have any choice but to find out.” Ohin’s voice took on a sad tone. “The Council does not see what Akikane and Nefferati do — we are simply too weak after the fall of the castle and the loss of so many mages to succeed in defending the Barrier without help. And we have little option in where we can turn for assistance.”
 
   “If this mission with Vicaquirao is successful, the Council may believe an alliance with Kumaradevi will work.” Even as Gabriel spoke, he heard the sad, soft laugh in Ohin’s chest. 
 
   “You are always so optimistic in the face of the unlikely and the impossible.” Ohin let his laughter grow a little louder. “A good trait for a leader to have. As long as it is tempered by a dose of realism.” 
 
   “I’m always realistic.” Gabriel wanted to join in Ohin’s laughter, but found it catching in his throat. “The problem is, I don’t have enough experience to know when to stop being optimistic.” 
 
   “You may rely upon me for that council,” Ohin offered. 
 
   “I rely on you for more than that.” Gabriel said. 
 
   There were many things Gabriel suddenly wanted to tell Ohin. Feelings and thoughts that had grown and shifted and coalesced over the years of his training under the elder mage’s tutelage. Mostly, Gabriel wished to tell him that he had become a second father. As much a parent as those he had left behind with his death. Somehow, the words did not come to his lips. Maybe it was Ohin’s reticent nature, or possibly his own adolescent embarrassment, or perhaps it was unnecessary to voice things already known and silently acknowledged. 
 
    “And I will always be there for you to rely upon.” Ohin squeezed Gabriel’s shoulder. “Now, we should get some sleep. We have a day of infinite impossibilities ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
   “That’s perfect.” Gabriel climbed to his feet and helped Ohin to his own. “I feel infinitely tired and impossibly sleepy.” 
 
   Gabriel slept well that night and woke at first light. The teams gathered for breakfast and a quick review of the mission as the rising sun gradually burned away the early mist of daybreak. They had no time for extensive training. They needed to rely upon their collective experience and skill to make the operation a success. After their meal and briefing, the teams struck the camp, removing all signs that anyone had ever been there, Earth Mages blending ash from fires into the ground, while Heart-Tree Mages coaxed new growth from trampled or burned grass. By the time the thin morning fog had dissipated, the teams were ready to depart. They assembled in the clearing, surrounding Akikane and Nefferati. 
 
   “Is everyone ready?” Ohin pulled the ornate brooch from his pocket. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Time to begin.”
 
   Gabriel sensed Ohin embrace the imprints of all seven concatenate crystals in the pouch at his waist, feeling both impressed and proud as his mentor shifted the entire assembly of 39 Grace Mages through time to the rendezvous point near the Gulf of Patras, off the western coast of Greece on October 7th of 1571. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Infinite darkness gave way to impossible brightness that faded to reveal the teams still standing in a circle near a small, secluded dock. At the end of the mooring, a large galley ship rested in the water of the Mediterranean Sea. Aboard the ship, Vicaquirao, Cyril, and Cassius stood like statues set to guard against evil spirits. 
 
   A gangplank gave access from the dock to the deck of the galley. Akikane and Nefferati led the way and boarded the ship first. Gabriel and his team followed. In less than a minute all of the Grace Mages had boarded. As Cyril used Wind Magic to haul in the gangplank, Vicaquirao took Akikane and Nefferati to the raised sterncastle at the aft of the ship. Gabriel and Teresa followed. He had no intention of letting Vicaquirao out of his sight and she had no intention of letting Gabriel out of hers. Ohin and the rest of the Chimera team stayed below on the deck, but they kept their eyes trained upon three Dark Mages. 
 
   As Cyril lowered the gangplank to the deck, Cassius used Wind Magic to unfurl the lanteen mainsail down the tall mast at midship. The vessel looked to Gabriel to be a Venetian galley. It ran 138 feet long and had 24 benches for rowing on either side of the open deck with three cannons mounted in the forecastle of the bow. The arms of the long oars sat on the benches, the paddles protruding along the side of the ship from the oar holes. As Cyril helped Cassius use Wind Magic to unfold the foresail, Gabriel wondered how difficult the craft would prove to navigate into position alongside the Apollyons’ vessel. 
 
   Vicaquirao’s hand rested on the rudder as he guided the galley into the open water. Below, on the deck, Cassius and Cyril gave instructions to the Grace Mages on how to attend to the sails. At first, wary of the former twin Apollyons, the teams stood back, ignoring the requests until Ohin and the Chimera team took up the call for assistance. Gabriel’s team had sailed on previous missions, and Ohin relieved Cyril and Cassius of their duties, pressing his fellow Grace Mages into service as an impromptu crew. 
 
   “Hopefully our two sides will work better together in battle,” Vicaquirao said as Cyril and Cassius mounted the steps to the forecastle, standing alone above the main deck where the Grace Mages worked the sails. 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane steadied himself on the railing of the sterncastle. His smile seemed strained and he looked queasy. It appeared Akikane did not have sea legs. “We should be clear on our roles once the fighting begins.” 
 
   “Agreed.” Vicaquirao pulled the rudder to port, and the ship tacked to starboard as the sails filled with wind. “When we get closer, we’ll need to lower the sails, and your people will need to man the oars until we are in position beside the Apollyons’ ship. Once we board the other vessel, I think it best if your mages focus on maintaining a space-time seal and pressing the attack while Cyril and Cassius and I attempt to sever the connection that links the duplicates.” 
 
   “Good, good,” Akikane said. “I will make sure our teams know what to expect.” He gave a nearly imperceptible nod to Nefferati and Gabriel before descending the short stairs to the lower deck. 
 
   “What about the space-time bubble the Apollyons have in place?” Nefferati looked out upon the open water of the Mediterranean Sea. “If they let it slip while under attack, we will need to be ready to replace it.”
 
   “Yes,” Vicaquirao said. “They will likely drop the space-time bubble as a diversionary tactic. They know how rigid the Council is regarding accidental bifurcations of time.”
 
   “We’ve assigned Time Mages to create a bubble around this vessel and extend it around the other when we attack.” Nefferati said.
 
   “Good.” Vicaquirao took a large rolled piece of paper from a canvas bag and spread it out across a small table nailed to the deck at the edge of the railing. Gabriel saw that the map marked the placement and motion of various ships on both sides of the battle with time markings next to each one. A dashed red line led a circuitous route through the ships. “I have charted a course through the battle that will allow us to arrive at the duplicate Apollyons’ vessel without disturbing the Primary Continuum and risking a break in time.” 
 
   “Where did you get this ship?” Teresa said as she watched the teams of Grace Mages take up positions to crew the vessel. 
 
   “We did as the Apollyon duplicates had done,” Vicaquirao said. “We found a ship sunk during the battle, raised it, repaired it, and brought it back through time.” 
 
   “That explains the stains.” Teresa stepped back from the dark red blemish coloring the deck beneath her feet. 
 
   “I’ll help navigate.” Gabriel pulled out his silver pocket watch and set it near the map. “Where is your starting mark?”
 
   “Here.” Vicaquirao pointed to a circle drawn around a ship on the map near the southern horn of land inside the western edge the Gulf of Patras. “This ship will come under attack by cannon fire. When the first volley strikes, that will be our zero mark. Each event on this map is marked with a time signature. We need to cross each of these points at the time indicated to avoid being hit with cannon fire or rammed by other galleys from either side of the conflict.”
 
   “And how much leeway do we have at each event?” Nefferati leaned closer to examine the map. 
 
   “Very little.” Vicaquirao pointed to the ships drawn on his diagram. “The closer together the events are, the less margin for error we have. We can be off by several seconds at the edge of the battle, but the Apollyons’ ship is near the center of the conflict, meaning we need to hit each of these marks almost exactly.” 
 
   “I’ll remain here,” Nefferati said. “With three of us extending our space-time sense, we may be able to improve our accuracy in following this course.” 
 
   “Yes,” Vicaquirao said. “A good idea.” 
 
   Gabriel could not tell from the tone of voice whether he believed Vicaquirao’s words or not. 
 
   “And what about me?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “There are plenty of oars that need rowing,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Hmmm,” Teresa replied. This translated into a firm statement that she would remain at Gabriel’s side. 
 
   “The maneuvers will be tight and close together and the air filled with cannon fire,” Vicaquirao said. “You can stand at the railing and shout our instructions down to the crew on the oars.”
 
   “A perfect use of your skills.” Nefferati smiled at Teresa.
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” Teresa turned to the side, subtly ignoring Nefferati. 
 
   “I could explain,” Gabriel said, dropping his voice so only she heard. 
 
   “Shush,” Teresa said. “Look at your map.” 
 
   Gabriel grinned as he studied the map, trying to get a feel for what to expect. The sounds of cannon fire, at first faint and hard to discern behind the flapping of the sails and the lapping of water against the hull, became evermore loud. Each gunpowder boom grew in volume with every yard closer they came to the battle. As the galley sailed around the tip of the isthmus creating the Gulf of Patras, the Battle of Lepanto came into full view. 
 
   Gabriel had taken a few moments the night before to read through the entry about the battle in The Time Traveler’s Pocket Guide to History, but his research did not prepare him for the deadly chaos he witnessed on the waters off the coast of Greece. The combatants of the battle ultimately fought for the control of Cyprus, but also to determine how far and fast the Ottoman Empire could continue to expand through the western hemisphere. Muezzinzade Ali Pasha commanded the Ottoman fleet, assembling his 230 galleys in a crescent formation facing his adversaries. The opposing fleet, led by the illegitimate half-brother of the King of Spain, Don Jon of Austria, comprised 206 galleys and six galleasses, vessels larger and more heavily armed than the smaller galley ships. 
 
   Don Jon’s forces represented a combined fleet with ships from the independent city of Venice, Hapsburg Spain, Genoa, and several smaller contingents from the Papacy, Savoy, and Malta’s Knights of St. John. Christened the Holy League, Don Jon’s fleet set sail to relieve the Venetian forces of Cyprus from attack by the Ottomans. Upon encountering Ali Pasha’s ships, Don Jon broke his fleet into four squads. Eventually, Don Jon used his more nimble fleet to outflank Ali Pasha’s galleys and crush the Ottoman armada. The Holy League suffered the loss of 8,000 men while the Ottoman’s lost 20,000. The defeat signaled the end of the Ottoman Empire’s westward expansion and conquest. 
 
   It would be a bloody day with men dying from arrows and swords and fire and cannonballs and shrapnel and downing. And at the center of the battle, at the height of the conflict, floated the Apollyons’ resurrected ship, sealed in a space-time bubble and supplied with a wealth of negative imprints should they need them. 
 
   Gabriel saw why the Apollyons had chosen this particular hiding place. Virtually impossible to find, much less attack, the Apollyons would imagine themselves safely hidden within the Battle of Lepanto. That would be Gabriel and the attacking mages’ lone advantage. 
 
   The sound of the cannons grew louder and the smell of sulfur on the wind reached Gabriel’s nose. Through clouds of black gunpowder smoke, he followed the vague outlines of ships engaged in battle. Ottoman ships attempted to ram Holy League ships which in turn tried to aim their guns for maximum destruction. 
 
    “We’re getting close.” Vicaquirao pointed to a Spanish galley off the starboard bow. “Get ready to synchronize your watch.” 
 
   “Right.” Gabriel pulled the pin of the small knob at the top of the silver timepiece and turned it until all the hands had rotated back to the center at the number 12. 
 
   “Strike the sails and man the oars!” Vicaquirao’s voice rose above the growing din of war echoing across the rolling waters. 
 
   “That’s my cue.” Teresa ran to the railing, leaning over and yelling at the top of her lungs like a pirate princess on the high seas. “Strike the sails and man the oars!” 
 
   On the decks below, Akikane and Ohin issued orders, breaking the teams into two units, the first setting out to lower the sails while the second divided into groups of three, settling into every other row of benches and easing the long red oars into the sea. There were not enough Grace Mages to crew all 47 oars, but once the sails were down they would be able to keep ten per side in the water. They could not move rapidly, but with the congestion of ships fighting around them, that would be of little concern. The greater problem involved turning the ship fast enough to avoid the events that Vicaquirao had marked on his map.
 
   “Here it comes.” Vicaquirao watched the approaching Spanish galley as a cloud of black smoke rose from the cannon of an Ottoman ship behind it. Seconds later, the deck of the Spanish galley exploded in a mass of shattered wood and limbs and flames. “Begin now.” 
 
   Gabriel popped the setting pin back into the pocket watch and the second hand began to tick across the numbers of the watch face. 
 
   “The first turn is in twenty-five seconds,” Gabriel said as he glanced between the map on the table and the battle they were swiftly sailing toward. 
 
   On the deck below, the crew had secured the sails and assumed the oars. Gabriel saw Sema and Marcus side by side with Rajan as they pulled at the long oars. Ling worked an oar with two members of another team, her long, muscular arms straining against the wood and water. She almost seemed to be enjoying herself. 
 
   “Pull…Lift…Down…Pull…” Ohin called out instructions to keep the rowers of both sides in unison and maintain a steady speed. 
 
   Gabriel reached out with his space-time sense seeking potential disturbances their presence might create. He perceived a wave of probable divergence from the Continuum to the starboard of the ship. Looking across the bow of the galley, and then down at the map, he realized the accuracy of Vicaquirao’s drawings. He allowed a moment of hopefulness to kindle in his heart, and he then squashed it before he became distracted. 
 
   “Event to starboard in ten…nine…eight…” Gabriel called out. 
 
   “Hard to port!” Vicaquirao shouted as he yanked at the long wooden tiller. 
 
   “Hard to port!” Teresa yelled down to Ohin. 
 
   “Starboard oars up!” Ohin boomed. “Port oars down and hold.” 
 
   Gabriel observed with his space-time sense, even more than his eyes, as the galley pulled to port, a cannonball exploding into the water off the starboard railing. 
 
   “Steady on,” Vicaquirao said, pushing the tiller straight again. 
 
   “Steady on!” Teresa shouted.
 
   “All oars up…all oars down…all pull!” Ohin yelled from the lower deck. 
 
   Nefferati let out a long, low whistle. “Close, but well done.”
 
   “Only twenty six more to go.” Vicaquirao didn’t grin, but his mood appeared unreasonably lighthearted. 
 
   Gabriel suspected the man actually relished the wild game of cat and mouse with cannon balls and bifurcations. He found that disconcerting. Moreso because he felt that same reckless excitement begin to build within his own chest. 
 
   “Another event coming soon,” Nefferati said as she stared into the smoky battle beginning to surround them. 
 
   “Event to port in ten…nine…eight…” Gabriel said, checking the map and reaching out with his space-time sense as he followed the ticking of the pocket watch. 
 
   “Hard to starboard,” Vicaquirao said as he pulled at the tiller. 
 
   “Hard to starboard!” Teresa yelled, seeming to enjoy their dangerous slalom through the embattled ships as much as Gabriel. No wonder he loved her. 
 
   Ohin shouted out orders, and the galley banked to starboard just in time to miss colliding with another ship that abruptly shifted course. Moments later, they pulled hard to starboard again before straightening out and then coming to a dead stop while a cannon ball whizzed off the forecastle where Cyril and Cassius still stood. They used hand signals to relay information on obstacles ahead to Vicaquirao on the sterncastle. Gabriel did not recognize all of the signals, but some were universal. Such as the wild gestures to indicate a capsized ship invisible to anyone at the aft of the galley. 
 
   With each near miss, Gabriel began to feel both a confidence and a grave concern growing and struggling in his chest like the two sides of the sea battle around him. The closer they came to their ultimate destination the better the crew became at issuing and executing the orders that would prevent their galley from entering the war and potentially altering the timeline of history. However, with every avoided incident, they came closer and closer to the heart of the battle, and the events they were trying to avoid fell nearer and nearer together. Orders to halt chased commands to turn to starboard, with orders to row full ahead coming right afterward, followed again by instructions to pull hard to port. 
 
   The sweat of tension and anticipation soaked Gabriel’s face and back, but he had no time to wipe his brow as droplets of perspiration stained the map and he called out timings. His mind ached from extending his space-time sense farther and longer than ever before. Even with Nefferati helping do the same, and Vicaquirao manning the tiller as he too scanned for events he might not have noticed when he created his map, they were always seconds from an encounter that might destroy them or alert the Apollyons to their presence. 
 
   Through the joint efforts of their commands, the galley swung to starboard as a hail of arrows flew overhead. Screams rose up from the deck below, voices overwhelmed by the proximity the war cries, cracking hulls, and cannon fire of the battle on all sides. The galley wavered as the starboard oars fell still in the water. 
 
   Gabriel looked over the sterncastle railing to see that at least half of the Grace Mages at the oars had been struck by stray arrows. He recognized one face, clenched tight in agony. Rajan grasped at the arrow shaft sticking from his chest as he screamed. 
 
   Gabriel simultaneously forced his mind back to the map and outward in time and space. 
 
   “Event dead ahead in five…four…three…” Gabriel shouted. 
 
   “Hard to port, hard to port!” Vicaquirao roared above the clamor of war as he yanked against the tiller. 
 
   Teresa relayed his words to Ohin who managed to get the port oars dropped and held at the last second. 
 
   “This is too close,” Nefferati shouted. “The events are too close together.” 
 
   “We can recover,” Vicaquirao insisted, his face a mask of passionate self-control. “We are too near our goal to waver now.” 
 
   “I’ll tend to the wounded.” Nefferati growled her words, a wave of anger emanating from her. Gabriel could not distinguish whether Vicaquirao, or the battle, or even herself, might be the cause. 
 
   “Make sure there is no magic,” Vicaquirao called out to Nefferati as she descended the steps to the main deck. “And get those starboard oars back in the water.” 
 
   “Event to port in nine…eight…seven…” Gabriel’s hand clutched the pocket watch so hard he thought he might break it. 
 
   “Hard to starboard,” Vicaquirao said, Teresa’s repeated words blending into one statement as she shouted to Ohin and the crew. 
 
   Gabriel saw Ohin, Akikane at his side, pulling at one of the starboard oars while shouting instructions. Nefferati knelt beside a wounded mage, an arrow in the woman’s shoulder. Rajan lay on the deck, unmoving, Marcus at his side, pressing on the wound around an arrow shaft. 
 
   A thunderous crack crashed upon Gabriel’s ears, and splinters of wood showered down around him. He looked up to see the top of the center mast falling into the sea, timber shards and rope and rigging cascading over the port side crew manning the oars. The stray cannon ball left little of the mast still standing. 
 
   Gabriel’s space-time sense rang in his head louder than the cracking mast or the clanging battle that engulfed them. The map listed six more events, each too close for a successful reaction. They could not recover fast enough from their near-misses. Each mistake set them off schedule and nearer to colliding with an event, whether another ship or a cannon ball or a hail of fire-tipped arrows. 
 
   Gabriel could feel something else, as well — the space-time bubble surrounding the Apollyons’ ship. He could sense it like a beacon shining through thick fog, intermittently revealing its position as they approached it. The bubble was in the future but not distant. And not far across the water, either. 
 
   “The next event.” Vicaquirao’s eyes, wild and fervent, locked on Gabriel. “When is the next event?”
 
   Gabriel knew when the event would happen and that it would occur too soon for them to avoid completely. And the incident after it would transpire even sooner. Gabriel felt his insides burn like he had swallowed boiling acid as he realized they could not follow Vicaquirao’s map. Not anymore. Their very presence was presenting opportunities of target for the ships on either side. If they were not careful they would become part of the battle. If they followed the map it would lead them to their deaths. 
 
   Gabriel looked up from the map, walking away from it as he lurched toward the forward railing of the sterncastle to stand beside Teresa. 
 
   “Gabriel.” Vicaquirao’s voice rang through the acrid air. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Teresa shouted from beside him. 
 
   Gabriel didn’t respond. He slipped the pocket watch into his pants and grasped the railing with both hands, pushing his space-time sense in every direction and into every moment, decelerating the events around him like a slow-motion film. He needed a new map. A new path through the clashing ships to reach the Apollyons’ space-time bubble. One they could survive. 
 
   Gabriel held his breath, and in the absence of air recognized a familiar sensation in a discordant form. He had honed his space-time sense with Ohin while training, but had always noticed that his best results in applying that special perception came when practicing the sword with Akikane. The sword and the senses and the mind needed to unify in each moment of battle to truly be effective. Gabriel sailed now into battle and he needed to make the galley he stood upon his sword. He might not be able to think his way through the events of the battle the way Vicaquirao had done, but he could fight his way across the battle and around the probable events just as he had fought Akikane and Nefferati in the field outside Fort Aurelius. He only hoped the result proved more favorable. 
 
   “Hard to port,” Gabriel yelled. 
 
   “But the…” Vicaquirao began to respond. 
 
   “Hard to port,” Gabriel shouted again, glancing over his shoulder, knowing his eyes where fierce like a mad man’s as he stared at Vicaquirao. “The map is useless now. Hard to port.” 
 
   Vicaquirao’s jaw tightened in what could have been either concern or admiration as he shoved the tiller to the right. 
 
   Gabriel turned back to the bow as two cannon balls seared the air where the sterncastle deck had been moments before. 
 
   “I have complete faith in you,” Teresa said, her voice panicked as she placed her hand on Gabriel’s and squeezed it tight. 
 
   “Steady on for three seconds, then pull to starboard thirty degrees!” Gabriel shouted to the crew. He barely felt Teresa’s fingers holding his own, but the sentiment of her words filled him with confidence as he probed the surrounding battle with his space-time sense. “Pull to starboard now!”
 
   The galley eased past the prow of a sinking ship thrusting out of the sea as its aft section filled with water. 
 
   “Starboard again twenty degrees.” Gabriel’s voice strained to rise over the roaring wall of war sounds filling the air, but Vicaquirao and the crew heard and obeyed. 
 
   “Steady on for five seconds and then hard to port!” Gabriel shouted. 
 
   A storm of flaming arrows stuck the side of the galley, but none reached the crew on the decks. 
 
   “Steady on for four seconds and then hard again to port!” Gabriel’s voice felt raw as much from yelling as from the emotions he struggled to keep in check. He needed his head clear to see the path through the battle. The space-time bubble around the Apollyons’ ship would appear at any moment. 
 
   “The bubble is close,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “I know,” Gabriel said. “Hard to port.” 
 
   The galley pulled to the portside as a cannon blast from a ship three feet away covered Gabriel and the crew in smoking debris. 
 
   “The teams need to be ready,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “I said, I know. Tiller to port! Port oars down! Starboard full! Starboard full! Tiller steady ahead. Full Stop! Ohin! The time seal and bubble need to happen now. Be ready to board in five…four…three…two…there’s the ship!” 
 
   As though materializing out of a distorted mirage of the air, the Apollyons’ vessel, a long Spanish galley without oars or sails, appeared right beside the Grace Mages’ ship. 
 
   Gabriel felt Ohin and a group of five other Time Mages join and blend their magic to impose their own space-time bubble, combined with a space-time seal, around the barrier keeping the Apollyons’ ship from entering the Primary Continuum. Even as the space-time bubble and seal expanded to encompass the other galley, Cyril and Cassius threw grappling lines over the railing of the Apollyons’ ship, pulling the two vessels closer together. 
 
   Gabriel could see Marcus removing the arrow from an unconscious Rajan and placing his hands across the bleeding wound. He felt the healing Heart-Tree Magic even from fifty feet away. Elsewhere, Heart-Tree Mages healed the other wounded as best they could. 
 
   “That was the second most impressive thing you ever done.” Teresa beamed at him as Nefferati and Akikane led the Grace Mage teams below in boarding the Apollyons’ vessel.
 
   Gabriel let out a long breath. He had managed to accomplish the impossible, but he knew his success opened the door for even more danger as the Apollyons awoke to the assault leveled at their ship. 
 
   “Thanks. What was the first?” Gabriel wanted to kiss her, but a battle offered little respite for romance. 
 
   “You haven’t done the most impressive thing yet.” Teresa smiled mysteriously. 
 
   “You guided us through without a map,” Vicaquirao’s voice sounded both proud and possibly envious. “I don’t know that I could have done that even if I had thought to abandon the charts.”
 
   “It was the only way I could of think to get us here.” Gabriel could not untangle the oddly enjoyable feeling of both pleasing and outsmarting Vicaquirao. It created a peculiar dissonance to realize he had done something to impress the Dark Mage, even if he did not fully trust the man. 
 
   “Now that we are here, there is more work to do.” Vicaquirao’s eyes shifted from Gabriel to the Apollyons’ ship. 
 
   Men in black began to pour out of the lower decks. Gabriel did not need to count the men to know that there were more than the seven Vicaquirao and the Grace Mages had expected. Far more than seven. 
 
   “And more work than we were told to expect.” Teresa glared at Vicaquirao as her hands filled with arcs of blue-white lightning. 
 
   Gabriel grasped the imprints of the pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking. He embraced the imprints of the concatenate crystals in his pouch as well, but the link to their sources felt weak, like tendrils of smoke caught in a stiff wind. The interference of the dual space-time bubbles distorted their connections to their imprints.
 
   “Let’s hope the second part of the plan works better than the first.” Gabriel glanced toward Vicaquirao. 
 
   “Plans are meant to be revised.” Vicaquirao seemed on the verge of smiling again. “As you just reminded us so well.”
 
   “Time for some more revising, then.” Gabriel threw his arm around Teresa’s waist and drew the Sword of Unmaking from the sheath across his back. He wrapped himself and Teresa in a wave of Wind Magic and carried them into the air and over the railing of the Apollyons’ ship, into the midst of yet another battle. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   A furnace-like inferno of wind and fire whirled around the forecastle deck of the Apollyons’ Spanish galley. Gabriel ignored the flames lapping at his body as Teresa and Ling countered the dark magic of the lone Apollyon the Chimera team had cornered. Gabriel concentrated on blending Heart-Tree and Soul Magic and attempting to sever the Apollyon’s psychic link with his brethren. He focused his thoughts on the magic at his command and on pressing beyond the Apollyon’s mental defenses as he assaulted the man’s mind. 
 
   The Apollyon cried out as Ling, Rajan, Sema, and Marcus continued their various magical assaults in an effort to distract him. The Apollyons had obviously practiced how to protect themselves from the severing magic Gabriel had discovered at the Battle of the Somme. Other Apollyons sent magical energy through the link to defend it even as Gabriel tried to dissolve the connection. It felt like trying to cut down a tree whose trunk grew thicker with each swing of the axe. 
 
   Gabriel hovered at the precipice of the Apollyon’s mental wall. Another second and the Apollyon would be a whole individual again. Still dangerous, undoubtedly still an enemy, but able to freely choose his own actions. 
 
   The air around Gabriel exploded in a ball of sinuous lightning, wrapping around him and the rest of his team even as an invisible hammer of gravity smashed down upon them. 
 
   Gabriel released his attack on the Apollyon, shifting his magical energy to help Ling and Teresa mount a defense against the Dark Wind and Fire magic suddenly assailing them. The wooden deck beneath Gabriel’s feet turned to ash, and he plummeted into the darkness of the hold. 
 
   As Gabriel crashed into the galley’s curved inner hull, one of the ship’s deck cannons fell nearby, cracking the wooden planks. He saw that two other Apollyons had joined the one he and his team had been fighting. The Dark Mages assisted the first Apollyon in a simultaneous assault of multiple deadly magical attacks — hurling Soul Magic curses on Gabriel’s mind as Heart-Tree magic assailed his flesh and flames combined with an invisible force attempting to causing the atoms of his bodies to fly apart. 
 
   Gabriel struggled to his feet as he fought off the attacks, pulling Teresa up as he pointed the tip of the Sword of Unmaking at the nearest Apollyon, preparing to use Wind Magic to send the blade flying through the air. Before he could do so, Ling’s Wind Magic enveloped him and his companions, yanking them through the air and into the darkness of the galley hold. As they flew between the thick wooden beams supporting the decks above, an explosion rocked the ship from the bow, dust and flame filling the spot where the Apollyons had been. A team of Grace Mages had attacked the Apollyons on the upper deck. 
 
   “Some light would be good!” Ling shouted as she violently altered their course through the air to avoid striking a support beam. 
 
   “Got it.” Teresa held out her hand as three small balls of milky-white light appeared beside her. 
 
   Ling guided the mass of dangling limbs to a clear spot beneath the shallow hold, near a ladder leading to the aft deck of the galley. Gabriel ducked in the cramped space, looking around, expecting an attack from every direction. 
 
   “There are too many of them.” Marcus pulled Sema to her feet. 
 
   “And it is taking too long to sever their connections to each other.” Sema pushed her fallen hair from her eyes. 
 
   “We need to get back above deck and help the fight.” Rajan stared up through the hatch to the battle raging above them. 
 
   “We need a plan.” Ling looked along the length of the hold as though expecting the Apollyons they had fled to follow them. 
 
   “No, we need a bigger army.” Teresa wiped sweat and soot from her eyes. 
 
   “We don’t need a bigger army. We need to make theirs smaller.” Gabriel stared at the decks above the hold, reaching out with his magic-sense, trying to discriminate between which magics were being cast in what direction. More importantly, he strained to determine which magical attacks had their origins in malignant imprints. 
 
   “There.” Gabriel pointed upward with the Sword of Unmaking to a spot in the deck boards. “There are two of them up there. Rajan, you take out the deck beneath their feet. I’ll pull them down. Ling, you hammer their heads with Wind Magic. Marcus and Sema, you need to combine your magic and knock them out before they can fight back. I’ll help.”
 
   “What about me?” Teresa looked upset that Gabriel hadn’t assigned her a role in his strategy. 
 
   “We’re going to need some smoke to cover their disappearance,” Gabriel said. “When Rajan turns the deck to dust, you light the hole on fire and make the smoke as thick as possible.” 
 
   “Right.” Teresa’s eyes seemed alight with enthusiasm in the shadows cast by her magical illumination. 
 
   “Get ready.” Gabriel scanned the deck above with his magic-sense, waiting for a pause in the two Apollyons’ attacks. “Now!”
 
   A five-foot circle of wooden planks above turned to dust as two black-clad Apollyons crashed to the floor of the hold, driven downward at unnatural speed by Gabriel’s Wind Magic, even as Ling use her own Wind Magic to send the heads of the two men slamming into each other. The wooden decking above burst into flame as smoke filled the air. Gabriel lent his Heart-Tree and Soul magic to that of Sema and Marcus, forcing the stunned Apollyons into unconsciousness. 
 
   “Now that’s a plan,” Teresa said as the Apollyons slumped forward onto their faces. 
 
   “You sever one of them and Marcus and I will sever the other,” Sema said. The psychic severing required both Heart-Tree and Soul Magic to accomplish. Sema and Marcus had practiced for such a procedure, but never actually performed it. 
 
   “No, we need to even the odds a bit more first.” Gabriel once again began scanning the deck above with his magic-sense. “The other Apollyons will feel the link being cut and know where we are. After what happened last time, we need to knock a few more out before it will be safe to try severing them.” 
 
   “Where next?” Rajan asked, his eyes following the tip of the Sword of Unmaking. 
 
   “Here.” Gabriel again used the blade of the sword to indicate the point of attack. “Two more right there. Get ready. Now!”
 
   The second attack followed the same pattern as the first, leaving two unconscious Apollyons below and a smoking hole above. A sense of confidence returned with the success of his plan, and Gabriel moved to selecting a third target from the many opportunities on deck. As he raised the blade of his sword to point out the next unsuspecting opponents, the gravity beneath his feet reversed itself, rocketing him and his companions toward the wooden planks above his head. 
 
   Gabriel’s shoulder struck the underside of the deck as wood exploded upward. He tumbled into the open air as more forces of gravity assailed him and his teammates, slamming their arms and legs and heads together. A wall of water fell on them, driving their tangled mass of limbs down to the open deck as the inky darkness of deep unconsciousness began to pour over his mind.
 
   Gabriel’s lids fluttered as he struggled to open his eyes. Water dripped from his clothes and hair. The world did not look right. He hung upside down, suspended in the air by invisible magical forces. His teammates dangled, inverted, in the air beside him. 
 
   Three Apollyons stood facing him. He suspected he had only been out for seconds. Although everything looked wrong side up, he saw that the contest to take control of the ship still raged around him. Nefferati and Akikane battled side by side near the main mast of the Spanish galley, their actions and magical assaults blending like the movements of two dancers anticipating each other’s every motion. Even struggling to regain his senses, he realized he should not have been surprised at the combined skill of the two True Mages. They had, after all, been fighting together for centuries. 
 
   “That was an excellent…” one of the Apollyons said.
 
   “Plan of attack,” a second Apollyon finished. 
 
   Gabriel looked at the men, their faces seeming bizarre from the reversed angle. 
 
   “We hope you don’t mind…” the middle Apollyon said.
 
   “That we took it for our own.” The first Apollyon chuckled. 
 
   Gabriel wondered why they had revived him rather than kidnap or kill him. What did they want? What advantage did they see in keeping him a prisoner in the middle of a shipboard battle? 
 
   “Order the surrender of your people now…”
 
   “And we will spare your lives.”
 
   That answered Gabriel’s questions. 
 
   “I can’t do that.” 
 
   Gabriel saw the Sword of Unmaking, its blade driven into the deck twenty feet away. He had no idea where his pocket watch or the pouch of concatenate crystals might be. He tried to focus his mind on accessing the imprints of his own body, but his head throbbed too powerfully to make such a thing possible. He hung helpless before his enemies. 
 
   “You can…”
 
   “And you will.” 
 
   A small inferno began to circle the unconscious forms of Teresa and the other team members, licking at their clothes, steam rising as water evaporated from the fabric. 
 
   “I’m not in charge,” Gabriel shouted. 
 
   “They will follow your orders…”
 
   “Just the same.”
 
   Gabriel watched as the flames first dried then singed Teresa’s hair. 
 
   “Maybe if they were…”
 
   “Conscious to feel the pain…”
 
   “You might reconsider.”
 
   Teresa’s eyes blinked open, and she let out a weak scream as the fire lapped against her cheeks. 
 
   “Surrender now…”
 
   “Now, or you will all…”
 
   “All burn.” 
 
   Gabriel’s mind froze as he watched the flames engulfing Teresa and his friends. The others woke from forced slumber and added their screams to hers. Those cries reverberated in Gabriel’s head as he tried to formulate a response, some action that might turn the desperate situation to his advantage. He could not order a surrender even if the Grace Mages fighting the Apollyons might follow his instructions. He had no doubt the Apollyons would kill them all and hold him prisoner until they mined every bit of information about the Great Barrier from his mind. There were no good options. There was no secret passageway out of peril. 
 
   Gabriel cried out as the magical flames spread from Teresa’s body to encircle his own. As his own  screams filled his ears and began to drown out those of Teresa and his companions, a blur of motion abruptly overtook his vision. 
 
   Vicaquirao dropped from the smoke filled sky above to the deck between Gabriel and the Apollyons, thrusting forth both of his fists, striking the two nearest Dark Mages in the chest with the force of two crashing locomotives, sending them hurtling through the air to smash into the deck of the Grace Mages’ Venetian galley. 
 
   The flames searing at Gabriel’s skin winked out of existence as he and his teammates fell to the deck in a painful heap. He looked up as the remaining Apollyon turned his magical arsenal against Vicaquirao. The elder True Mage countered the lightning and gravity and curses on his body and mind, pressing the Apollyon with a physical assault, striking at the man’s face and kicking at his legs. The Apollyon staggered back, attempting to recover from an unexpected hand-to-hand attack. Vicaquirao pressed the fellow Dark Mage hard, each blow landing like a wrecking ball. The Apollyon’s fist connected with Vicaquirao’s jaw, but the older mage shook it off, pummeling his adversary several times in the chest before a final punch sent the Apollyon sailing over the railing, out beyond the range of the space-time bubble and into the waters of the Gulf of Patras. Once outside the space-time bubble it would be difficult, if not impossible, for the Apollyon to return to the ship. 
 
   Vicaquirao knelt beside Gabriel and Teresa, inspecting their burns. 
 
   “We do not have time to heal you.” Vicaquirao looked around at the battle spread across two ships. “Our forces are too narrowly matched. We will lose more than this engagement if we do not find a way to force their retreat or mount our own.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel stared up at Vicaquirao. “For saving us.” 
 
   “It is becoming a habit with me.” Vicaquirao smiled briefly, then turned to the others still holding their burned limbs. “You must ignore your wounds and fight. We have little time to turn this tide. Find your talismans and then help protect Ohin and the other Time Mages.” 
 
   “No.” Gabriel raised his voice as he pushed himself to his knees. “The opposite. You’re right. We can’t hold them, much less defeat them. But if Ohin drops the space-time seal and leaves the time bubble in place to hold us out of the Continuum, the Apollyons will run. They don’t want to risk losing any more duplicates.”
 
   Vicaquirao considered this a moment. 
 
   “Yes. I believe you are correct. I will inform Ohin.” Vicaquirao looked at Gabriel’s teammates again. “Find your talismans and hide. Protect Gabriel. Once the time seal is removed, he will be a target again.”
 
   “We’ll keep him safe.” Teresa reached out and took Gabriel’s hand. 
 
   Vicaquirao nodded to Teresa and then turned and leapt into the air, sailing through the smoke and landing on the deck of the Venetian galley near Ohin. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Gabriel looked to the others. “All of you. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You did the right thing, lad.” Marcus checked the burns on Sema’s arms. 
 
   “We need to get out of the open, fast,” Ling helped Rajan limp toward a hole blown into the lower chamber of the sterncastle at the aft of the ship. 
 
   “What about our talismans?” Sema asked, getting to her knees and crawling after Ling and Rajan. 
 
   “We’ll have to hunt for them slowly until the Apollyons are gone.” As the words left Gabriel’s mouth, two Apollyons ran along the aisle between the rowing benches, pursued by Akikane and Nefferati. 
 
   As the Dark Mages turned to make a stand beside the main mast in the center of the ship, Gabriel perceived the space-time seal around the two vessels disappear. He snapped his head around to search for Ohin and the other Time Mages. Vicaquirao stood beside them and two teams of Grace Mages, fending off five Apollyons. Gabriel smiled to himself as the Apollyons began to vanish into time, fleeing the attack on their ship. He had been right. They were more concerned with preserving their numbers for the impending assault on the Great Barrier than in risking their lives inflicting causalities on the Grace Mages. 
 
   “Good call.” Teresa winced as Gabriel helped her to safety beside the others in the captain’s room beneath the sterncastle deck. They dared not risk being seen until they knew that no Apollyons remained on the ship. 
 
   “A lucky guess.” Gabriel watched as the two Apollyons battling Nefferati and Akikane pulled relics from their pockets and vanished. The bone-like relics looked nearly indistinguishable. As Gabriel hid with Teresa behind a water barrel, he noticed one of the previously unconscious Apollyons struggling to his feet, holding his head as he took something from his pocket. 
 
   Gabriel’s heart suddenly raced as he stared at the relic in the Apollyon’s hand. It looked exactly like the relics the other Apollyons had used to escape. It might be a piece of a larger artifact that led them all back to the same location in time. If Gabriel got ahold of that relic, he could strand the still-dazed Apollyon from retreating and potentially gain the key to finding yet another Apollyon base with one small magical act. 
 
   With no talismans at hand, Gabriel quickly stilled his mind and focused on the imprints of his own body, acquired when he had given his life to save his former classmates stranded at the bottom of the river in that bus so long ago. He sensed the Apollyon beginning to warp space and time. As Gabriel united the subtle energy of his own body and mind, he concentrated on forming the Wind Magic he needed. 
 
   The Apollyon looked up in shock as the small piece of pale bone fled from his hand before he could make the time jump away from the ship. The shard of bone soared through the air toward Gabriel’s outstretched palm. He squeezed Teresa’s fingers in his other hand and smiled, knowing he had managed to turn a near catastrophe into a minor success. His smile died and withered as the fragment of bone touched the flesh of his hand and the blackness of time travel enveloped him and Teresa. 
 
   A sharp jerk pulled Gabriel’s mind followed by another even more powerful tug at his inner awareness. Then the blinding whiteness of the time jump stung his brain, fading to reveal not the deck of a ship, but the dense undergrowth of a primeval jungle. Gabriel stared at the bone relic in his hand and gasped as it rapidly disintegrated into gray dust. He looked up again, seeing the terror in Teresa’s eyes as she used her free hand to push a massive palm frond from her face. 
 
   “What have you done?” Teresa looked at the ashy substance spilling through Gabriel’s fingers. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel stared around at the jungle towering above them. As he took in his surroundings and tried not to meet Teresa’s gaze, a dreadful certainly filled his mind and leadened his heart. The booby-trapped relic had taken them somewhere far into the past before self-destructing. The potent jolts he had distinguished with his space-time sense told him something else, as well. 
 
    “We don’t have our talismans.” Teresa swallowed. 
 
   Gabriel thrust his hands into his pockets to find them empty. The relics he usually carried with him were likely scattered across the deck of the Spanish galley where he had hung upside down as the Apollyons’ captive. 
 
   “Do you have a relic?” Gabriel’s voice sounded horse and constricted with fear, already knowing Teresa’s answer. 
 
   “No,” Teresa said, patting her pockets. “Nothing.” She touched her chest. “Not even my amulet.” Gabriel had lost his as well. 
 
   Teresa winced with the pain of her burns, tears filling her eyes. “We’re trapped with no way home.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Insects flitted through the air, wings an imperceptible blur as they buzzed and darted and hovered. 
 
   Gabriel focused on his breathing.
 
   “These insects are big.” Teresa spoke between fire-blistered lips, head resting on a makeshift pillow of palm fronds spread across the thick vegetation that covered the jungle ground. 
 
   A dragonfly the size of Gabriel’s forearm whizzed past his head. 
 
   “We must be in the Paleozoic era. Maybe the early Permian or late Carboniferous Period.” Teresa panted as she spoke, coughing into her hand. “Insects can only get this big with enough oxygen. The oxygen levels dropped around 270 million BCE. We must be at least 300 million years in the past.”
 
   “Shush your big brain for a minute.” Gabriel closed his eyes and held his hands just above Teresa’s face where the worst of the burns had begun to blister. “You’re in shock from the pain. I need to heal you.” 
 
   “You need to leave and get back to the others,” Teresa said, her head rolling to the side. 
 
   “Quiet.” 
 
   Gabriel concentrated on his breathing. He imagined his subtle energy as a pure, clear light pouring into his heart from above and below with every inward breath and radiating down into his hands with every exhalation. With each breath his subtle energy, the ultimate source of his magical power, grew slightly. His heart blazed with the energy as he pushed it into his hands, but he knew it to be a fraction of the power available with a talisman. 
 
   Gabriel had been practicing this meditation for years, but there were limits to its effectiveness. He could use the imprints of his own body and consciousness like a miniature talisman to focus his subtle energy and perform magic, but it took great concentration and had imperfect results. He could manage enough magical power to make a time jump by himself, but not with someone else. 
 
   Teresa understood this. He might be able to travel safely away through time at any moment, but not with her. 
 
   However, he could muster the magical energy required to heal Teresa’s burns. It might take hours and several attempts, but he could repair her flesh. If he didn’t, she could die within days from her burns and infection. 
 
   “Don’t worry about me.” Teresa’s voice cracked with the dryness of her throat. 
 
   “Shut. Up. Now.” 
 
   Gabriel focused his subtle energy on the imprints of his body and called forth the mental frame of mind necessary to bend and shape reality to his will, that special way of seeing and sensing the systems of life known as Heart-Tree Magic. As Gabriel deepened his concentration, Teresa let out a gasp, the flesh of her face and neck and shoulders rebuilding itself with a burst of cellular activity beyond normal biological processes. The blisters faded, and charred skin fell away as new dermis replaced it. 
 
   Gabriel’s energy faded, and he redoubled his focus, visualizing the subtle vitality again as a clear, white light flooding his heart. In that moment, he detected something that had escaped him in his previous practice of cultivating his subtle energy. Another energy existed beyond it. Or around it. Or they existed together, distinct, but not separate. Like a drop of water that was part of a wave as well as an ocean. Gabriel sensed a vast sea of subtle energy inseparable from his own, yet somehow inaccessible.
 
   This insight intrigued him. Akikane had mentioned this energy once in a meditation session. The fundamental essence of all reality, Akikane had called it. Gabriel had never experienced it before. Knowing he lacked a mind skillful and sublime enough to touch this ever-present cosmic energy, Gabriel ignored it for the time being and concentrated again on Teresa’s burns, willing them to heal with Heart-Tree magic. As the fire-red flesh of her forearms turned pink, then white, then brown, she reached out a hand and placed it on Gabriel’s chest.
 
   “Stop. I’m fine. Don’t waist all of your energy on me. Save it in case something big and ugly and hungry shows up.” 
 
   Gabriel released his concentration and opened his eyes to stare into Teresa’s. Her skin still looked raw, but she would recover with only mild scarring. She smiled, leaning up on one elbow and kissing him. He held her in his arms, his heart swelling as an anxious tension fled from his shoulders. She was alive and they were together. All other concerns were secondary. 
 
   They parted from the kiss, Teresa cupping his jaw in her hand for a moment before they both leaned back against a tree. 
 
   “So, the Apollyons used your trick to booby-trap their relics if anyone except them touched one, disintegrating after it took us here.” A look of annoyance clouded Teresa’s face. “We need to stop thinking of clever things they can use against us.” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” Gabriel stifled an urgent sigh. “If I hadn’t grabbed the relic, we wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “How could you know it was booby-trapped?”
 
   “I should have guessed.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.” Teresa tightened her grip on Gabriel’s hand. “The Apollyon you took it from probably got trapped and left behind on the ship.”
 
   “And we’re stranded hundreds of millions of years in the past.” Gabriel warily eyed another giant flying insect floating nearby that seemed intrigued by the size of the possible meal the humans represented.
 
   “I’m stuck here,” Teresa said. “You can get back if you find a relic. You can use yourself as a relic if you need to.” 
 
   “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
   “Don’t be stubborn.” Teresa reached her free hand up to pull his chin toward hers. “You can always come back and find me. We found Nefferati twice with relics. I might be a couple of days older, but so what?”
 
   Gabriel said nothing. 
 
   “I can survive for a few days. You don’t need to worry about me.”
 
   Gabriel remained silent. 
 
   “Even if you mess up completely and I become part of the Primary Continuum, we’re so far in the past that it won’t matter much if you pull me out. And you can always kill me and save me again.” Teresa smiled. 
 
   Her smile gradually faded with Gabriel’s continued silence. 
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” Teresa’s eyes narrowed as she raised her chin. 
 
   “We’re not in the Primary Continuum.” Gabriel’s shoulders began to tighten again. 
 
   “We’re in an alternate branch of time?” Teresa frowned. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. But it’s worse than that.” Gabriel’s voice rang with despair. “We’re in an alternate branch of an alternate branch of time. We’re two bifurcated realities away from the Primary Continuum.” 
 
   “How could the Apollyons even do that? Create a bifurcation this far back in time?” A look of confusion crossed Teresa’s face as she tried to puzzle out an answer to her question. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel thought about it for a second, applying what he knew and what he had intuited of the Primary Continuum. “If they destroyed a significant species it could create a bifurcation this far in the past. But they would need to do it again in the first alternate timeline to create the second one.” 
 
   “Which means life could evolve completely different in this world.” Teresa glanced around at the jungle foliage. 
 
   “Maybe.” Gabriel wasn’t certain how life in a tertiary continuum might develop. “Humans may still evolve the same way since the dinosaurs will probably still be wiped out.”
 
   “Why go through all that trouble?”
 
   “Because it makes a safe hiding place…and a perfect prison.”
 
   Teresa looked away from Gabriel and sat in silence. She grasped the intricacies of time travel as well as any Time Mage. She understood what it meant to be lost with no relics in an alternate branch of time, much less what being marooned two branches of time away from the Primary Continuum implied. While a Time Mage could find someone with a relic by searching its past with their space-time sense, this became a much less predictable endeavor when using a relic from an alternate branch of time. 
 
   Alternate branches of time were, by their very natures, less stable than the Primary Continuum itself. This allowed them to absorb greater changes to events in their timelines without bifurcations easily being formed. History in an alternate reality would essentially rewrite itself to compensate for even serious variations. Events could change. People could appear or disappear. Alternate timelines were flexible. 
 
   However, massive changes in these secondary continuums would produce new bifurcations, creating tertiary alternate branches, like those of a tree trunk splitting outwards. These tertiary continuums were even less stable, able to absorb wild changes to their timelines, potentially altering the past and future in fluid ways. While this meant these timelines were less prone to bifurcations, it also meant that relics within them were unreliable for time travel. In a continuum where the future might change, a relic became an unpredictable method of finding a fixed point in time. More importantly, it made locating someone lost along the timeline of a relic in a tertiary continuum impossible. 
 
   “Cross-dimensional degraded chrono-coherency,” Teresa finally said. 
 
   “Exactly.” Gabriel had no idea what the words meant, but he knew she recognized their predicament. 
 
   “That leaves us with only one choice.” Teresa’s face hardened as she turned back to Gabriel. “You have to go back alone.” 
 
   “What?” Gabriel blinked in surprise. “No.”
 
   “You have to.” Teresa’s voice sounded fierce. “They need you. The Council. The war. Saving the Great Barrier. You’re essential to all of that. You need to go back, no matter what. I’m expendable. You know that.”
 
   “You’re not expendable to me.” Gabriel glared at Teresa, his eyes filled with anger and fear. The responsibility for the danger threatening her rested with him. He would not leave her behind.
 
   “This is about more than you and me.” Teresa grabbed his other hand to hold them both in her own. “We have to think of more than ourselves. You have to consider more than me. They can’t save the Great Barrier without you. I know that like I know I love you. Without you, the Apollyons will win. You have to go back.”
 
   Gabriel sighed, emotions roiling within his chest and making his arms weak. 
 
   “Even if I agreed to leave you behind — which I won’t — it’s not as simple as that.”
 
   “You can manage enough magic to take yourself through time. I’ve seen you do it.” Teresa’s voice quavered with her passion. “You can use yourself as a relic.” 
 
   “I doubt it.” Gabriel shook his head. “Do you think the Apollyons chose an alternate world, two steps removed from the Primary Continuum, where I actually exist in some form? Whatever the future of 1980 CE looks like in this reality, I guarantee you, I won’t be in it. And I can’t imagine the amount of magical energy it would take to use myself as a relic to jump straight back to the Primary Continuum, or if that’s even possible.” 
 
   “You can find a fossil here in the past and then locate some relic in the future that exists in both this world and the Primary Continuum,” Teresa said. “It may take a while but you can do it. It’s not impossible.”
 
   “No, it’s not impossible,” Gabriel said. “That exactly what I’m going to do, only I’m taking you with me.” 
 
   “You’ve never been able to take anyone with you on a time jump without a talisman, and you don’t have time to learn how now.” Teresa threw Gabriel’s hands away and crossed her arms. 
 
   “I will practice until I am strong enough to take us both forward in time with a fossil so we can find a talisman and a relic we can use to get back to the Primary Continuum.”
 
   “And how long will that take? Six months? A year? Two? Ten? How do we survive that long? No, you need to go. Now.”
 
    Gabriel glared at Teresa. Why was she being so stubborn? Couldn’t she see he had no choice, no matter how long his plan might take?
 
   “You’re the one who made me promise not to leave you behind.” Gabriel’s fear swiftly transformed to anger. “You’re the one who said we have to watch each other’s backs. I’m watching your back.”
 
   “This is not what I was talking about.” Teresa’s eyes narrowed as her nostrils flared. “I was talking about you leaving me behind to protect me while you went off to do something stupid.” 
 
   “I was trying to leave you behind so you would be safe.” Gabriel shook his head in frustration. “Now you want me to leave you behind so you can die.” 
 
   “I am not a fragile thing to be protected in a basket.” Teresa’s voice began to rise in volume as it lowered in pitch. “I am not the Seventh True Mage’s girlfriend. I am me. I don’t need to be protected any more than the Council needed to protect you by hiding you away.” 
 
   “I wouldn’t be hiding you away,” Gabriel shouted. “I’d be letting you die to save me.” 
 
   “Exactly!” Teresa got to her feet and started to pace along the jungle moss. “You would die to save me. I should be able to make that same choice. We all risk our lives fighting this war. People make sacrifices and they die. It’s my life. I’m giving it to save you and to save the war. There’s more at stake than my life.” 
 
   “And what would happen to me if I leave you to die, have you considered that?” Gabriel stood up to face Teresa. “What would that do to me? How do I live with myself? How do I face down a hundred Apollyons knowing I killed you just so I could fight them? I don’t want to be that person. I refuse to be that person. You may die one day, but it won’t be because I didn’t do everything I could to save you.” 
 
   “You are so stubborn.” Teresa threw her hands up in exasperation. 
 
   “Would you leave me behind to help the Council win the war?” Gabriel stomped toward Teresa and thrust his face next to hers. “Would you leave me to die here in this jungle if you could travel through time to save yourself?”
 
   “Yes.” Teresa’s lower lip twitched as she wiped tears from her eyes.
 
   “Liar,” Gabriel growled, the ball of anger in his chest feeling like it might explode.
 
   “I would. I would leave you if it meant saving everyone else. I would.” Teresa bit her lower lip to cease its continual twitching. 
 
   Gabriel stared at her in silence, holding his breath. 
 
   “I would. I’d leave you behind to save everyone else.”
 
   Gabriel said nothing, his lungs holding tight to air that filled them. 
 
   “I would.”
 
   Teresa seemed to vibrate with anger, her hands clenched at her sides as she held her breath, the silence stretching out between them as they stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
   “Idiot.” Teresa’s shoulder’s slumped in defeat. 
 
   Gabriel released his breath in a long sigh, anger leaving him like water flooding from an upturned bucket. He held out his arms and Teresa fell into them, wrapping hers tightly around his ribs as she buried her face in his chest. 
 
   “I’d never leave you behind. Ever.” 
 
   “I know.” Gabriel tilted his head down to hers. “We’ll get back. Together. I know we will.”
 
   “I hope so.” Teresa raised her lips. “I really don’t want to play Little House on the Paleozoic Prairie.”
 
   They kissed as the insects hummed nearby, oblivious for a short time to their predicament. Many moments passed in perfect bliss before Gabriel’s senses overwhelmed his concentration, pulling him back to the jungle as he pulled away from Teresa’s lips. 
 
   “Did you feel that?” 
 
   “Feel what?” 
 
   The ground shook beneath their feet, vibrations running up along Gabriel’s legs. 
 
   “Where have all the insects gone?” Teresa glanced around them. 
 
   “Something is coming.” The ground trembled again and Gabriel tried to gauge the direction of its origin. 
 
   “You think maybe we made too much noise?” Teresa stood beside Gabriel, still holding his hand. 
 
   “No more yelling in the jungle.”
 
   “You were yelling. I raised my voice for emphasis.” 
 
   The colossal leaves of the trees began to vibrate and sway as the shaking of the earth grew in intensity. 
 
   “I think something big and ugly is coming,” Teresa said. 
 
   The leaves before them parted to reveal a long leathery snout.
 
   “I think we should run,” Gabriel released Teresa’s hand as they spun on their feet and dashed into the trees, clasping hands once more as they raced between branches and bushes. 
 
   As they fled, Gabriel glanced back to see what looked very much like a dragon pounding through the jungle behind them. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The spiny edges of wide leaves scraped Gabriel’s arms and face as he and Teresa ran, hand in hand, through the dense jungle, leaping over fallen tree trunks, pulling each other along, racing to outpace the creature crashing through the underbrush behind them 
 
   Gabriel glanced back at the massive reptile-like monster closing the gap between them, the tall, spiny fin along its back whacking tree branches as its four squat legs propelled its nearly ten foot long body through the jungle.
 
   “I think that’s a Pelycosaur,” Gabriel panted. 
 
   “Great!” Teresa knocked a tree branch from their path and pulled Gabriel to the left. “I think they’re carnivores.” 
 
   “Since we’re the only mammals in sight for millions of years, that makes us an easy lunch.” Gabriel tugged Teresa to the right, running between two close-set trees. “I hear something.” 
 
   “More giant uglies?” Teresa glanced from side to side as they ran. 
 
   “No. Water.” Gabriel heard it clearly, even over the racket they made rushing through the jungle foliage. The roaring sound of moving water came from straight ahead. A second later he spotted a turbulent blue river coursing between the vibrant green of the jungle. 
 
   “A river?” Teresa looked behind briefly before turning to run faster. “That giant reptile’s ancestors were amphibians a few million years ago. What if it can swim?”
 
   “I’m hoping the current will be too fast for it.” Gabriel saw white crests of water in the river. 
 
   “We could always try to fight it off with magic,” Teresa said. 
 
   “If I thought I could stop panicking long enough to focus my mind, I might try,” Gabriel said. “But I’m not even sure how much magic I could manage.” 
 
   “Neither am I,” Teresa looked to Gabriel and gave him a wild, terrified grin. “I guess we swim.” 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa burst from the thick jungle leaves and leapt blindly into the swiftly flowing waters, the churning current sweeping them in circular eddies as it carried them rapidly downstream and toward the middle of the river. 
 
   They surfaced together, still holding hands, spitting water from their mouths and trying to steer themselves with their free arms. The river stretched 100 feet from bank to bank and seemed to be at least 15 feet deep. Gabriel looked back to see the Pelycosaur rush from the jungle and flop half into the water as it tried to stop itself from falling in the river. The creature’s powerful hind legs dug into the earth, pulling it back to the edge of the riverbank. 
 
   “It worked. It’s staying out of the river.” Gabriel thought the look on its face appeared almost dejected at being denied a succulent meal. 
 
   “Wonderful. Now all we have to do is keep from drowning.” Teresa’s legs kicked in the direction of the shoreline. 
 
   “We should stay in the river and put some distance between us and our lizard friend.” Gabriel tried to match the stroke of Teresa’s free arm. It would be easier to swim if they let go of each other but also more likely that one of them might be carried along the current alone. 
 
   “Good idea.” Teresa bobbed in the water. “But the river is getting faster. We’ll be safer near the shore.”
 
   As Gabriel paddled toward the slower, shallower water along the shoreline, he spotted something upriver behind them. Something in the water. Something that looked like a large log. A large log with four legs. Four legs and two eyes poking up above the water line. Eyes that were looking right at Gabriel. 
 
   “Bad idea. Change of plan. We need to get out of the water. Now!” Gabriel watched as the crocodile-like creature’s legs churned the water, propelling it in their direction. 
 
   “Why?” Teresa glanced over her shoulder, swallowing a mouthful of water when she saw what pursued them. “Seriously? Do I have a sign on my back that says eat me?” 
 
   “Over there.” Gabriel pointed between strokes of his free arm toward a slight clearing along the river’s edge twenty feet away. If they timed their swim toward the shore correctly, the river’s current would take them right to the clearing. 
 
   Gabriel looked back, seeing the eyes of the amphibious beast 15 feet behind them. They reached the shoreline, letting go of each other’s hands and using low hanging branches to pull themselves from the water and up onto the soft grass carpeting the small clearing. Gabriel jumped to his feet as he looked behind to see wide, tooth-filled jaws snapping out of the water. He knew they had no time to run. They need to fight the creature and scare it off, if not kill it. He focused his mind to manifest the subtle energy of his body, calling it forth as the massive reptile’s powerful claws tore into the wet earth of the riverbank, pulling it closer, its enormous mouth only a few feet away. He struggled unsuccessfully to get his energy to align with his will. Realizing he would be too late, he abandoned the effort and frantically scanned the ground for a fallen branch or rock he could use as a weapon. 
 
   “Run.” Gabriel said, hoping to distract the prehistoric crocodile long enough for Teresa to escape. 
 
   Gabriel looked over toward Teresa just in time to see a slender filament of lightning arc from her index finger and strike the charging creature on its snout. The reptile skidded to a halt with a wild, guttural yelp of pain, shook it elongated head vigorously, and then turned to slide back into the waters of the river. 
 
   “Nice shooting, Annie Oakley.” Gabriel grinned at Teresa. He knew she had been practicing cultivating her subtle energy, but he had never seen her manage more Fire Magic than lighting an oil lamp. 
 
   “I thought that thing was going to eat us.” Teresa wiped water from her face and wrung her hair. “I guess a little fear helps focus my mind.” 
 
   “It didn’t do anything for mine.” Gabriel shook the water out of his own hair. “I was preparing to hit it with a rock.” 
 
   “You spent too much energy healing me.” Teresa frowned at him. “Which I told you not to do.” 
 
   “And if I hadn’t, you wouldn’t have had the energy to scare off that croco-saurous thing. So we’re both right.” 
 
   “Croco-saurous?” Teresa laughed at Gabriel’s newly coined designation. “Is that the scientific term?”
 
   “It’s more scientific than big ugly thing,” Gabriel teased. 
 
   “I’m a math prodigy, not a paleontologist.” 
 
   “We’re going to need a paleontologist.” Gabriel looked around at the jungle surrounding them. “It’d be nice to have an idea of when and where we are and how to start looking for a fossil to get out of here.”
 
   “We need to establish a basecamp first.” Teresa scanned the vegetation near the riverbank. “We can make this clearing a little bigger, push it back into the jungle more. That will give us the river on one side and the jungle on the other.” 
 
   “We can build a fire and keep it going.” Gabriel began to walk the clearing, pacing out how much jungle they would need to remove. “That should keep the big uglies away.”
 
   “These rocks are easy enough to use to fashion hatchets or blades.” Teresa picked up a large stone from the river’s edge and smashed it against a nearby rock, chipping off a small piece. “With a little sweat and a little magic, we can double the size of the clearing and have enough materials to build a nice lean-to hut. And we can fashion wooden bowls, and you can harden them with magic, so we can boil the river water until it’s safe to drink.” 
 
   “Then all we need to worry about is finding some small uglies to eat.” 
 
   “I may become a vegetarian for the duration.” 
 
   Gabriel walked over to Teresa and wrapped his damp arms around her wet waist and pulled her into a kiss. As they broke apart he touched his nose to hers. “There is no one I would rather be stranded in the far past of an alternate world with than you.” 
 
   “This is not the romantic road trip I keep suggesting.” 
 
   “I’ll pick you some flowers.”
 
   “Make sure they’re not poisonous.” 
 
   “Which reminds me, we’ll need to be careful about testing any fruit this far back in time.”
 
   “Hmmm, maybe we should see if there are any fish-like things in that river.” 
 
   Gabriel looked up through the leaves of the trees above their heads, catching sight of the sun slowly setting from its zenith. He estimated they would have six or seven hours before sunset.
 
   “If you start on a fire pit and a fire, I’ll work on making the clearing bigger and collecting what we need to build a shelter.” Gabriel let his eyes fall from the sky to Teresa’s face. She looked almost happy. “What?” 
 
   “I wouldn’t want to be trapped here with anyone but you either.” Teresa gave Gabriel a quick kiss and then turned to point at a spot in the grass near the tree line. “I think we should cut those trees down and put the fire pit there.” 
 
   “Without a giant crocodile-thing staring at me hungrily, I might be able to manage some Earth and Heart-Tree Magic,” Gabriel said. 
 
   Setting up the base camp took nearly all of the remaining daylight hours before sunset plunged the jungle into darkness. Fortunately, they had plenty of experience establishing camps in hostile terrains from their numerous missions into the prehistoric past. Using his own subtle energy, Gabriel combined small amounts of Earth and Heart-Tree Magic, along with the sharpened edge of a rock, to fell several of the slender trees around the natural clearing. He dragged the fallen tree trunks to the edge of the glade, creating a barrier of timber, stripping free the large leaves to use in making a shelter. He sharpened the tips of two of the straightest branches, fashioning simple spears to use as weapons, if necessary. They kept them near to hand while they worked. 
 
   Teresa used the thick, sharpened edge of a large piece of dried tree bark to dig a hole in the ground deep enough for a fire pit. She then took large rocks from the riverbank and built up a small, circular stone wall around the pit, both to contain the flames and to retain the heat of the fire into the night. Lastly, she scavenged the nearby jungle floor for fallen branches and dried leaves. With the application of a tiny bit of sustained Fire Magic, generated from her own subtle energy, she soon had a sizable blaze roaring in the middle of the clearing. 
 
   Knowing the fire would keep away all but the most curious or ravenous predators, they began to feel a little safer. With the clearing expanded to give them a supply of wood and more warning if they were being approach from the jungle, they began building a shelter. With jungle vines for rope, and thick, roughly-hewn branches for support beams, they soon fashioned the frame of a simple, but sizable, lean-to. An hour of stripping and weaving leaves into a roof left them with a place to hide from the inevitable rain. A bed of long grass completed the homemaking for their little hut. 
 
   Near sunset, they set about finding something to fill their loudly complaining bellies, scavenging through the neighboring jungle in search of edible plant life. They discovered two different kinds of fruit they had never seen. Gabriel scanned them with the same Heart-Tree sense he used to heal bodies and pronounced them safe to eat. After a bite of each, under Teresa’s skeptical gaze, he declared them delicious. 
 
   Making their way back to the river, they decided enough light still reflected over the water to attempt catching a fish. With Teresa standing watch over the depths of the river, her eyes scanning for any more croco-saurous creatures, Gabriel stood in the shallows, again reaching out with his Heart-Tree sense, trying to determine if anything lurked beneath the rapidly darkening waters. After several frustrating failures, one of which left him soaked to his waist, he eventually speared something the length of his arm that looked like a fish but fought like a water-borne rhinoceros. It even had a horn. He hauled it to shore and Teresa ended the battle with a well-placed rock to the fish’s head. 
 
   By the time darkness cloaked the jungle and the brilliant stars of the later Paleozoic era filled the sky, Gabriel and Teresa sat comfortably beside their little hut, eating fish roasted on a jury-rigged spit while nibbling pieces of green-yellow fruit sliced with the magic-sharpened edge of a wooden knife. 
 
   “Not bad for two city kids.” Gabriel plopped a piece of fatty fish into his mouth and wiped his hands on the grass next to him. 
 
   “We’re going to need to come up with something to carry water in, but yeah, I’m pretty proud of us.” Teresa pulled another piece of fish meat free from the inner side of the blackened carcass and blew on it gently before passing it through her teeth. 
 
   “I’m sure we’ll find something with a big enough bladder to use for carrying water after we eat the rest of it.” Gabriel took bite of fruit. 
 
   “I was thinking more like hollow coconuts than giant lizard bladders.” Teresa’s face twisted in mild disgust. 
 
   “Are there coconuts in the Paleozoic era?” Gabriel scrunched his face while considering the question. “We can find a ridiculously large seedpod and make it water-tight with dried tree sap.”
 
   “Or you could waterproof it with a little Earth Magic,” Teresa said. 
 
   “Oh. Right.” Gabriel felt silly. Although magic had become second nature to him, he still sometimes forgot how easy it made certain tasks. 
 
   “So, any idea how to find a fossil when fossils are only just being made?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “The river is probably our best bet.” Gabriel had pondered this question while working to expand the clearing. Every era created fossils as a natural consequence of geological forces interacting with biological remains. As a result, the farther forward one stood along the timeline, the more fossils might be found. Conversely, the farther back in time one went, the fewer fossils were available for discovery. “If we can find a shallow spot of sandy shoreline, we might come across something from an earlier age.”
 
   “You don’t sound very optimistic.” Teresa turned from the fire toward Gabriel. 
 
   “Well, what we really need is a dry river bed. Something that was a flowing river a million years ago but dried out, leaving dead fish caught in the baking mud.” Gabriel’s elation at establishing the camp and preparing a satisfying meal ebbed away. “We could try hiking to someplace more likely to have fossils, or at least a little easier to dig for them. A desert maybe. Or an arid rocky land that might have had more life on it millions of years ago.”
 
   “How long do you think it will take?” Teresa’s voice sounded hesitant, as though she didn’t want to hear the answer. 
 
   “Weeks. Maybe months. I can’t imagine it’ll take more than a year. Or two at the most.” Gabriel stared at the fire, afraid to look in Teresa’s direction. She had been so adamant in arguing that he should find a fossil and leave her behind, and he so determined to convince her how wrong that would be, he hadn’t had time to consider how long it might take to accomplish the goal of finding a suitable relic. 
 
   “Are you serious?” The pitch of Teresa’s voice forced Gabriel’s attention from the fire to her face. 
 
   “Well, if we’re lucky it could be weeks.” 
 
   “But it could be years.”
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel smiled, trying to infuse as much optimism as possible into his next words. “But while we’re working on finding a fossil, we can also start imbuing an artifact to become a talisman.”
 
   Teresa cocked her head at the idea. “I hadn’t considered that. No one does that. It takes too long.” 
 
   “With two of us it will take less time,” Gabriel countered. 
 
   “How long?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “Well, I started imbuing a candleholder when I was held in Kumaradevi’s palace, and it was slow work, but I’d say that with both of us, we might be able to imbue an artifact with enough imprints to use as a talisman within six months. A year at most.” 
 
   “A year.” Teresa’s shoulders slumped. 
 
   “At most.” Gabriel thought about it again. “Maybe eighteen months.” 
 
   “You are pouring inky darkness all over my sunshine.” 
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel felt bad about deflating the euphoric mood of establishing their basecamp and foraging their first meal while stranded. “I’ll practice cultivating my subtle energy too. Between the two, and assuming we find a fossil, we might be able to accomplish a jump in four months. Maybe three.”
 
   “You’re lying to make me feel better now, aren’t you?” Teresa raised an eyebrow at Gabriel. 
 
   “Yeah.” Gabriel laughed sheepishly at being caught out. “We’re stuck here for a while.” 
 
   “Well then, I suppose that means we should talk about the dinosaur in the room.” Teresa’s expression shifted to one Gabriel always found difficult to read. 
 
   “Dinosaur?” Gabriel looked to the jungle briefly, even though he knew Teresa’s metaphor referred to something else. He wasn’t certain what, but the heat rising in is face pointed toward one particular topic. 
 
   “We need to talk about The Promise.” Teresa’s eyes locked onto Gabriel’s. 
 
   “Ah…The Promise.” Gabriel had somehow managed to push the thoughts about The Promise and the implications of how hard it would be to keep it while trapped alone with Teresa in a tropical jungle to the back of his mind as he had worked to establish the camp. As Teresa stared at him the way she did just then, soft firelight painting the curves of her face, he found his thoughts consumed with The Promise, and moreover, how much he wanted to break it.
 
   “I don’t know if Sema and Marcus envisioned this kind of circumstance when they presented us with The Promise,” Teresa said. 
 
   “Actually, this is probably exactly what they had in mind.” Gabriel laughed. “They watch us like owls hunting mice most of the time.”
 
   “So the question is, do we honor that promise here, when we are away from everyone else?” Teresa leaned forward, waiting for Gabriel’s response. 
 
   “Wait.” Gabriel considered the problem and all the possible answers, wondering which one Teresa was looking for, and more importantly, what her answer might be. “Do you want me to tell you what I want to do or what I think we should do?” 
 
   “Those are two different things?” Teresa looked surprised. 
 
   “Well, it’s all about the time frame,” Gabriel said, clarifying his thoughts as he spoke them aloud. “The Promise makes a certain amount of sense, even if it is extremely old fashioned and wildly hypocritical. I mean, they want me to stage a coup and lead the Grace Mages like an adult, but they don’t actually want me to be adult when it comes to you. But breaking The Promise does complicate things. Everybody says it complicates things. However, considering how many people break similar promises, it seems like a nice complication to have. Especially alone in the jungle, potentially for months, if not years. But there’s another complication. The longer we’re here the more sense it makes to break The Promise, because, well, we might be here a long time. But, there is a counter argument that the longer we’re here the more important it is to keep The Promise, because breaking The Promise can lead to serious consequences that get up and walk away from you. Of course, if we are stuck here for years and years, those kinds of consequences are pretty desirable. At least that’s what everybody who has mobile consequences says. And here’s the real question, the one that makes the time frame so important — how long were the terms of The Promise to begin with? That was never very clear to me. This was probably intentional, now that I think about it. Is this supposed to be a promise that expires when we turn a certain age, or is this supposed to be a promise that we keep until we make some sort of special announcement that calls for invitations and cakes and dancing? I think there’s a case to be made that the contractual basis of The Promise is invalid because the terms of duration aren’t specified. Of course, it’s not like we can take this to a judge. Especially not here. So we kind of have to make our own decision. Although we don’t have to decide about it tonight if you don’t want to. Obviously.”
 
   Teresa sat in silence for a moment, her face a mixture of confusion and appreciation. 
 
   “You seem to have given this a great deal of thought,” Teresa finally said. 
 
   “I think about it a lot. Besides the Apollyons and Kumaradevi and Vicaquirao and the war and the Great Barrier, what else to I have to think about?” Gabriel realized that maybe he hadn’t appropriately prioritized his thinking. 
 
   “I guess it’s nice that you make the time.” Teresa’s face glowed with mirth the firelight. 
 
   “It’s my favorite pastime.” Gabriel knew this to be an understatement.
 
   “So, what should we do?”
 
   “What do you want to do?” 
 
   “If I knew exactly what I thought we should do, would I be asking you?”
 
   “Good point.” 
 
   “Wait.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who wants you to stage a coup and lead the Grace Mages in the war?”
 
   “Nefferati and Akikane. And Ohin. I wanted to tell you, but they made me promise not to tell anyone.”
 
   “Maybe you’re too good at keeping promises.” 
 
   “I know how to break a promise.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Let me show you.” 
 
   Gabriel leaned over and kissed Teresa, sliding his hand around her waist as his lips touched hers. They kissed and caressed by the light of the flickering fire beneath the blazing stars for what seemed like a small eternity — until the bushes behind their makeshift shelter rustled with the unmistakable sound of something large passing. 
 
   “What was…”
 
   “That!”
 
   Gabriel and Teresa leapt to their feet, grabbing their spears and shielding their eyes from the firelight. Gabriel focused his mind and channeled his subtle energy, preparing to attack whatever might emerge from the underbrush with a small blast of lightning. 
 
   They stood, spears clenched, magic poised, listening to the sounds of the jungle for several minutes. Finally, as though by silent agreement, they decided the danger had passed. Gabriel took Teresa’s fingers in his own as he leaned the spear against his side, holding it with his free hand. 
 
   “We should take turns standing watch through the night.” Gabriel glanced at Teresa and then back to the shadowed leaves shifting in the breeze. 
 
   “I suppose the jungle has decided what to do about The Promise.” Teresa laughed softly. 
 
   “At least for tonight.” Gabriel joined her in laughing. 
 
   “It’s nice you know you think about special announcements and cakes and dances.” Teresa stared deep into his eyes. 
 
   “How could I not?” Gabriel kissed her as the moon rose above the trees, painting their gentle embrace in soft, dappled light. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   They spent the night alternating shifts on watch every two hours, sitting with their backs to the fire, keeping an eye on the water and the jungle and each other. While most of the large reptiles of the age seemed to sleep at night, a few nocturnal denizens of the bush wandered close enough to camp that staying awake on watch did not present a problem. Splashes from the river, which Gabriel attributed to ancient crocodile-like reptiles hunting, also made it easy to remain alert. The creatures apparently ate day and night. 
 
   Gabriel took the last watch, letting Teresa doze late into the morning to compensate for the lack of sleep during the night. He felt tempted to forage some fruit for breakfast, but the thought of coming back to camp and finding a crocodile creature in the hut instead of Teresa tempered his growing appetite. 
 
   When Teresa woke, they freshened up in the cool waters of the river, taking turns keeping an eye out for anything that might want to eat them while washing their faces. They found more fruit of a slightly different variety than the night before, ate a quick meal, and began their quest to find a fossil that might take them away from their Paleozoic prison and into a future where they hoped to find a way back to the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Discovering a suitable fossil for time travel proved both easier and more difficult than Gabriel had anticipated. They found a sandy stretch of land along the water’s edge, a little more than a mile upriver from their campsite. They discussed moving their camp closer to the dig site but decided against it. If the site didn’t pan out, they would need to search for another location anyway. 
 
   After three days of digging with makeshift wooden shovels and sifting through the fine sandy soil with their fingers, Teresa discovered a tiny trilobite fossil. Gabriel’s elation and excitement matched hers, until he scanned the relic with his space-time sense.
 
   “No good.” Gabriel tossed the fossil back into the hole they had been digging. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Teresa scowled at the fossil in the dirt and then up at Gabriel.
 
   “It stays underground for the entire length of its timeline right up to the Great Barrier.” Gabriel kicked earth over the hole. “Let’s try here.” He began burying the hole by digging another.
 
   “Maybe we’re going about this all wrong.” Teresa looked around the river and jungle as Gabriel pawed at the soil. “We should be trying to find a fossil before it’s a fossil.” 
 
   Gabriel looked up from his digging. “You want to catch insects and critters and see which ones become fossils?” 
 
   “Is that crazy?” Teresa’s tone of voice indicated she suddenly thought it might be. 
 
   “Only a tiny fraction of the remains from animals or insects become fossils,” Gabriel said. “We could be here decades trying to do that.” 
 
   “Oh.” Teresa knelt down to help Gabriel dig. “You should at least check the bones of the fish we eat for dinner.” 
 
   “That’s not a bad idea.” Gabriel thought about it. “It’s also possible we might get lucky and find a fossil that will not only take us to the future but that also exists in the Primary Continuum. That would make our journey much easier. Any relic we find in the future that also exists in the Primary Continuum will be a shadow relic. Since it never really existed in the Primary Continuum, it won’t directly link to it.” 
 
   “Dysphasic quantum morphic resonance,” Teresa said. “Spooky action at an impossible distance.” 
 
   “Alternate realities will mimic the pattern of the Primary Continuum even if they diverge in significant ways,” Gabriel said. “Like a shadow cast across multiple timelines.” 
 
   “That’s what I said.”
 
   “And aren’t you impressed that I understood?” 
 
   “Can you even make a jump like that?” Teresa paused in her digging to look at Gabriel. “A jump between realities with a relic that isn’t really a relic?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel kept digging to avoid giving any sign of the doubts rapidly filling his mind. “I’m not sure if anyone has ever tried something like what we need to do.” 
 
   “Oh good. We get to break new ground in time travel. That’s always exciting.” Teresa wiped the sweat from her chin with her shoulder. “So, here’s a different question. If we’re stuck here for months or years trying to find the right fossil, will we become part of this Continuum, and will it mess things up for us to leave?”
 
   “I don’t think so.” Gabriel had also pondered this. “This world is a reality two branches away from the Primary Continuum. Even if we merge with it, the timeline will adjust to our being gone. And we’re so far back in the past, I doubt it will matter.” 
 
   “Unless future archeologists find our bones and think we’re an alien Adam and Eve,” Teresa said. 
 
   “You read too many sci-fi books.” Gabriel wanted to laugh at the idea of his and Teresa’s remains becoming fodder for alien conspiracy theorists in a future alternate reality, but the notion seemed less impossible the more he considered it. 
 
   They resumed digging, one of them always facing the water and the other constantly turned toward the jungle in the event that something large and hungry thought they might make a quick and easy meal. 
 
   Over the days, they had both gotten better at summoning the subtle energy required to produce magic, even if only slender streams of fire or electricity. Gabriel had also begun to master the method of combining Heart-Tree and Soul magics to convince curious creatures that he and Teresa were far less interesting than their tiny brains originally assumed.
 
   Their fossil hunt went on like this day after day after day. While the sun stayed in the sky, they dug and sifted through the silky dirt along the river’s edge, breaking for lunch and returning to camp for dinner. Days when it rained, they huddled in their hut to stay dry. After their first soaked day of rain under a leaky roof of woven leaves, Gabriel spent a few hours using Earth Magic to waterproof their dwelling. 
 
   In the evenings, they sat by the fire, eating roasted fish and the occasional large lizard. They talked and took turns trying to imbue a small, flint spearhead that Gabriel had fashioned to be a talisman. Even with their combined efforts, it soon became obvious that imbuing the spearhead with enough imprints to assist Gabriel in making a time jump would require months, at best. Their conversations ranged from the day’s mundane events to what they missed from their lives at the fort to possible strategies for protecting the Great Barrier should they succeed in getting home. 
 
   Inevitably, the topic of The Promise arose, but it seemed moot, as guard duty occupied their nights and fossil hunting filled their days. Gabriel sensed they were both ignoring The Promise as it related to their circumstances, postponing the day when, whether bored while waiting for the rain to stop, or simply too curious to care about consequences, they would come to a mutual decision to abandon the pact. Their regular baths in the river and hours spent next to the fire while their clothes dried were the only times when abiding by The Promise felt like a near physical impossibility. 
 
   During the night, while taking his shift at guard duty, Gabriel practiced the meditation to increase his inner subtle energy. He found that it helped keep his eyes open and his mind alert to the potential dangers of the jungle. He made slow progress in cultivating the subtle energy available to him, and he knew it would take many, many months to develop his magical strength enough to take Teresa along with him on a time jump, even with the help of the talisman they sought to imbue. 
 
   As days turned to weeks, the footprint of their basecamp continued to expand in direct proportion to the amount of wood required to fuel their fire each night. This slow deforestation had the pleasant side effect of giving them a larger back yard, as Gabriel thought of it, putting potential threats that might emerge from the jungle at a greater distance from their hut. Furthermore, it allowed them to dig a sizable latrine within the boundaries of the camp, but still far enough away from the hut and the river to be sanitary. 
 
   One morning, after weeks of sunrises and sunsets had begun to blur into one interminable day, Gabriel woke at dawn to find Teresa seated by the remnants of the fire with a small, leaf-wrapped object cupped in her hands. 
 
   “Happy sixteenth birthday.” Teresa kissed him as he crawled from the hut and into the pale sunshine. 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel blinked away the sleep and accepted the delicately wrapped gift. He had forgotten his birthday. 
 
   “It’s not the keys to a car, but considering the options, it’s the best I could come up with.” Teresa beamed at him, bouncing with excitement as he began to tease the leaves apart. 
 
   “This is extremely well-wrapped.” Gabriel admired Teresa’s handiwork while separating the interwoven leaves. 
 
   “Presentation is ninety percent of perception,” Teresa said. 
 
   “You sound like an advertising executive.” 
 
   “I’ve been thinking about opening a gift shop.” Teresa laughed. “It would be good for the local economy.” 
 
   “We could use a lemonade stand.” 
 
   “A grocery store would be nice.”
 
   “Oh!” Gabriel untangled the strips of leaves enveloping his present, revealing it to the sunlight. “It’s lovely.”
 
   In his palm sat a small stone, polished smooth by thousands of years on the river bottom. Across the face of the rock, Teresa had carved a simple message:
 
   G+T = Bliss3
 
   Gabriel grinned and kissed Teresa. A long while later, he pulled away to look again at the stone in his hand. 
 
   “You’ve reduced our love to a mathematical equation.” Gabriel laughed. 
 
   “I’ve expanded our love with a mathematical equation.” Teresa beamed.
 
   “You are such a geek.” Gabriel kissed her again. 
 
   They decided, in honor of Gabriel’s birthday, to take a day off from searching for fossils. Their single-mindedness in mining the slender strip of soil along the river’s edge for the past several weeks had rewarded them with at least one fossil every few days, but nothing they could use to travel into the future. Teresa suggested a hike as a birthday celebration, which would also function as a chance to scout the area for a new potential hunting ground for fossils. 
 
   After a quick breakfast, they packed a lunch of dried reptile meat wrapped in leaves and a mix of colorful fruits. Teresa carried these in a basket she had made from woven palm fronds as they headed upriver. A large, dried seed pod filled with water hung from Gabriel’s shoulder. Teresa’s suggestion to use magic to make it watertight had turned out to be much easier than using a lizard bladder. And the water tasted clean. As long as they stayed near the river, they wouldn’t need it, but they preferred to be prepared. 
 
   They followed the riverbank for several hours, talking quietly and moving as silently as possible, always on the lookout for any possible attack by crocodile-like creatures from the water, or land-based reptiles in the jungle. By the time the sun reached its midpoint in the sky, they had gone farther downriver than ever before. Having found the fossil hunting site on the first day of exploration, they hadn’t had the time, or inclination, to do more scouting. 
 
   An hour later, the dense foliage began to thin out. Within another hour, the trees gradually started to give way to grassland. Soon they stood at the edge of a grassy plain stretching for miles, the river winding its way through the flat land like a rivulet of rain water on a window pane. A short hike brought them to a bend in the river where a low hillside had eroded away from flooding, exposing a wide stretch of sandy soil. They stopped to eat their picnic lunch and discuss their options. 
 
   “It’s more exposed.” Gabriel gnawed on piece of lizard jerky. “But it gives us a better sightline for any predators approaching.”
 
   “We can put the hut there on that rise.” Teresa pointed to a nearby hill with the stick of meat in her hand. “But we won’t have the trees to protect us from the wind and rain.”
 
   “We can reinforce the shelter after we move it,” Gabriel suggested. 
 
   “We’ll have to carry all the wood for the hut,” Teresa said. “And for the nightly fire.”
 
   “There are a few trees here on the plains,” Gabriel said. “And some dead braches we can salvage.”
 
   “We could build a small raft to haul wood downriver.” Teresa bit into the jerky in her hand, speaking around the chunk in her mouth. “As long as we stay near the shore we should be fine.”
 
   “That’s a great idea,” Gabriel said. “And if we don’t find anything here, we can take the raft farther downriver to hunt for a new place to dig.”
 
   “It’s official then.” Teresa smiled as she scanned the plains. “We have a new home.” 
 
   Constructing a raft and moving their basecamp took several days. After establishing the newly reinforced hut atop the small hill near their new fossil quarry, they spent most of two days scavenging dried wood from the nearby plains and ferrying more firewood with the raft. However, returning the small craft back upstream for each load proved more time consuming than they had originally anticipated. The current ran too swiftly to make paddling or poling their way upriver viable methods of transport. Eventually, they fashioned a thick rope from jungle vines and used it to pull the raft from along the riverbank. They each took turns hauling the empty vessel while the other used a long pole to guide it from the river’s edge. 
 
   A few days after their decision to relocate, they had reestablished their encampment along with an ample supply of wood for a new fire pit. They felt relieved to find the move more than justified as their first full day of digging exposed twice as many fossils as they had hoped to find. In the two weeks between his birthday and the date that made Teresa once again numerically older than Gabriel, they worked constantly, driven by the hope that a new location might bring them luck. 
 
   Gabriel enjoyed these days, mostly because they allowed him to think of himself as the same age as Teresa. It didn’t bother him as much as it had when they first started dating, and he assumed it would matter less and less the older they grew, but being nearly a year younger than her still irked him in indefinable ways. In his mind, at least, it reinforced the impression of him being less mature. He had once mentioned this concern to Marcus, who had assured him that this perception was unlikely to change, no matter how old he became. He usually managed to forget about it. Usually. 
 
   The day of Teresa’s seventeenth birthday proved momentous for more than merely the celebration of a milestone. Gabriel woke her with a kiss and present. Knowing he could not manage an intricate weaving of leaves to wrap his gift, he had instead wrapped it in a wide leaf and encased it in a layer of clay from the riverbed, letting it bake dry in the hot sun of the plains. 
 
   Teresa stared at what appeared to be a baseball sized clump of dried earth and laughed. 
 
   “A ball of dirt. How romantic.” 
 
   “The romantic part is on the inside.” Gabriel tapped the dried clay with his finger. 
 
   “Ooo. Like a clay chocolate truffle.” Teresa dug her fingers into the clay and began to pull it apart. 
 
   “Lots of clay. Not so much chocolate.” Gabriel held his breath as Teresa pulled the earthen crust from around the leaf-wrapped package. 
 
   She hesitated a moment and then tore open the inner leaf to reveal a small seashell, a delicate purple and white pattern mottling its ribbed outer curves. Inside the shell, she found the letters G&T etched into a tiny, red-painted heart.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” Teresa threw her arms around Gabriel’s neck and offered her appreciation in the form of a passionate kiss. When she broke away her face looked inquisitive. “Is it a relic?” 
 
   “It’s not that nice a birthday present.” Gabriel laid his fingers across the seashell. “It only lasts a few million years before getting pulverized by a rock.” 
 
   “How did you find a seashell here?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “We must be close to an ocean.” Gabriel had also wondered about that. “This whole area was probably under water at one time. That’s why we’ve been so lucky finding fossils.”
 
   “Lucky?” 
 
   “Unsuccessfully fortunate.” 
 
   “Now there’s a phrase to rally behind.” Teresa laughed. 
 
   “Shall we take the day off?” Gabriel asked as they stepped from their small hut to greet the day. 
 
   “Maybe we’ll quit early. I have a good feeling about today.” Teresa looked again at the inscription on the seashell before sliding it into her pocket. 
 
   “I thought I was the one who was supposed to have premonitions?” Gabriel said. 
 
   “It’s more of a gut feeling,” Teresa answered. 
 
   The premonition of Teresa’s gut proved prophetic. Shortly after they returned to digging in the sand after a lunch break, she discovered the fossil of a miniature reptile. Gabriel examined the rock in her hand with his space-time sense and let out a whoop of joy. 
 
   “You were right!” Gabriel kissed her. “We found it.”
 
   “Will it get us home?” Teresa asked between joyful kisses. 
 
   “Not all the way,” Gabriel said. “It doesn’t link to the Primary Continuum, and it gets destroyed in a fire in someone’s fossil collection in the late 1800s, but that means there are humans and that we can find more relics and make our way home.” 
 
   “Humans. That’s good news.” Teresa sighed. They had both worried that the alternate universe they inhabited might evolve in a radically different way, producing another dominant species that achieved civilization, or worse yet, never producing one at all. 
 
   They stared at each other a moment, both knowing what finding the fossil meant but hesitating to speak it aloud. Gabriel saw the look in Teresa’s eyes and spoke first. 
 
   “It won’t take that long,” he said. 
 
   “You said it might take a year or more.” Teresa looked away. 
 
   “We’re not going have this argument again.” Gabriel’s stomach began to churn uncomfortably. 
 
   “I’m only pointing out the obvious.” Teresa turned away. 
 
   “It’s obvious you’re not thinking straight. I told you — I’m not leaving without you.”
 
   “That was before we had a fossil to get you home. You can leave now.” 
 
   “You and I leave together.” 
 
   “I’m the only thing keeping you here. Everyone else back in the Primary Continuum needs you more than I do.”
 
   “I need you more than they need me.” 
 
   “You can find me again.”
 
   “I’m telling you, the variables make it impossible. You know that. This timeline is too unstable. Even travel into the future is unpredictable.”
 
   “I trust you.” 
 
   “If I leave you, I can’t get back. I might be able to use the fossil to come back to this time period, but I wouldn’t be able to be accurate about it. I might find you decades later, if at all.”
 
   “I said, I trust you.”
 
   “I don’t trust myself. I’m not leaving you here.”
 
   “You are so…ugh!” Teresa broke away from Gabriel’s embrace and stood facing the river. 
 
   Gabriel stepped behind her, staring at her back for a long while before picking up his spear and walking down to the river to catch a few fish for dinner. He sulked and fumed as he stabbed unsuccessfully at the water. With each failed attempt to spear a fish, his ire clouded his concentration making success impossible. Finally he gave up, thrusting the spear into the sand and stomping off along the riverbank. He walked a few hundred feet away and squatted on a slight rise in the land. Even in his anger, he never thought of getting out of sight of Teresa, in the event a prehistoric creature found her appetizing while alone. She stayed near the hut, engaging in seemingly pointless and repetitive tasks, like cleaning out the fire pit three times. 
 
   Eventually, she walked downriver to join Gabriel. 
 
   “Sorry.” Teresa sat on the grass beside him. 
 
   “Me too.” Gabriel reached out his hand and Teresa took it. 
 
   “What are you apologizing for?” She pivoted to get a better look at him. 
 
   “For all the things I was thinking about you for the past hour.” Gabriel sheepishly stared at the grass before him. 
 
   “Well, I’m only apologizing for the things I say out loud.” Teresa tightened her grip on his hand. “But I am sorry.”
 
   “Let’s catch a fish to celebrate your birthday and finding the fossil.” Gabriel stood up, pulling Teresa to her feet. 
 
   “Excellent idea.” She leaned in to kiss him, but he pulled his face back and caught her eyes with his own.
 
   “And no more arguing about getting home together.” Gabriel’s brows furrowed with the seriousness of his emotions. 
 
   Teresa took a deep breath and exhaled slowly before making her reply. 
 
   “Deal.” 
 
   Gabriel kissed her, and they walked hand in hand along the riverbank back to their campsite. While they did not argue again about the idea of Gabriel using the fossil to make the time jump to the future alone, the unspoken notion created an undercurrent of tension between them in the ensuing weeks. 
 
   With the possession of a fossil to take them forward in time to human civilization and, presumably, to shadow relics that might exist in the Primary Continuum, they spent the majority of their time focused on cultivating their inner subtle energy and imbuing the spearhead to use as a talisman. The level of concentration required for these two tasks limited their ability to engage in them. They could only focus their minds for so long before the effort brought about lapses in clarity that made the process untenable. Complicating this, they needed to remain on watch from the large reptile life inhabiting the tall grass of the plains. They each managed four meditative sessions a day. While one concentrated on the spear head, or intensifying their subtle energy, the other stayed on guard and prepared meals. 
 
   Three weeks after finding a useful fossil, Gabriel tried to assess their progress, as much to calm his fears as to counter Teresa’s silent arguments that he should leave her in the alternate Paleozoic. He estimated that with his gradually increasing inner subtle energy and the imbuing of the spearhead, he might be able to manage a time jump with Teresa in ten to twelve months. If they combined their magical energy, they could potentially reduce that time to eight or nine months. This, of course, assumed that no serious injury befell either of them during that time. Not optimistic news, but he shared it with her, nonetheless, during an evening meal. 
 
   “Well,” Teresa said, after a long pause. “That’s better than two years.”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, trying to infuse the word with as much optimism as possible. 
 
   As the weeks continued to pass, the days grew longer and hotter, signaling a seasonal shift from a rainy spring to a dry summer. The grass of the plains became brownish and brittle, the river shrinking to half its former size. This newly expanded riverbank would have proved a boon if they had still needed to find a fossil. However, they deemed their time better spent trying to generate the magical power necessary to utilize the fossil they already possessed rather than hunting for something new that might take them farther into the future of the alternate timeline. 
 
   In the early hours before sunrise, nearly two months after Teresa’s birthday, Gabriel sat by a small fire taking the last watch before dawn. The dark clouds blotting out the stars had threatened all night to release a torrent of rain. Instead, as the sun rose behind a canopy of grey, lightning began to flash across the sky like brilliant, deformed spider webs. When the faint smell of smoke tickled his nose, Gabriel gently nudged Teresa to consciousness. 
 
   “It’s still dark.” Teresa groggily rubbed her eyes. 
 
   “I think we have a problem.” Gabriel pointed to the western horizon. A pale orange light reflected against dark clouds that looked less and less likely to release their rain. 
 
   Teresa followed Gabriel’s finger and then turned back toward the east where a hidden sun had barely begun to brighten the sky. She looked at Gabriel, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
   “Either the sun is rising in the wrong direction, or the world is on fire.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   “The lightning started a brushfire. And it’s coming right at us.” Gabriel stared toward the mandarin-tinged sky and tried to gauge the distance and speed of the wind. “I don’t think we have more than an hour or two before that fire hits us.” 
 
   “The river is low and the water isn’t very fast, but if we take the raft downstream we might be able to get out of the fire’s path.” Teresa found Gabriel’s hand with hers. The river ran downstream to the south. The fire approached from the west. They would need to cover miles and miles via the slow river in order to escape the approaching flames. “I think it’s the best chance we have.” 
 
   “It’s the only chance we have.”
 
   They quickly gathered their few possessions and tied them to the raft. Gabriel checked to make sure both Teresa’s stone birthday present and the small spearhead still rested in his pocket before helping her haul the raft into the water. Climbing aboard, they used the flat ends of their spears to push against the muddy river bottom and drift downstream. 
 
   They thrust their spears into the water again and again, alternating sides and timing their strokes to steer the raft and propel them as swiftly as possible downriver. They took occasional sips from the seedpod cistern but did not pause to eat. The closer the flames appeared the more creatures they saw fleeing from the grass and leaping into the water, seeking the supposed safety of the other shore. Even the crocodile-like beasts had abandoned the river for the overland flight from the flames. 
 
   “Maybe the lizards have the right idea.” Teresa jammed her spear into the muck and pushed to steer the raft out of the path of a prehistoric reptile splashing through the water. “We could try to run east. The fire might not be able to jump the river.” 
 
   “Look at the height of those flames.” Gabriel pointed at the blazing wall rushing toward them. “It’ll only take a few sparks to set the other side on fire. Then we’d have to try and outrun it on foot. I don’t think these lizards can run that fast or that long and I know I can’t.”
 
   After two hours of exhausting labor they saw the wave of flame approaching, the arid wind carrying its baking heat. The view downriver still offered no hope of sanctuary against the rapidly approaching conflagration. They pulled their tunics up over their noses against the increasingly black smoke, hoping the waterway might alter its course and turn east in time to save them. In defiance of their desires, the river continued to run due south. 
 
   Eventually the smoke became too thick for breathing and the heat too oppressive to continue laboring. With the fire now gorging on the grass of the plains merely a hundred yards from the river, Gabriel pulled his spear from the water and clasped Teresa’s shoulder. 
 
   “We’re never going to make it.” Gabriel tossed his spear to the narrow deck of the raft. “Our best chance is to get in the water and stay low.”
 
    “Even in the water, the smoke is going to kill us if the flames don’t.” Teresa coughed as though to emphasize her point. “Maybe we should try to run east.” 
 
   “We can use the imprints of the spearhead and combine our magics to make a shield against the fire until it passes.” Gabriel stepped into the chest high water, holding the edge of the raft to keep it in place for Teresa. “Once the fire burns out, we can try to walk out of here.” 
 
   Teresa nodded and jumped in the water beside him. While she held the raft in place, he took their two spears and shoved them into the muddy river bottom, angled against the flow of the water and just below its surface. If they survived, they would need their weapons for whatever they might encounter in the charred wasteland that remained. Teresa took their seedpod of drinking water and tied it to her arm as she released the raft, watching it drift away with the current. 
 
   Gabriel took the stone spearhead from his pocket and Teresa clasped her hands around his. He tried to still his mind even as he coughed to clear his lungs from the burning black air. He focused on his subtle energy, concentrating it in his heart center as he reached out to the meager imprints of the spearhead. They could not both simultaneously hold the imprints, but he could share their power with her. He sensed her magical energy and opened up his own, letting them blend together into to one magical force, like water mixing with water. 
 
   “You concentrate on shielding us from the fire and I’ll try to create an air bubble for us to breathe.” Gabriel looked into Teresa’s eyes, seeing his own fear reflected back to him. 
 
   “Right.” Teresa swallowed and her face hardened as she squinted. 
 
   As the wall of fire reached the river’s edge, Teresa created a small sphere of magical protection against the inferno that lapped out over the water to engulf them. Gabriel established a similar bubble using Wind Magic to seal away what little smoke-filled air remained among the oxygen-devouring flames whirling around them. He watched the fire, blown by the strength of the wind, leap across the water to the kindling-like grass on the opposite shore. Within moments, both sides of the river blazed and roiled with smoke. 
 
   Gabriel sensed his magical energy waning as he struggled to maintain the bubble of breathable air. He could feel Teresa also fighting to hold in place her magical shield against the flames. While they had practiced cultivating their subtle energy, they had little training in prolonging its use while performing magic, and the holocaust threatening to consume them showed no sign of dissipating or even lessening in intensity. 
 
   “I don’t know how much longer I can hold this,” Teresa shouted over the roar of the firestorm. As she spoke, Gabriel sensed her shield against the flame shrinking. 
 
   “I’m not sure if I can last, either.” His magical bubble of air began to become porous, noxious black smoke seeping through the barrier. “We have to hold our breaths under water.” 
 
   “No.” Teresa’s voice sounded forceful and fearful at the same time. “You need to go. Now!”
 
   “I’m not leaving you to die in flames.” Gabriel’s concentration wavered as the anger of the old argument gripped his mind. He struggled to hold his magical energy, and the air bubble, in place. 
 
   “You have to.” Tears ran down Teresa’s soot stained face. “I can’t keep the flames away. You have to save yourself.” 
 
   “No.” Gabriel watched Teresa’s sphere of Fire Magic protection begin to collapse. He took his hands from where they still clutched the imbued spearhead and placed them on her shoulders. “Breathe!” 
 
   Gabriel gulped a lungful of air and pulled Teresa down, his magical air bubble evaporating beneath the increased pressure of the water. Teresa glared at him as they clung to each other, the fire making the underside of the water a nightmare of orange and yellow and red and black. The water began to heat up, and he hoped they could hold their breath until the fire ate through its grassy fuel. 
 
   Teresa tried to break away from Gabriel, pointing at him with her free hand. He understood the gesture. He wrapped his fingers around hers and signaled with the stone spearhead, pointing to himself, then to her, then the spearhead, before pulling the fossil they had worked so hard to discover from his pocket. She shook her head. Gabriel pointed again, emphatically. Their only hope would be to combine their magical energies with the insubstantial imprints of the spearhead and try to make a time jump. Gabriel knew the futility of the idea. If they could not maintain the magic needed to shield themselves from the fire and smoke, it would be hopeless to try a time jump. But, if they had only one chance, they had to attempt it. 
 
   Teresa shook her head again. She reached out and cupped Gabriel’s jawline in the palm of her hand. An icy wave raced through his body and mind. He grasped the significance of her gesture just as she opened her mouth and exhaled. 
 
   Air bubbles streamed upward from Teresa’s mouth toward the fire cloaked surface of the river. As she willfully sucked in water the limbs of her body revolted, spasming wildly while she struggled against the instinctive urge to swim for the air overhead. 
 
   Gabriel nearly let the pent up air in his lungs explode forth, repressing the scream of rage building within him as Teresa began to convulse, her lungs filling with water. Gabriel held her close, tying to press his lips to hers and force the air from his chest into her own. She struggled against him, trying to pushing him away. As much as she fought against his attempts to stop her sacrifice, she never looked away from him. 
 
   Not knowing what else to do but unable to do the thing Teresa’s actions attempted to force him into, Gabriel pushed the fear and anger and pain from his mind and embraced his inner subtle energy and the paltry imprints of the spearhead. He focused his space-time sense on the fossil he still grasped in his hand while holding Teresa close with his other arm. Her body ceased its battle against her will as her eyes closed and her limbs went limp. 
 
   The rancid air, hastily gulped down before his submersion, bit at his lungs, fighting for release. He remembered this sensation. He had experienced it before. In the bus at the bottom of that other river. He knew how long he could hold out before his lungs, longing to expel the air within them, overrode his need to retain it. He concentrated on merging the subtle energy of his own being with the nearly imperceptible space-time traces of the fossil, willing them to unite, as he had done so many times previously. 
 
   With his lungs aching to exhale, and his mind battered by thoughts of Teresa’s death, the blackness that accompanied the warping of space-time began to shroud him. He closed his eyes against the sight of Teresa’s still form and redoubled his efforts to make that sphere of warped space and time extend to include her. No matter how hard he pushed, regardless of the magnitude of his desire, he could not generate enough subtle magical energy to make the warping bubble of space-time embrace Teresa. 
 
   Gabriel had to choose. He could jump to safety in an instant, but he could not manage the magical power to take Teresa with him. He would need to leave her there in some unreachable alternate past — or he would die with her. His death would mean many things to many people, but he could not imagine that his passing could affect anyone as deeply as Teresa’s sacrifice would touch him. She had given her life to save his own in the hopes that he might save the Great Barrier and the Primary Continuum from the Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel recognized what he had to do no matter how much he would hate himself for doing it. He could not waste Teresa’s death, her gift of life to him. He had to honor her death and her choice and the woman she had been and the memories of their brief time together, as well as their dreams of a future she would never enjoy.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   As he stared at Teresa’s lifeless body floating a few feet beneath the water, crimson flames undulating along the surface above like a liquid sky of blood, a sudden clarity of profound depth fell upon Gabriel’s mind. He perceived, all at once, the import and impact of Teresa’s decision, and his own, rippling outward, a wave of immanent causality, colliding with every action of everyone else involved in his life. He saw the potential paths he might pursue, from wounded and vengeful tyrant forcing his will upon Grace and Malignancy Mage alike, to a mournful and disconsolate recluse hiding from duty and responsibility. In the midst of this clarity, he perceived the direction he would choose, the one that would have made Teresa proud of him, the one that might fashion him into a man from her martyrdom. 
 
   As this new wellspring of awareness continued to expand within Gabriel’s mind, he reached out with the imprints and energy of his body and the spearhead, preparing to make the jump through time to the place he had identified along the course of the fossil’s timeline. As his fingers loosened their grip on Teresa’s arm and rose to touch the curve of her chin, he noticed something he had witnessed recently. With his consciousness more refined than ever before, Gabriel sensed the subtle cosmic energy pervading all existence. It seemed strange that he had not previously observed it so blatantly. Like only realizing that one breathed air once the temperature dropped low enough to make exhalation visible in small, vaporous clouds. 
 
   Gabriel tentatively reached out with his mind to touch this cosmic origin source. As his own subtle energy touched and blended with the unimaginably vast and profoundly powerful energy at the heart of all being in all times and places and possibilities, he felt humbled and emboldened. With this power, any imagined aspiration became conceivable. With this power, his mind and will could dictate reality in a way that made normal magic seem childish and superficial. 
 
   As wave of relief threated to upend the equanimity of his mind, Gabriel accepted a miniscule fraction of that cosmic energy. He bent down and placed the fossil in the mud of the riverbed. His plan had been to put it back exactly where he had found it. Only now did it occur to him that by moving the fossil downriver, he might have changed its timeline so much that it never again appeared above ground. 
 
   He would worry about that later. With the power coursing through him, he knew he could dig himself and Teresa out of any depth of earth they found themselves buried in. 
 
   He quickly scanned the fossil’s path through history with his space-time sense, searching for a moment that would give them an opportunity to seek out more relics and begin their journey home. Instantly the blackness of time travel surrounded him and Teresa’s lifeless body, carrying them to a point along the timeline of the fossil when a camel hoof would shatter it into crumbling dust. 
 
   The whiteness of time travel faded to reveal the jungle and grassy plains had long ago given way to a dune-swept desert. Gabriel lowered Teresa to the sand beneath their feet and embraced her not with Heart-Tree Magic but with the power of his will, amplified by the subtle cosmic energy of all things. As the water from their faces and hair and cloths soaked the sand, Gabriel used this newfound power to expel the fluid from her lungs and return her to life. It did not require magic, merely thought and desire coupled with the power he now wielded. 
 
   Teresa coughed and spat rancid river water from her mouth. Her eyelids fluttered as she looked up at Gabriel’s face. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “You’re alive.” Gabriel reached out to brush the water-soaked hair from her face. 
 
   “What?” Teresa propped herself up on one elbow. 
 
   “I managed a time jump with both of us.” Gabriel stroked her cheek, elated that Teresa lived. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Instead of an answer, Gabriel kissed her, holding her tight as tears filled his eyes. He thought of how close he had been to losing her. In this swell of emotion, he lost his hold on the subtle cosmic energy that had saved them and the special perspective that allowed him to perceive it. He didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Teresa lived. They had escaped from the jungles and plains of the Paleozoic Era to an age where humans lived. They would find a way home — together. Gabriel broke away from the kiss, grinning and wiping tears from his eyes. 
 
   “Who are they?” Teresa too brushed tears from her cheeks as she looked behind Gabriel. 
 
   He turned to see a small caravan of men and camels not twenty feet away. The men stood wide-eyed, curved swords drawn to defend themselves from the two people who had appeared from nowhere beneath the blistering midday sun. The men whispered among themselves in a language that sounded to Gabriel like some form of ancient Aramaic or Arabic. Without his magical amulet to translate, he had no way of knowing what the men said. 
 
   “Oops.” Gabriel remembered sensing the presence of people when he had made the jump away from the firestorm, but he had been too concerned with reviving Teresa to care who saw them arrive from nothingness. 
 
   He stood up and faced the men. The camels warily shifted their feet at his sudden movement. The man closest to Gabriel raised his sword and emphatically shouted something unintelligible. 
 
   Gabriel sought that immaculately still frame of mind that had allowed him to sense the cosmic energy pulsing beneath all phenomenon, but found it elusive. It felt like trying to find a misplaced book in a darkened room. He thought he knew where it should be, but could not manage to clasp hold of it. Exasperated and knowing he had little time, he instead focused on his own subtle energy and the minor imprints of the spearhead, channeling what little he could muster into a focused burst of Wind Magic. 
 
   “I’m going to need your sword.” Gabriel reached out his hand and the weapon leapt from the grip of the man before him. Gabriel managed to snatch the hilt of the blade from the air, more from his practice with Akikane than his magical control of the sword’s flight. 
 
    The man screamed in fright and turned to flee, his companions following his lead, quickly mounting their camels and charging over the nearest dune, a miniature dust cloud trailing behind in their wake. 
 
   “I was looking forward to riding a camel again.” Teresa’s sarcastic tone said otherwise. 
 
   “Without an amulet to translate, I didn’t think introductions would go very well.” Gabriel knelt back down beside Teresa, placing the sword in the sand beside them. “Especially considering how we arrived.” 
 
   “How did we arrive?” Teresa sat up, crossing her legs as she leaned toward Gabriel. “How did you make the jump? Even with the spearhead, how did you manage it all alone?” 
 
   “While I was trying to gather enough inner energy to make the jump with both of us, I accidentally found a deeper power.” Gabriel frowned with the niggling suspicion that touching it again would not be so easy to accomplish. “With even a trickle of that energy, I could do anything.” 
 
   “You worked magic by touching the primal energy of the cosmos?” Teresa’s eyes widened in surprise. “I’d always assumed that was just a myth.”
 
   “No, it’s real.” Gabriel remembered the overwhelming sense of delirious joy and effortless authority the energy conveyed. 
 
   “Can you do it again?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel’s recent failed attempt came to mind. “I don’t think it will be that easy to duplicate. You have to see things in just the right way. I tried when I took the sword, but I couldn’t find it again. I had to use my own subtle energy.” 
 
   “It’s still amazing.” Teresa grinned and took his hands in hers. “And you brought me back from the dead. Again.” 
 
   “Don’t ever try to kill yourself to save me.” Gabriel clasped her hands so hard she yelped. 
 
   “Maybe I was trying to help you focus your mind so you could see the cosmic super sauce that would save us. Did you think of that?” Teresa yanked her hands back. 
 
   “You were trying to be a hero.” Gabriel considered what she had said. Possibly the clarity of mind necessary to see the primal energy of the cosmos had required the intensity of focus that only came in moments near to death, or moments near to losing someone you loved. 
 
   “You do not get to monopolize the role of hero.” Teresa raised her chin. “I did what I needed to make you leave me behind. If you had stayed and died with me, too much would be at risk. Had you bothered to mention the cosmic super sauce, I wouldn’t have needed to drown myself. Which, I have to admit, you were right about. It is not a pleasant experience.”
 
   Gabriel stared at Teresa in silence, uncertain what to say and unclear of the emotions stirring in his heart. She had a point. He would have chosen to stay behind with her. By sacrificing herself, she had taken that option away, forcing him to save his own life. Moreover, he knew that if their situations had been reversed, he would have done the same thing. In the end, he decided that, however annoying she might be at times, having her around to be annoying far outstripped the alternative. 
 
   “Well,” Teresa looked at Gabriel expectantly, steeling herself for another argument. 
 
   “You’re right.” 
 
   “What?” Teresa blinked in surprise. “I’m sorry, can you say that a little louder? I not sure I heard you correctly.” 
 
   “I said you’re right.” Gabriel laughed as the emotions surrounding Teresa’s near death dissolved along with the tension in his shoulders. “You did the right thing, and I would have done the same thing in your position.” 
 
   “Now, see how easy that was?” Teresa smiled and gave Gabriel a quick kiss. “We’re both right and we both get to be heroes. We saved each other.” 
 
   “Hey.” Gabriel grinned at Teresa, a wave of emotion rolling through him. “I love you.”
 
   “I’ve heard a rumor to that effect.” A wicked curve came over Teresa’s lips. “But then I wake up from the dead and there aren’t any flowers, no box of chocolates, not even a camel to ride, just miles of empty desert.” 
 
   “I hadn’t realized camel rides were considered romantic.” Gabriel feigned the tone of a wounded suitor. 
 
   “You haven’t had a romantic evening until you’ve shared a camel ride under the stars.” 
 
   “I’ll get you a camel as a belated birthday present.” 
 
   “Don’t you dare. Those nasty things always spit on me.”
 
   “Then how about I find us a place where we can change clothes, take a real bath, have a romantic meal, and figure out how to get home?” 
 
   “What about the flowers and chocolate?” 
 
   “I can do either flowers or chocolate, but not both.” 
 
   “Well, then, clearly it’s chocolate.” 
 
   “Done.” 
 
   Gabriel picked up the sword as he stood to his feet, helping Teresa stand beside him. 
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Gabriel laughed and embraced the imprints of the sword. He had assumed that the desert nomad brave enough to challenge them would be the one with the most imbued sword. He had been right. The sword possessed more than enough negative imprints to use as a talisman. And even though it would no longer follow its original path through time into the future, remaining lost in the desert sands, it could still be used as a relic for a time jump into the past.
 
   Gabriel scanned the sword’s path back through time and tried to select a moment he could use to his advantage. It did not prove easy. The inherent instability of a tertiary continuum created immense difficulties for time travel. The timeline of the continuum could change, not only from events put in motion by time travelers in the past, but through the natural plasticity of the alternate continuum itself. Events might alter simply because they could. This made finding a specific moment in time an enervating endeavor. 
 
   Finally, hoping he would actually take them where and when he wished, Gabriel let the inky darkness of time travel blot out the desert sun. As the bright, clear light signaling the end of the time jump faded, they stood in a large tent at night, the past version of the sword hanging from a hook on the central tent pole. A young woman slept nearby among a pile of cushions. A small, wooden box sat beside her on a rug. Gabriel quietly opened the ornately carved cover the box, scanning the contents with his time sense for a relic. Selecting a simple necklace of glass beads, he focused on where and when it would reside in the future, embraced the imprints of the sword, and warped space and time to go there. 
 
   Two hours later, as Gabriel and Teresa experienced it, they sat at a small table outside a café in 1930’s Paris, eating goat cheese smeared across pieces of bread, torn from a warm baguette, while sharing a glass of wine and watching the sunset. It had required ten jumps through time, using relics and imbued artifacts as they traveled, eventually collecting enough jewelry to trade in for cash and find a shop to purchase new clothes. As they happened to be in Paris, it seemed a shame to waste that pleasant coincidence and its proximity to Teresa’s birthday. They had sought out a vacant hotel to bathe and change into their new outfits before heading out to find a meal. 
 
   The hue of their skin set them apart from other Parisians, but did not prove uncommon enough in such a cosmopolitan city to draw unwanted attention. They found a café with a street-side view of a massive stone sculpture where the Eiffel Tower would have been and immediately began ordering most of the contents of the menu. A subsistence diet of prehistoric fish and lizard and fruit for months left them ravenous for modern cuisine. 
 
   While this Paris superficially resembled its sister city in the Primary Continuum, there were enough differences that Gabriel suspected it could take a while to find a relic that might exist in both timelines. Moreso, because no object from the alternate reality would actually exist in the Primary Continuum. The only objects that might exist in the Primary Continuum and the tertiary reality would be fossils from before the bifurcation that the Apollyons used to create the first alternate reality. Finding such a fossil would take decades, or centuries. 
 
   However, objects similar to those in the Primary Continuum would still likely exist in the universe Gabriel and Teresa currently inhabited. Alternate and tertiary continuums could follow the general pattern of the Primary Continuum, the way a shadow naturally followed someone walking down the street. With the proper shadow relic, one that mimicked the existence of something in the Primary Continuum, Gabriel could theoretically establish a link between them and make a jump between the realities. Because the Apollyons would never allow a version of Gabriel to exist in their private reality, he could not use has own body as a relic. Without an established link between the continuums, making the jump using his body as a relic would be impossible. 
 
   Upon realizing they had jumped to Paris, he had initially been elated, assuming they would find an alternate Eiffel Tower he could use to cross back to the Primary Continuum. As he stared at the massive stone statue of a man he assumed to be Napoleon, or some alternate version of the French military commander and Emperor, he wondered how long it might take to find their way home. 
 
   “Now this is a romantic birthday present.” Teresa leaned back in her chair, folding her napkin on the plate. 
 
   “It is beautiful.” Gabriel stared down a broad avenue, watching the lights of the city randomly wink into life, gradually painting the metropolis with a vibrant tungsten glow. “But I don’t know how easy it will be to get back to the Primary Continuum from this city or this world. We may have to go back pretty far in history to find something that exists in all three universes.” 
 
   “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think we need a history book.” Teresa made a sour face. 
 
   “A history book in English.” Gabriel’s face soured a little as well. 
 
   “I can always translate for you. It worked for the menu.” Teresa’s French had been similar enough to the language spoken in the city of this alternate world to order food, but little more. 
 
   “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we should probably try finding a computer in the future and check the Interweb.” Gabriel picked at the remains of something similar to crème brûlée, sliding the last bite past his teeth. 
 
   “Internet.” Teresa laughed. “That assumes the future in this world has an Internet. Or computers.” 
 
   “I miss the library at the castle.” Gabriel sighed, expressing the nostalgia the memory of Windsor Castle evoked.
 
   “We could see if this world has a Windsor Castle,” Teresa suggested in a playful tone. 
 
   “If it does, I suspect St. George’s Cathedral will not hold a library of history books and relics.” Gabriel considered their options. “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “When is that ever in doubt?” Teresa raised her hands in mock confusion.
 
   “It can’t be that hard to find a relic that will take us to England or America so we can find a library.” Gabriel took a drink of water to clear his palette and his head. The few sips of wine had made him cheery but had slowed his mind. “We’ll have better luck looking for a building of some kind. Architecture can last a long time and is easier to track down.” 
 
   “Once we make it back to the Primary Continuum, how are we going to find our way back to the fort?” Teresa asked. “Without your pocket watch it will be hard to meet the team at the usual rendezvous spot in that old antique store.” 
 
   “That will be the easy part.” Gabriel straightened in his chair. “Are you ready to be impressed?” 
 
   “More impressed than waking up from the dead today?” Teresa cocked her head sideways with curiosity. 
 
   “Okay, not that impressed.” Gabriel slumped a little in his chair. “I have a special cache of relics and imbued artifacts that I hid near my house in my own timeline. I figured if I could make a jump using my own subtle energy, I could always use myself as a relic to get to someplace in my past. So I hid a box of things under the floorboards of the shed behind my house.” 
 
   “That is impressive.” Teresa smiled appreciatively. “It shows initiative and forward thinking. I may recommend you for a promotion.” 
 
   “I have enough people recommending me for promotions.” Gabriel unconsciously slid a little farther down into his seat. “At least while we were lost I could forget about the war and The Great Barrier and the Council and potential coupes.”
 
   “We don’t have to go back right away.” Teresa leaned closer and held Gabriel’s hand. “We can hide here in the Paris of Bizarro World for a while longer.”
 
   “No.” Gabriel took a deep breath, trying to permanently impress this moment upon his mind. He suspected he would need lovely moments to remember in the long and inevitably painful days to come. “We should get back. We have too many things to do and too many people counting on us. We can take a vacation later. Unless you want to rest. It has been a long day. We could spend the night in Faux Paris.” 
 
   “I’m sure there will be plenty of daylight where ever we go.” Teresa stood up from the table, pulling Gabriel to his feet. “Let go home.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   After an hour of searching, they found a relic to take them to Alternate Cherbourg, where Gabriel used the hull of a shipping vessel as a relic to carry them to Alternate Portsmouth in England. From there, they located a car that had been in Alternate London, and Gabriel used it to bring them to the center of town where they found the main library of the city. The building did not sit where it did in the Primary Continuum, and therefore offered no use as a gateway home, but it did remain standing for many years. 
 
   Gabriel took them into the future of the library’s timeline to the year 2000, just before renovations turned it into a shopping mall. Teresa’s suspicion that computers and the Internet might not have been invented in this world proved unfortunately accurate. The library did, however, have a large collection of history books. With the sun and a clear blue sky filling the massive bay windows near the reading tables, Gabriel and Teresa spread out several volumes outlining the history of the alternate world. 
 
   “I found some cave paintings.” Teresa pointed to the page of the book resting in her hands. “Oh. Never mind. They’re in Bulgaria, not France. Actually, it’s not even called Bulgaria here.” 
 
   “I was hoping we could use the Great Wall of China, but it’s not so great in this world.” Gabriel swung the book around to show Teresa the photo in the book. “It’s more like a long pile of dirt.” 
 
   “They have Pyramids in Egypt, but none of them seem to be the right spot.” Teresa flipped a few more pages.
 
   “What about ziggurats in Mesoamerica?” Gabriel stared at the ceiling trying to think of places and structures that might exist in this world and the Primary Continuum. 
 
   “I considered that. Same problem. The ones in the correct places don’t look the way they should.” Teresa closed the book and reached for another. 
 
   “We may have to start looking for smaller things,” Gabriel said. “Works of art, like statues and paintings.” 
 
   “I think I have something.” Teresa excitedly tapped the page open before her. “Hadrian’s Wall.” 
 
   “Really?” Gabriel leaned over to read the paragraph next to Teresa’s finger. “I got the impression that Roman history diverged too much from ours.” 
 
   “Well Hadrian’s Wall didn’t diverge.” Teresa grabbed another book and rifled through the pages. “Here. There’s even a photo.” 
 
   “It’s worth a try.” Gabriel smiled at Teresa. “Good work. Now we need relics that can get us there.” 
 
   “If there’s a British museum of history in this world, I guarantee you they will have relics from the wall. Possibly a piece of it.” Teresa grabbed another book from the pile. A tourist’s guidebook to the Alternate London. 
 
   She turned out to be right on both counts. Alternate London did have a museum of history, and it did have a piece of the alternate Hadrian’s Wall. Unfortunately, the chunk of stone wall on display showed no signs of linking back to the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Undeterred, Gabriel took them back through time and space to the actual wall itself. He used the wall as a relic to jump along its length, searching for the oldest section of the great partition that separated northern and southern ancient Alternate Britain. In the Primary Continuum, Roman Emperor Hadrian had begun building the massive stone wall in 122 CE to keep the British tribes of the northern regions from raiding and battling with the Roman outposts in that far-flung part of the Empire. The wall served a similar purpose in this reality. 
 
   Gabriel eventually located a stretch of masonry older than the others that held a tenuous link between the tertiary reality they inhabited, and the secondary reality it had split from, all the way through to the Primary Continuum itself. The connection felt weak, as though the stones in the wall were not properly aligned with their companions in the Primary Continuum. The wall did not provide a perfect conduit back to their reality, but it would work well enough. 
 
   On a whim, he tried once more to shift his perception to reveal the cosmic subtle energy behind all existence, but the vision eluded him, as it had with every attempt since their escape from the fire-covered river in the Paleozoic Era. Unsurprised and undaunted, he gathered the imprints of the artifacts they had collected in their sojourn through the timeline of the tertiary alternate reality — a dagger, a necklace of prayer beads, a small bear carved from bone — and focused his will upon the Time Magic to take them home. 
 
   “Hold my hand tight.” Gabriel wove his fingers between Teresa’s. “This won’t be like the trip we took to get here.” 
 
   “Dysphasic quantum correlation degradation,” Teresa said, nodding her head knowingly. 
 
    “If that translates as ‘bumpy ride’ then you’re right.” Gabriel grinned at her incomprehensible reiteration of his words. “The fossil that stranded us here existed completely in both alternate realities and the Primary Continuum. This section of wall exists in all three worlds, but there are subtle differences in each. I can’t follow the timeline of the wall the way I normally would. I need to use it more like a guidepost and push us between the three realities. Like jumping from one branch of time to another.” 
 
   “Shadow relics.” Teresa frowned warily at the wall Gabriel’s free hand rested upon. “Should we look for something else to use?” 
 
    “We’re going to run into this problem with all the shadow relics we find that exist in all three worlds,” Gabriel said. “I don’t know how the Apollyons found that fossil they booby-trapped. It must have been by accident. It would have taken years otherwise.”
 
   “What’s the worst that can happen?” Teresa asked in a rhetorical tone. “We end up back here looking for relics again.” 
 
   “Or, we don’t make the jump to the next branch and end up somewhere else.” Gabriel’s heart thumped faster at the notion. 
 
   “What’s between the branches of time?” Teresa looked sideways at Gabriel as she puzzled through the question.
 
   “I have no idea.” Gabriel breathed deep to slow his heart. “I don’t think anyone has ever tried this.” 
 
   “Now that you’ve got my curiosity aroused, what are you waiting for?” Teresa grinned with excitement. “We’re boldly going where no one has gone before.” 
 
   “I cannot believe you just said that.” Gabriel groaned. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of…”
 
   An impenetrable infinity of nothingness consumed them as Gabriel warped the nature of space and time around them. 
 
   In that infinite absence of presence, Gabriel struggled to find his bearings, his space-time sense confused by the dislocation of the wall’s temporal signature, unfolding differently in each continuum. He focused his mind on the variant points of reality expressed in the wall’s ancient stone, willing himself to be in a certain place and time in the Primary Continuum. He didn’t try to follow the path of the wall between worlds. Instead, he forced himself and Teresa into the absolute oblivion between all possible realities. 
 
   His mind reeled as a moment that could not exist stretched into eternity. 
 
   The Void between realities held not only the lack of all possible existence but also the endless probability of all potential occurrences. 
 
   All things were possible, and none could ever happen. 
 
   Nothing ever occurred, and all conceivable things took place. 
 
   Endless probabilities connected all potential realities in an infinite timeless now that extended to every imaginable past or present or future because none of these were anything more than the manifestation of the unmanifest underpinning of all reality. 
 
   In this existential implosion, Gabriel ceased to be Gabriel. In a place that could not be, no mind could be a mind. No thoughts found expression. Only awareness of the nonexistence of awareness existed. 
 
   Only the paradox of being the essence of all Being — being a being both probable and improbable — aware and nonexistent — nothing and everything — allowed for the collapse into the singularity of selfhood and will and desire and…
 
   Alabaster light, intense and all-encompassing, gradually ceased as Gabriel’s senses returned.  
 
   Teresa held his hand in a vice-like grip, legs shaking, her breath ragged, sweat dripping down her face. 
 
   Looking at her, he realized his own breathing came in short gasps, and perspiration drenched his weakened limbs. 
 
   “What the hell was that?” Teresa put a hand out to the stone of Hadrian’s Wall to steady herself. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel tried to slow his breathing. “I think the Primary Continuum and all the possible alternate universes exist in some kind of infinite probability well. An endless and eternal void of potentiality.” 
 
   “The ultimate paradox.” Teresa wiped her damp forehead. “Let’s not do that again.” 
 
   “I’m not even sure how we managed to complete the jump.” Gabriel scanned the stones beneath his palm with his space-time sense. “But we did make it back to the Primary Continuum.” 
 
   “What’s the next stop?” Teresa turned to Gabriel, still looking a little shaky. 
 
   “My parents’ house.” 
 
   They took a few minutes to recover and assure themselves that the jump between realities had not left any lasting effects on their bodies and minds. Then, Gabriel used the power of the three talismans he held and concentrated on using his own body as a relic. The connection between the talismans and the tertiary continuum were markedly weaker than before, but proved sufficient enough to allow a jump through time. A moment later, they stood in the shade of a hickory tree beside a small, wooden shed in the backyard of Gabriel’s childhood home. The sun, rising over the edge of a neighbor’s house, began to evaporate the dew still clinging to the grass beneath their feet. 
 
   “Is that your family?” Teresa gestured with her chin toward the largest of the windows. 
 
   Gabriel looked at his younger self and his parents seated around the breakfast table. “Yes.”
 
   “Where are we in your timeline?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “This is the morning I die,” Gabriel said. “Ohin and I appeared outside the kitchen window last night and I stole my grandfather’s pocket watch. The version of me, in there with my parents, says good-bye to them in a few minutes.” 
 
   “Why so close to the end of your official timeline?” Teresa stepped forward to get a better look at the scene beyond the window pane. 
 
   “I didn’t want to risk the chance that my previous self might accidentally find the stash of artifacts and relics in the shed.” Gabriel watched as his younger self got up from the kitchen table and headed for the front door. “I hid the box just before sunrise a few hours ago. I figured I could always make it back here in case of an emergency.”
 
   “Do you want to watch yourself say goodbye?” Teresa turned to Gabriel, her face filled with gentle concern. 
 
   “No. This is as close as I want to come to seeing them again.” Gabriel looked away from the window. Tears began to brim along his eyelids. “It’s too painful afterward. Let’s go. While my parents are watching the younger me at the front door.” 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa snuck around the edge of the shed, lifted the wooden hinged lock, cracked open the door, and slipped inside. The shed held the family lawnmower, a rusted wheelbarrow, and a wide range of garden implements. They waited a moment for their eyes to adjust to the dimness within before Gabriel pulled the door closed behind them. 
 
   He took a hammer from a bench along one wall and knelt down. He began to pry up a floorboard at the back of the small structure. Beneath the floorboard lay bare earth. Putting the hammer back, he grabbed a garden trowel and started to dig. 
 
   “A little Wind Magic would be easier.” Teresa looked over his shoulder as he piled dirt beside a rapidly-growing hole. 
 
   “Old habits.” Gabriel sheepishly placed the trowel back on the bench and reached out with Wind Magic, moving dirt to expose the top of a narrow metal toolbox. He pulled open the lid revealing a small treasure chest of items — watches, rings, broaches, coins, shards of pottery, and many more. 
 
   “Think you have enough relics?” Teresa laughed softly. 
 
   “I wasn’t sure what I might need in an emergency.” Gabriel dug through the various items until he pulled a small yellow rock from the toolbox. He held it up to a slender shaft of light peeking through the wall of the shed. A tiny beetle glowed orange, suspended timelessly in amber. “This will take us back to Fort Aurelius.” 
 
   Gabriel looked through the items in the toolbox again. He took three coins to act as relics and a silver necklace with a tiny gold cross as a temporary talisman. The imprints of the imbued items from the tertiary reality were too weak to be of much use in the Primary Continuum. Not knowing what else to do with them, he placed them in the toolbox next to the other relics, then closed the lid and used Wind Magic to replace the dirt around it. Finally, he slid the floorboard into place and tapped it down with an invisible hammer of gravity. As he did so, his space-time sense tingled briefly. He stopped and waited for it to reoccur, but it didn’t. 
 
   “What?” Teresa looked around. 
 
   “Nothing,” Gabriel said. “I thought I felt something. It could just be another version of me getting ready to use the stash in the toolbox.”
 
   “Then let’s go,” Teresa said. “As much as I love you, I really don’t think I could deal with two of you.” 
 
   Gabriel laughed. “Neither could I.” 
 
   He wrapped them both in Time Magic and followed Ohin’s established procedures, cautiously using the coins from the toolbox to leap to several locations in history before utilizing the chunk of amber to jump back to Fort Aurelius. Seconds later, and millions of years in the past, they appeared in the street outside the main barracks of the fort. 
 
   Ling and Rajan sat on the front steps. He looked up from reading a book while she continued whittling a stick of wood into the shape of a smaller stick of wood. 
 
   “Took you long enough.” Rajan put down the book.
 
   Ling dug the tip of the blade into the wooden stairs. “We’ve been waiting all day.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16
 
    
 
    “Where did you get those clothes?” Rajan asked as he hugged Teresa. 
 
   “Paris,” Teresa replied. “Sort of.”
 
   “You look taller.” Ling released her python-like embrace of Gabriel and peered over the top of his head. “How long were you gone?”
 
   “Longer than we wanted to be, but not as long as we thought we would be.” Gabriel smiled, happy to be back among friends. 
 
   “Come on,” Ling said, heading off down the street. Rajan fell in beside her. 
 
   “Where are we going?” Gabriel jogged to catch up with Ling’s long strides. 
 
   “Akikane and Nefferati asked to see you as soon as you got back,” Ling said. 
 
   “That’s very optimistic of them.” Gabriel noticed other mages watching him and Teresa and their strange clothes. They stared but did not say hello or wave. That seemed odd. 
 
   “It was more about faith than optimism.” Rajan lowered his voice and stepped closer to Gabriel and Teresa. “Vicaquirao managed to get a lot of information from the Apollyon you stranded behind on the galley ship. We knew you were lost in the past of an alternate reality.” 
 
   “Ohin has been working all day on possible ways to mount a rescue mission,” Ling said. “Without your pocket watch, we knew you couldn’t make it to the rendezvous point in the antique shop.” 
 
   “We were hoping that if you did escape, you’d come straight to the fort,” Rajan added. 
 
   “Why is everyone looking at us but ignoring us?” Teresa stared hard at a mage across the street until the woman looked away. 
 
   “We couldn’t keep the news of the mission from Council,” Ling said. 
 
   “We lost a great many people on those ships.” Rajan’s face darkened at the memory of the sea battle. 
 
   “I suspect that’s why Akikane and Nefferati want to see you.” Ling stepped up the stairs of the Council Hall and opened the door. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa walked into the Council Hall to find Akikane and Nefferati talking in one corner while Ohin, Sema, and Marcus sat discussing something at a long, wooden table. 
 
   A momentary silence fell upon the room as they entered, followed by a new conversation consisting entirely of questions. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa accepted the hugs and congratulations from their companions as they tried to answer the inquiries as to what had happened to them and how long they had been gone. 
 
   “Months,” Gabriel said to Sema. 
 
   “The Paleozoic. Probably the Permian or Carboniferous period,” Teresa replied to Ohin. 
 
   “A tertiary reality,” Gabriel said to Akikane. 
 
   “Paris,” Teresa said to Sema. “I like this dress.”
 
   “I have a secret stash of relics and artifacts,” Gabriel replied to Nefferati. 
 
   “Something to eat would be great,” Teresa said to Ling. 
 
   Ohin jumped through space to the kitchens and returned a few minutes later with a basket of food and a small cask of water. They quickly assembled and then assimilated a meal of cold beef, bread, cheese, and fruit. As they ate, Gabriel and Teresa took turns recounting the story of how they had first survived and then escaped their ordeal of being lost in time. 
 
   When it came to explaining how Gabriel had made the fateful time jump to avoid their deaths in the firestorm, he left out Teresa sacrificing her life to force him into saving his own. He wanted that part of their story to stay between them. As for how he accomplished the jump itself, Gabriel made it sound as though he had miraculously managed to find a hidden reserve of inner subtle energy. He made no mention of touching the subtle cosmic energy at the heart of all existence. He didn’t know if they would believe him or not, but he felt that this, too, did not need to be known by the others. Not unless he managed to successfully duplicate the feat. 
 
   He looked at Teresa when he finished his part of the story and recognized the look in her eyes. She, too, found it comforting that they shared secrets no one else knew. 
 
   They finished the account, explaining how they had used Hadrian’s Wall to return to the Primary Continuum. Here, Gabriel did share all the particulars, describing in minute detail the terrifying experience of crossing the Void between the continuums. Ohin seemed both impressed with Gabriel’s accomplishment and intrigued by the implications of what he had witnessed. As they concluded recounting their adventure, describing how they had used Gabriel’s secret stash to return to the fort, he noticed Nefferati casting a sly smile toward Akikane. 
 
   “That’s it,” Gabriel turned to Teresa for confirmation. Sema and Marcus exchanged curious glances. He guessed the source of their silent inquisitiveness. 
 
   “An impressive tale,” Nefferati said with obvious satisfaction. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Well done. Both of you.”
 
   “Now that you have shared your happy news with us, it is time for us to share our unpleasant news with you.” Nefferati placed her elbows on the table, resting the tips of her fingers together. 
 
   “True, true.” Akikane leaned forward in his chair. “Your return is more important than you might imagine.”
 
   Gabriel sat quietly, knowing whatever would be said impacted him more than anyone else. He sighed in apprehension as Teresa slipped her arm through his. The looks on Nefferati and Akikane’s faces, to say nothing of Ohin and the team, only added to Gabriel’s accumulating anxiety. 
 
   “As you were told, your departure did gain us a captive,” Nefferati said. “With Vicaquirao’s help, we interrogated the Apollyon whose relic you tried to steal. He provided several pieces of very useful information in addition to gloating about how impossible it would be for you to return. Firstly, the Apollyons have not yet figured out how to destroy the Great Barrier, but they are close. This is the good news. Unfortunately, they beat us to our plan of an alliance.”
 
   “How so?” Gabriel suspected he knew what Nefferati meant, but hoped he had misunderstood her words. 
 
   “It seems that Kumaradevi’s Dark Time Mage, the one who tracked you down at the Great Wall of China, was secretly working with the Apollyons,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Malik?” Gabriel asked.
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. “With the failure of that plan, the Apollyons offered the traitor up to Kumaradevi as a gesture of good will. An opening to negotiations for an alliance.”
 
   “The Apollyons are working with Kumaradevi now?” Teresa’s voice came out in a strained whisper. 
 
   “They have reached an accord.” Ohin’s voice, too, sounded tense. “Kumaradevi will help them fight us, keeping us distracted while they destroy the Great Barrier.”
 
   “And when they are successful, they will divide history,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Divide history?” Gabriel asked. It sounded ominous. 
 
   “The Apollyons get the future beyond the Great Barrier in 2012.” Ling shook her head.
 
   “And Kumaradevi gets dominion over all of the past before 2012.” Rajan looked like the words stung his tongue on the way out of his mouth. 
 
   “Is there any chance the captive Apollyon lied to create a diversion?” Teresa asked.
 
   “I helped read his mind myself.” Sema’s face tensed at the memory. “He was very truthful.” 
 
   “Where is this Apollyon now?” Gabriel wondered if a second, more personal interrogation might reveal better news. 
 
   “We honored our agreement with Vicaquirao.” Nefferati glanced at Akikane. “We turned him over to be held in Vicaquirao’s prison town.” 
 
   “Which is when the real problems started.” Marcus stared at his empty glass as though wishing it might transform into a flagon of ale. 
 
   “Indeed, indeed.” Akikane said no more. 
 
   “What problem is worse than the Apollyons and Kumaradevi working together?” Gabriel swallowed back the fear building in his chest. 
 
   “The mission did not succeed as we expected.” Nefferati scowled down at the table. “The mission failed on almost every level. We lost ten mages, twenty more were seriously wounded, and we only captured a single Apollyon. And we assumed that we had lost both of you. While Akikane and I possessed the authority to launch such a mission, we could not keep the results of it a secret.” 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “We had to inform the Council.”
 
   “The other members of the Council were not pleased.” Nefferati paused for a moment, turning her eyes toward Gabriel. “They have called for a special session tomorrow…to vote for new leadership.”
 
   “What?” Gabriel shook his head in momentary confusion. “The Council may vote you out?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “There are many members of the Council who were displeased to learn of the mission. And even more displeased to discover that we had worked with Vicaquirao and the two Apollyons.”
 
   “Displeased is a kind word.” Nefferati sighed. “They were livid about us working with Vicaquirao and his tame Apollyons. Your disappearances and the deaths of the ten mages enraged them. When we told them we had released the one prisoner we managed to capture into Vicaquirao’s custody, Councilman Romanov called a special session. This was before we revealed that the Apollyons and Kumaradevi are working together. That led to a lot of shouting.” 
 
   “Much shouting, much shouting,” Akikane said. “And clear calls for new leadership to head the Council.” 
 
   “But they will need the two of you if we’re going to fight both the Apollyons and Kumaradevi to save the Barrier.” Gabriel’s fear gradually transformed to anger. The mission had failed, people had died, but they had obtained vital information. Information that could be their only hope for protecting the Great Barrier of Probability. 
 
   “That is the heart of the problem we face.” Nefferati looked around the room before turning back to Gabriel. “There have always been members of the Council who have believed that our efforts to protect the Great Barrier were not worth the lives of the Grace Mages lost in doing so. And there are some who feel that after our losses with the destruction of Windsor Castle, we are too weak to fight a war on two fronts.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Teresa looked like she might leap out of her seat. “The Council can’t expect us to run away and hide.” 
 
   “I suspect there are those who would like that very much,” Nefferati said. “At the least, I believe Councilman Romanov will suggest that we focus more on defending the Grace Mage forts rather than protecting the Great Barrier. He has always said that the Barrier was like any other wall. Destined to fall at some point.”
 
   “The Barrier isn’t just another wall.” Gabriel leaned over the edge of the table. “It’s essential. It’s like the membrane of a living cell. It’s there for a reason.”
 
   “No one here disagrees with you.” Ohin appeared sad. 
 
   “Then what can we do about it?” Gabriel looked around the table. From the way the others looked back at him, he suspected he would not like the answer. He turned to Teresa, watching as she bit her lip. It took him a moment to realize her anxiety was for him. 
 
   “It is not what we can do about the Council, it is what you can do about it.” Nefferati’s gaze bored into Gabriel. 
 
   In an instant he understood what they were asking of him and what he would need to do. If the Council chose a new leader who turned away from the war and protecting the Great Barrier, it endangered not only the lives of all Grace Mages but the Primary Continuum itself. He could not allow that to happen. He would not allow that to happen. 
 
   “When is this special session the Council has called?” Gabriel planned to be at that meeting, and he would either convince them to continue the course Nefferati and Akikane had set or — he considered that unexpressed notion — he would do what he needed to do. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   After the meeting with Akikane, Nefferati, and the members of the Chimera team ended, Gabriel found himself standing alone for a moment. His sudden solitude in the room did not result from any conscious decision on the part of his companions, but he experienced the separation deeply, nonetheless. He always stood apart from everyone else, but he rarely perceived it as literally as he did then. 
 
   The others had not formally asked him to assume the role of leader of the Council, nor had they voiced the suggestion that he fight the Council leaders for power if they would not see reason. They had not needed to. The long months in a distant alternate past spent digging in the dirt for a way home had given him plenty of time to consider his role in the war and his place in protecting the Great Barrier. He had a duty that no one else could fulfill. While he might want to be asked to make a choice, he knew he really had none. None that he could live with afterwards. 
 
   If the Great Barrier of Probability fell to the Apollyons, giving them access to an unsuspecting future, and if Kumaradevi came to rule the whole of the past and not merely her horrible alternate kingdom, and if Gabriel did nothing to stop these things, he would be abandoning the promise of the prophecy of the Seventh True Mage. He understood, as much from contemplation as instinct and experience, that his role, his destiny, lay in being a protector. He embodied this nature. It explained why he swam back down to the bus at the bottom of that river. It clarified why he did the things he did. Why he was who he was. 
 
   More importantly, he wanted to be this way. 
 
   But how did you protect someone from a threat they did not acknowledge? How did you convince people to fight when hiding seemed so simple? 
 
   As the others left the room to prepare in their own ways for the special council session the next day, Akikane asked to speak with Gabriel alone for a moment. Gabriel told Teresa and his team that he would meet them at dinner and then stepped into the small courtyard behind the Council Hall. The silver watch, once again safe in his pocket, and the Sword of Unmaking slung over his shoulder, Gabriel admired the flowerbeds between two wooden benches as Akikane stared at a particularly lovely bloom whose genetic descendants might one day evolve into a Calla Lily. 
 
   “Thank you.” Akikane’s lack of customary repetition brought Gabriel’s full attention to his mentor’s next words. “We ask a great deal from you. And because of what we ask, things will change between us. Between all of us.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” An odd unease settled over Gabriel from Akikane’s words. 
 
   “You do, you do.” Akikane’s voice sounded gentle and soothing. “But you do not want to admit that you do. We cannot ask you to lead us all and expect you to follow us as you have. If you become our leader, you must be our leader. Myself, Nefferati, Ohin, we can advise you, but to truly lead, it must be you who chooses the path we all follow.”
 
   “You’re right. I don’t want to admit that to myself.” Gabriel’s legs were suddenly rubbery, and he sat down on a bench.
 
   “No, no.” Akikane smiled. “Neither will the rest of us. It is no easier to see the student as the master than to see the mentor as the follower. It will be difficult for each of us in our own ways. However, it is something we must make ourselves aware of and face directly.” 
 
   “I’ll work on it,” Gabriel said. “Assuming I need to. The Council may come around.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Hold to the optimistic mind as long as possible. It staves off the hopeless thoughts.”
 
   Gabriel laughed. He did feel hopeless, and feigning optimism helped, even if it seemed irrational. 
 
   “Now, now,” Akikane said. “There is something I must ask you.” 
 
   “What?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “The jump, the jump,” Akikane said. “How did you really manage the time jump with Teresa away from the fire?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel tried to ignore the probing look in Akikane’s eyes. 
 
   “The truth, the truth.” Akikane smiled slightly. “I know you’re training. You could not have managed that jump with only your own subtle energy. It would take more months than you were gone to learn to cultivate it so deeply. Years, maybe.”
 
   Gabriel grimaced. Sometimes Akikane proved to be entirely too observant. 
 
   “Okay,” he said. “Here’s what actually happened.”
 
   Gabriel described the true course of events that had led to him making the time jump with the fossil away from the fire. He told Akikane about Teresa’s sacrifice and his near death and the state of mind that allowed him to perceive the subtle cosmic energy beneath all reality and how he had used this energy to make the jump. He also explained how he had been unable to sense even a hint of this elemental energy again. 
 
   “So, so.” Akikane looked thoughtful. “I had suspected as much.” 
 
   “I’m sorry I lied,” Gabriel said. “I wanted to keep it to myself.”
 
   “Certainly, certainly,” Akikane said. “You were right. Tell no one of this for now.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of someone being able to use cosmic subtle energy?” Gabriel asked. The question had been nagging at him since escaping that fire-filled riverbed. 
 
   “Once, once,” Akikane said. “I touched it many years ago. By accident, much like yourself.”
 
   “Were you able to do it again?” Gabriel found himself surprised that he had not suspected Akikane of touching the subtle cosmic energy. 
 
   “No, no.” Seriousness filled Akikane’s voice. “I have never tried. Such power is too great a temptation. It is good to have limits to one’s power.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabriel stared at Akikane in confusion. “If I could access that power, I could stop the war. I could save the Great Barrier. I could do anything.”
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. “But might there not come a time when you would be forced to choose between allowing events to follow their natural course and forcing your will upon reality? Unlimited power requires unlimited wisdom and unimaginable restraint.” 
 
   Gabriel fell silent as he considered Akikane’s words. Without even being able to access the cosmic energy again, he felt the temptation of it. The more he reflected on it, the more that temptation frightened him. It would be easy to use for good. To protect people. But it would also be easy to misuse. Even accidentally. How many times had he used his magical powers in ways he thought would be beneficial only to find unintended consequences bloom like flowers after a spring rain? 
 
   Akikane was right. Unlimited power posed too many dangers for a limited mind. If Akikane did not trust himself with that power, how could Gabriel even consider it? What might he do with that power if he were angry? The thought sent a chill throughout his body. 
 
   “I understand.” Gabriel looked up to Akikane’s face. “I won’t use it again. Ever. I won’t even try.”
 
   “One day, one day,” Akikane said. “You are not me. There may come a time when you are ready for such power, or a time when it is necessary to use it. Like saving Teresa and yourself with that time jump. Remember, hold the mind of optimism as long as possible.” 
 
   “It doesn’t seem I could sense the energy again, even if I wanted to,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Possibly, possibly,” Akikane said. “It is elusive. Ever-present but ever-absent. When I first left my life as a warrior and began my life as a novice at the temple, I had a teacher I came to revere above all others. He was a novice monk who had remained a novice monk for decades. He had a weak memory. Buddhism is rife with lists and philosophies and theologies, and they seemed to slip through his mind like wind through one’s fingers. He helped in the kitchens, year after year, making food and serving it to the men who arrived as novices and left as monks or abbots. But he never seemed jealous or unhappy with his place in the temple. In fact, he often seemed the most contented of my brethren. I asked him about this once, on a day I had struggled and failed to master my meditations. He looked at me and smiled. ‘Cook, eat, serve, meditate, study,’ he said. ‘They are all the same. Cook, novice, monk, abbot, tree, sky, earth, all the same.’ That was the first real lesson at the temple I fully realized.” 
 
   “I see.” Gabriel nodded in seriousness. 
 
   “Really, really?” Akikane looked curious. 
 
   “No. Not at all.” Gabriel sighed. 
 
   “One day, one day.” Akikane laughed.
 
   Gabriel smiled at Akikane’s eternal hopefulness. They spoke for a while longer and then Gabriel left to visit Elizabeth. Considering what he expected to occur the following day, he thought it would be good to talk with her, even if the conversation remained entirely his to carry. 
 
   When he stepped into Elizabeth’s room in the infirmary, he found Nefferati seated by the bed, holding the other woman’s hand. 
 
   “…you would be proud…” Nefferati looked up as Gabriel stopped by the doorframe. 
 
   “Sorry,” Gabriel said. Someone always seemed to be there when he came to visit Elizabeth. “I can come back.” 
 
   “Nonsense. Have a seat.” Nefferati gestured toward the empty chair on the opposite side of the bed. “I have been filling her in on what she’s missed the last few days.” 
 
   Gabriel sat down and placed his hands in his lap. 
 
   “You spend a lot of time here at her side.” Nefferati leaned back. “That’s good of you.” 
 
   “It helps sometimes to talk to her.” Gabriel looked at Elizabeth’s sleeping face. “Helps me, I mean.” 
 
   “I understand,” Nefferati said. “I have spent many hours in this room. Apologizing.” 
 
   “Apologizing?” Gabriel turned his eyes from Elizabeth to Nefferati, curious at her meaning. 
 
   “Yes.” Nefferati sat in silence for a moment, seeming to consider her next words and whether to speak them at all. “Apologizing for not being there when she needed me.”
 
   “The castle was under attack,” Gabriel said. “No one is to blame but the Apollyons and Kumaradevi.”
 
   “No. She needed me before the attack ever took place. That was when I abandoned her. And you.” Nefferati turned to gaze out the window at the trees in the courtyard. 
 
   “You had good reasons to be on retreat.” Gabriel understood those reasons. Having recently returned from a forced retreat in the distant past of an alternate universe, he understood how pleasant it could be to separate one’s self from the war for a time. 
 
   “Good reasons or good excuses.” Nefferati turned to face Gabriel. “I am weary of the war. So weary that my bones ache from the centuries of fighting. I thought that if I stepped away from it, if I found a place where I did not need to think about the war, that I could be free of it. If only for a time. I had hoped to find some of the inner peace that Akikane holds so easily. Such peace is not so quickly found. Not for me, at least. I am still who and what I am. It may not have been a mistake to leave, but I certainly made a mistake in leaving for so long. Elizabeth needed me. The Council needed me. You needed me. I was very selfish. Simply because there are others to fight the war does not mean it is not my responsibility as well.”
 
   Gabriel sat with these thoughts for a moment while considering what, if anything, to say in reply. He knew these sentiments all too well. He understood why she had left, why she had returned, and the recriminations she heaped upon herself. 
 
   “We have a duty to protect them, whether we want to or not, because we can.” An inner strength and certainty filled Gabriel as his words passed his lips. 
 
   “Them?” Nefferati raised her eyebrows. 
 
   “Everyone.” Gabriel said. “We can’t stand aside when people need protection.”
 
   “No.” Nefferati sighed. “That is why I apologize. For forgetting this.” 
 
   “You didn’t forget.” Gabriel’s voice sounded as firm as his conviction. “You can’t protect everyone all the time. Sometimes you need to protect yourself. I think she understands that.”
 
   Gabriel looked down again at Elizabeth’s closed eyes. 
 
   “I hope so,” Nefferati said. “I…”
 
   Her thought remained unfinished, her face hardening as she stood up. Gabriel leapt to his feet, as well. He, too, had sensed the distinctive warping of space-time that indicated the arrival of several Time Mages. 
 
   Alarm bells sounded a moment later. 
 
   An explosion shook the walls of the infirmary. 
 
   “Get Elizabeth to safety,” Gabriel said. 
 
   Nefferati looked for a moment as though she would argue. She had more familiarity with giving orders in battle than taking them. However, whether due to Akikane’s influence or her own judgment, she nodded in agreement. “And what are you going to do?”
 
   “Protect the others while we all escape.” Gabriel claimed hold of the imprints in his pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking. They had built the forts not to be defended but because they were easy to abandon. 
 
   To help everyone else flee, he would need to fight, and to fight, he would need more imprints. 
 
   “We’ll meet at the rendezvous point.” Gabriel watched as Nefferati disappeared with Elizabeth before warping space around himself, leaving the infirmary room for the final time. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Gabriel appeared in the armory as more explosions outside rocked Fort Aurelius. By design, the armory appeared to be nothing more than a storage shed containing sacks of grain and other dried foodstuffs. 
 
   He lifted a false floorboard to reveal a small cache of concatenate crystals in a wooden box. He flung aside the dusty lid. There were not as many concatenate crystals present as he had hoped. He grabbed a leather pouch and slid the remaining five crystals inside, embracing their imprints as he did so. 
 
   Gabriel knew he needed to provide enough of a distraction to allow the other residents of the fort to follow their pre-planned escape routes. He needed to do something else, as well. He needed to find Teresa. 
 
   Hoping to combine both goals in a single action, he teleported through space to hover two hundred feet above the fort. The sight below appeared all too familiar. Black-clad Apollyons attacked in groups of twos and threes as Grace Mages defended each other and tried to retreat. Kumaradevi’s soldiers, in teams of six, were assaulting everyone not under attack by the Apollyons. It reminded him of the worst of the two battles that had caused him to destroy the Council’s Windsor Castle. 
 
   Fireballs, arced upwards in the dozens, like some magical anti-artillery fire, exploding around him. He had no more time to look for Teresa or consider a plan. He need to attack until everyone else could find a Time Mage to help them escape. 
 
   He projected himself through space to land between two teams of Kumaradevi’s soldiers and a pair of Apollyons, each fighting different groups of Grace Mages. The Apollyons and the Dark Time Mages sensed his arrival but did not have time to do more than turn before he focused all of the imprints he held on a creating a vortex of Wind and Earth and Fire Magic. 
 
   The ground beneath himself and the Dark Mages around him plunged downward in a churning well of and rock and fire. A sinkhole of extraordinary gravity and flames sucked the Apollyons and Kumaradevi’s soldiers down into the bowels of the earth. 
 
   Gabriel remained floating above the sinkhole only a moment, long enough to yell to his Grace Mage comrades. 
 
   “Everyone to the evacuation points!”
 
   He did not wait to see if they followed his instructions. He caught sight of another battle and jumped through space to appear in the middle of it. With the Sword of Unmaking in hand, he threw himself between two Apollyons attacking Ohin and the Chimera team. Ohin slashed at the Apollyons with his sword, leaping through space around them as Sema and Marcus assaulted their minds and bodies with magic, while Ling and Rajan simultaneously tried to crush them and turn them to ash. 
 
   Gabriel immediately noticed that Teresa did not fight alongside the rest of his friends. He engaged the Apollyons, with both sword and magic, forcing them to fall back. The imprints he held left him almost evenly matched with the two Dark Mages. He nicked one of the Apollyons in the arm with his blade, and the two suddenly vanished. 
 
   “Where’s Teresa?” Gabriel looked between the others. 
 
   “We were looking for her when we ran into the Apollyons.” Ohin turned to follow the sound of a nearby explosion. 
 
   “We need to…” Gabriel’s words and thoughts vanished in a roar of wind and exploding arcs of lightning as gravity pulled him upward into the sky. He saw Ohin and the other members of the team trapped with him, spinning in the tornado of electricity and debris. He tried to undo the magic creating the whirlwind around them, but it held fast against every attempt to dissolve it. Seeing his companions suffering as blue-white bolts encased them, Gabriel did the one thing he could think of — concentrating all of his power in the form of Wind Magic, he pushed them out of the cyclone and into the empty sky beyond its walls of turbulent air.  
 
   Unfortunately, the sky did not prove to be entirely empty. Six Apollyons hovered in the air around the windstorm of caustic energy they controlled. They spotted Gabriel and pushed the maelstrom of lightning toward him. He did not try to fight. He jumped through space, taking Ohin and the rest of his team with him. 
 
   He appeared with the team a moment later in the main square of the fort in front of the Council Hall. Ohin staggered and fell to the ground. The others already lay there. Gabriel’s legs wobbled, but he managed to keep his feet. He watched a Time Mage near the street corner take a small group of Grace Mages away from the fort. The Council Hall marked one of the eight evacuation sites where everyone had been trained to assemble in the event that they needed to abandon the fort. 
 
   “You have to take the others away.” Gabriel reached out a hand to help Ohin to his feet. “I’ll find Teresa.” 
 
   “There are too many of them for you to fight,” Ohin said, gasping for breath. 
 
   “I’m not going to fight unless I have to.” Gabriel looked up as he felt magical energy forming in the sky above. He didn’t wait for it to coalesce. He leapt through space again, taking Ohin and the team with him as the Council Hall exploded in a flash of brilliant light. 
 
   Across the square, Gabriel watched as the Council Hall crumbled in smoke and ash. The Apollyons were never very inventive with their magical assaults, but they were quick to adopt any innovations. They were employing the same type of gravity lens created by Wind Magic that Gabriel had used against them in defending Windsor Castle. 
 
   “Go now,” Gabriel said to Ohin, before turning and running into the middle of the square. He knew the eight Apollyons above would target him. He was the reason they had attacked the fort in the first place. He needed to distract them long enough to allow everyone else to flee. And he needed to find Teresa. And, if there was time, he needed to retrieve something from his room. 
 
   He raised his hands to the sky, shouting to the Apollyons above, trying to draw their attention. One of them turned his head in Gabriel’s direction, their eyes locking for a fraction of a second. Gabriel jumped through space to the top of the fort wall as the earth in the square exploded in light and heat. 
 
   They found him again quickly enough, the wall of logs erupting in flames as he leapt through space to the rear of the fort near the main gate. He deliberately picked places that were far from the designated escape sites, hoping to give the residents of the outpost more time to retreat. He noticed Akikane appear briefly behind one of the Apollyons, hovering in the sky. Both suddenly disappeared, a cloud of dust billowing into the air from a bone rattling impact outside the fortress walls. 
 
   Gabriel leapt through space again to avoid the impossible heat of the gravity lens. He appeared near the barracks and saw Teresa crouched behind a fallen wall. He gathered his magic to jump to her, but the direction of her gaze and the intensity of the look upon her face drew his attention toward his side of the street. Leah and Liam hid beneath the bed of an empty wagon. He sensed the magical lens shifting toward his new position. He teleported to the roof of a nearby building as the ground he had occupied melted into black char, the building behind it going up in flames. 
 
   He watched Leah and Liam run down the street even as he noticed two of Kumaradevi’s Dark Mages turning the corner. They grabbed the children, and Gabriel yelled instinctively. He nearly allowed the distraction of the children’s capture to delay his next jump through space. He appeared atop another building with a view of the street, his hair singed and the back of his hands burnt. 
 
   He watched as Teresa launched a volley of lightning balls at the retreating Dark Mages. One of them, obviously a Fire Mage, deflected the assault while the other used Wind Magic to throw an overturned cart in Teresa’s path. Teresa rolled and dodged the flying wooden wreckage, bounding to her feet, both hands blazing with beams of white-hot plasma. The two Dark Mages disappeared around the corner of a building, an energy beam clipping the Dark Fire Mage’s leg. 
 
   Teresa screamed curses as she ran after the Dark Mages who had captured Leah and Liam. Gabriel leapt through space again as the roof he stood upon became a scorched hole of cinders. He appeared on the other side of the fort, hoping to draw attention away from Teresa and her attempt to free Leah and Liam. While he needed get Teresa away to safety before the Apollyons or Kumaradevi’s soldiers captured her, he also could not risk appearing anywhere near her or the children until he had figured out how to deal with the Apollyons who were trying to incinerate him from the sky. To do so would jeopardize all their lives. He could only afford to do that if they were near enough together that he could try to jump away through time with all three of them. 
 
   He magically pushed himself through space again as the heat of a thousand suns vaporized the ground where he had stood. A second later he appeared where he assumed he would see Teresa battling the two Dark Mages of Kumadevi’s troops. Instead, he found Leah and Liam huddled together in the street. He saw no sign of either Teresa or the Dark Mages. Then something odd prickled his mind. The warping of space-time above him. 
 
   He looked up to find that the six Apollyons who had doggedly attempted to incinerate him had disappeared. He sensed several more twists in the fabric of space-time close together. With the last of these, a strange silence fell upon the fort. Explosions no longer reverberated through the air or shook the ground. People shouted and called for help, but the sounds of battle had retreated. How could that be possible? 
 
   “Teresa!” Gabriel looked around frantically as he ran toward Leah and Liam. They saw him coming and rushed to cling to his legs. 
 
   “Where’s Teresa?” Gabriel placed his arms around the two children. “Did you see where she went?” 
 
   “They took her.” Liam sobbed in terror.
 
   “She tried to save us and they took her.” Leah buried her face in Gabriel’s shirt. 
 
   He held the children tight as he stared around at the burning buildings. He perceived space-time bending slightly and tensed, ready to fight. He relaxed as Akikane appeared before him. 
 
   “What is it, what is it?” Akikane asked, seeing the stricken look on Gabriel’s face. 
 
   “They’ve taken Teresa,” Gabriel said. “I think she was who they wanted.” 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane shook his head. “Easier to capture, easier to interrogate, and better as a hostage.” 
 
   “She knows everything we’ve discovered about the Great Barrier.” Gabriel’s head spun with dizziness. 
 
   “Indeed, indeed.” Akikane placed a hand on Gabriel’s shoulder to steady him. “We will find her. But for now, we must leave this place.” 
 
   Gabriel nodded and gently pushed the still weeping Leah and Liam into Akikane’s arms. “Take Leah and Liam with you. I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point. I need to get something I’m going to need to save Teresa.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “The Council majority has spoken. You are both hereby officially stripped of your titles of office. New elections will be scheduled immediately to secure replacements for your seats. There will now be a vote to determine the new temporary Head of Council. Please clear the Council chamber.” 
 
   The words echoed among the wooden rafters of the high-ceilinged room as they resounded through Gabriel’s mind. He stood between Nefferati and Akikane facing a long oak table in the middle of an octagonal room. 
 
   The ten remaining council members sat behind the table. Councilman Romanov, the one whose words still rumbled through Gabriel’s head, struck a gavel to the table, emphasizing the finality of the Council’s judgment. 
 
   Gabriel did not move to leave. He instead stepped forward. Akikane and Nefferati had accurately predicted how the Council’s review of their tenure would proceed. They had formally requested his presence to give testimony on their behalf. He had barely been allowed to offer answers to a few leading questions. There had been no opportunity to speak in defense of Nefferati and Akikane’s actions. 
 
   Convened in Fort Madison in the middle of the Triassic Period, 210 million years in the past, the council members had nearly universally savaged the results of the mission with Vicaquirao and had been especially unforgiving of the recent loss of Fort Aurelius. All the survivors of the attack had been safely evacuated six hours previously. However, five Grace Mages had lost their lives to the Apollyons and Kumaradevi’s troops. The Council placed the blame for the loss of Fort Aurelius directly on Nefferati and Akikane, even though Gabriel had tried to suggest that he might be responsible for the Dark Mages finding the stronghold in the first place. 
 
   He could not be certain, but he suspected that the slight space-time distortion he had encountered while retrieving the artifacts and relics from his secret stash in his parents’ backyard shed might not have been some future version of himself. In the wake of the attack on Fort Aurelius, it seemed more likely that either the Apollyons, or Kumaradevi’s Time Mages had been staking out his past in a space-time bubble. 
 
   The last moment he saw his parents before his death had a potent emotional pull. The Dark Mages would know this and could have been waiting for him to return, ghosting his time trail back to Fort Aurelius. He had tried to accept responsibility for the attack, but the majority of the council members appeared intent upon placing the blame with Nefferati and Akikane. In the end, only Councilwoman Jones, an Earth Mage and former farmer from Wyoming in the late 1800s, provided the lone vote against deposing Akikane and Nefferati.
 
   Standing between the Council and his two mentors, Gabriel cleared his throat, as much to give himself another moment to consider his course of action as to draw the council members’ attention. 
 
   Councilman Romanov turned from speaking with Councilwoman Patel to glare at Gabriel. A pointed beard accented the narrow features of his face. Gabriel remembered that the man had been a minor aristocrat in the Russian court of Catherine the Great. A Time Mage, he was the most likely candidate to become the new Head of Council. 
 
   “I asked for this room to be cleared. The Council has business to attend to.” 
 
   “I have business with the Council.” Gabriel swallowed, breathing deeply to calm himself. He expected that what was about to happen would go badly, but it might go horribly. Part of that depended on how well he kept his anger under control. Watching the Council remove Nefferati and Akikane from power for doing what he believed needed to be done had left a bonfire of animosity burning in his chest. He could not afford to let that blaze get out of control. 
 
   “You may address your concerns to the Council at the proper time through the proper channels.” Councilman Romanov made to turn back to Councilwoman Patel. 
 
   “That will be too late.” Gabriel raised his voice to ensure the ten people seated behind the table turned to him as one. “I must petition the Council now.”
 
   Councilman Romanov waved his hand dismissively, but Councilwoman Jones leaned forward to speak first. “What petition do you seek?” 
 
   “This is irregular and counter to procedure,” Councilman Romanov said. “It is not following the rules of this chamber that has led to our present circumstances.”
 
   “As we are in a situation where there is no Head of Council, it is within the authority of any one of us to pursue this petition and determine its nature.” Councilwoman Jones turned away from Councilman Romanov. 
 
   “She does have a point, and there is precedent.” Councilman Kim folded his hands on the table and looked at Gabriel. He had died in China in 632 CE to be reborn a Wind Mage. In his previous life he had been an ambassador of the Tang Dynasty under Chinese Emperor Tai Zong. He had adapted better than anyone to the politics of the Council of War and Magic. “What is the nature of your petition?”
 
   “As the Council is aware, one of my teammates has been kidnapped by Kumardevi and the Apollyons.” Gabriel inhaled rapidly, focusing on beating down the flames in his chest. “I seek the Council’s support in mounting a rescue mission.” 
 
   “You mean you want the Council to risk even more lives than were already lost in order to save your girlfriend.” Councilman Romanov placed his hand on his chin in evident exasperation. “Just minutes ago you tried to convince this council that the attack on Fort Aurelius was likely your responsibility. Now you ask us to reward that lack of judgment by mounting a rescue mission that would undoubtedly cost additional lives. I might blame you for not seeing the folly of this request, but you have obviously been poorly tutored in these matters.” 
 
   Gabriel opened his mouth but closed it hastily, refusing to give in to the irritation within him, even as he refused to look back toward Akikane and Nefferati. 
 
   “She is more than my girlfriend,” Gabriel said. “She knows more about the Great Barrier than anyone. With her knowledge, the Apollyons may finally be able to destroy it.”
 
   “And what special knowledge does she possess that the Council has not been made aware of?” Councilwoman Patel placed her palms on the table as she straightened in her chair. She had been a merchant in India in the late 1990s running a small electronics company. A Time Mage like Councilman Romanov, she also happened to be his strongest supporter and a constant critic of Nefferati and Akikane. 
 
   Gabriel hesitated. Under the advice of Nefferati and Akikane, he and Teresa had kept the full information regarding the Great Barrier to a trusted circle. There had been leaks and betrayals from within the Council before, and they had not wanted to risk such treachery again. 
 
   “She knows how the Barrier was created,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “What specifically does she know?” Councilman Romanov asked. “Does she know more than you?”
 
   “No, Councilman,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Then tell us what she knows that is so important,” Councilman Romanov said. 
 
   “Yes, we have been in the dark concerning these matters for far too long.” Councilman Kim slapped the table for emphasis. 
 
   Gabriel looked at the ten faces behind the long table before speaking. He might not like them, might not agree with their decisions, but that did not make them traitors. 
 
   “The Great Barrier of Probability was created using both Grace and Malignancy magic, and it is held in place by one hundred and eight anchor points throughout time. If the Apollyons can find these anchor points, they may be able to destroy The Great Barrier. They have been copying themselves for this very reason. We need to know what they have learned from Teresa and how close they are to locating the anchor points.” 
 
   The council members did not respond immediately. They seemed shocked by Gabriel’s information. 
 
   “You say the Great Barrier was created with both Grace and Malignancy magic?” Councilwoman Patel looked skeptical. “Are you certain?”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel replied. “I’ve inspected several of the anchor points, and they definitely possess traces of both magics.” 
 
   “If this is the case, I do not see the cause for concern.” Councilwoman Patel sat back in her chair. “Does it not stand to reason that the Barrier would also require both magics to destroy it?” 
 
   “No.” Gabriel had deeply hoped the same, but close examination of the anchors points left that notion untenable. “Any Time Mage, Grace or Malignant, with enough imprints at their command could destroy an anchor point.”
 
   “How can you be so certain?” Councilwoman Patel asked. “We should inspect one of these anchor points ourselves. We should have had the opportunity to do so already.”
 
   “I’m positive,” Gabriel said. “It may take dozens of people to build a house, but it only takes one person with a match to burn it to the ground.” 
 
   “A frightening metaphor, but completely inappropriate.” Councilman Romanov looked down his nose at Gabriel. 
 
   “Not if what he says is true,” Councilwoman Jones said. 
 
   “Let’s assume that everything he says is true.” Councilman Romanov turned to Councilwoman Jones with a long sigh, as though speaking to a particularly dense child. “If the Apollyons know about these so-called anchor points, and they have made enough duplicates of themselves to attack them all, then there is very little, if anything, we can do to stop them. We simply do not command the forces necessary to defend so many points in time.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that we capitulate?” Councilwoman Jones shook her head in dismay.
 
   “I am suggesting that we accept the facts before us.” Councilman Romanov’s voice grew louder and more passionate. “We are weakened to the breaking point, and we must focus our limited resources where they provide us the greatest security.”
 
   “Are you forgetting what Nefferati and Akikane told us about the alliance between Kumaradevi and the Apollyons?” Councilwoman Jones asked.
 
   “Not at all,” Councilman Romanov replied. “It is the one piece of news in our favor.” 
 
   “I don’t quite follow that line of reasoning,” Councilman Kim said. 
 
   “Neither do I,” another councilman said. Gabriel couldn’t remember the man’s name, but he looked as confused as Gabriel felt. 
 
   “If the Barrier comes down, the Apollyons have agreed to abandon the past for the future beyond the year 2012.” Councilman Romanov looked between Council members Kim and Jones. “That leaves one less enemy to fight here in the past. And if we can locate Kumaradevi’s alternate reality and sever it, we may find an end to the war.”
 
   “And we are to leave the future beyond 2012 to the Apollyons’ desires?” Councilwoman Jones asked, her voice breaking slightly with emotion. 
 
   “We cannot protect everyone,” Councilman Romanov said, his tone emphatic. 
 
   “Yes, but the Barrier is there to protect the future,” Councilman Kim countered. 
 
   “That is a myth for all we know.” Councilwoman Patel raised her voice. “In truth, we have no idea why the Great Barrier exists. In spite of the suggestion that it was created using both magics, it may actually be a natural phenomenon. Or a mistake. We simply do not understand enough to say with any certainly how the removal of the Barrier will affect the Primary Continuum.” 
 
   Gabriel gasped in disbelief at Councilwoman Patel’s statements. More frightening than her words were the looks on the faces of the other council members. Most of them seemed relieved that she had spoken aloud thoughts they had been harboring for years. 
 
   He had not realized how difficult his task in the room would be. He glanced back quickly at Nefferati and Akikane, impressed they still managed to refrain from interjecting. While Akikane seemed placidly concerned, Nefferati looked like she might explode from the attempt to contain her opinions. 
 
   “This is nonsense,” Councilwoman Jones exclaimed. 
 
   “This is reality.” Councilman Romanov pounded the table with his fist. “We have a responsibility to protect the people who elected us, and we cannot hope to lead them into a peaceful future if we are all killed fighting to stop something that may not only be inevitable but harmless in the long run.”
 
   “I don’t see how the Apollyons’ ruling the future of the Continuum could be called harmless.” Councilman Kim seemed surprised at the suggestion.
 
   “Again, we must face facts, and the fact is that even if the Apollyons make changes to the Continuum in the future, it will not affect us here in the past.” Councilman Romanov had grown tired of the argument. “Regardless, this is not the matter before us at the moment. First, we need to choose new leadership before we consider the actions the Council will take moving forward.” 
 
   “What about Teresa?” Gabriel had remained silent throughout the discussion in order to see how the various council members responded. He also feared what he might say in response to the ideas being presented. Now it seemed time to refocus the Council’s attention. 
 
   “Your petition is denied.” Councilman Romanov gave a perfunctory wave toward Gabriel, Akikane, and Nefferati. “Now, all of you please clear the room.”
 
   “We haven’t voted on it.” Councilwoman Jones looked indignant. 
 
   “Fine. All those in favor of mounting a rescue mission for the girl, raise your hands.” Councilman Romanov looked back and forth down the table as Councilwoman Jones’s hand shot into the air. It hung there alone until Councilman Kim’s palm tentatively joined it. 
 
   “Two in favor. Those against?” Councilman Romanov stared at Gabriel as he raised his hand along with the seven other remaining council members. “Petition denied.” 
 
   “Then I will rescue her myself.” Gabriel let his voice deepen even as he struggled to keep his internal inferno of anger under control. 
 
   “You will do no such thing.” Councilman Romanov glared at Gabriel, his voice brimming with indignance. “You are under the authority of this council and you will do as instructed. Now leave this chamber.” 
 
   “I will leave, but I will not abandon Teresa.” Gabriel fought back the urge to step closer to the table and the council members. He wasn’t sure what he might do if he got too close to Councilman Romanov. 
 
   “I know it is hard to understand and accept.” Councilwoman Patel’s voice filled with something that might have sounded like compassion coming from anyone else. “There is little possibility the girl has not told Kumaradevi and the Apollyons everything she knows. And there is even less of a chance that she is still alive. You must let her go.” 
 
   “Kumaradevi would never kill Teresa when she could use her as a hostage against me.” Gabriel knew this to be his only hope that Teresa still lived. 
 
   “Then you would be a fool to play into her plans with a rescue attempt,” Councilwoman Patel said. 
 
   “And we would be fools to risk dozens of lives to save one girl,” Councilman Romanov added. “And we would be doubly foolish to allow you to risk your life in such an endeavor.” 
 
   “It is my life to risk,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “All of our lives are in service of the greater good,” Councilman Romanov said. “Yours more than most. What little prospect there is of surviving the coming years may very well rest with you. In my opinion, you have been allowed far too much freedom to place yourself in harm’s way. The first thing I will be suggesting to the Council upon your departure from this chamber will be assigning you a new mentor to apprentice under. Someone who will not allow you to carelessly put yourself and others at risk.” 
 
   “I have a counter offer.” Gabriel allowed himself two steps forward but restrained himself from moving any closer toward the table. He didn’t think the firestorm building within him could tolerate any nearer proximity to Councilman Romanov and Councilwoman Patel. 
 
   “You have no status to make any offers of any kind. Your petition has been considered and rejected. Now leave this room immediately, or I will have you removed.” Councilman Romanov nearly leapt up from his chair. 
 
   “Attempting that would be unwise.” Gabriel clenched his fists, ignoring the desire to claim the imprints available to him. 
 
   He sensed what Councilman Romanov attempted even as the man claimed the imprints of the prayer beads wrapped around his wrist. Gabriel felt space-time beginning to twist around himself and Akikane and Nefferati. Romanov intended to teleport them from the Council Hall and into the street. 
 
   Gabriel did not reach for the imprints of his own talisman, opting instead for those held by Councilman Romanov. Focusing his mind as he had practiced so many times, he reached out with his will and magic-sense to wrest the imprints of the prayer beads from Councilman Romanov’s control. Space-time around himself and his mentors collapsed to normality.
 
   “What!” Councilman Romanov jumped to his feet, pointing at Gabriel in barely controlled rage. “What have you done? How dare you!” 
 
   Gabriel felt Councilwoman Patel reaching for the imprints of the necklace at her chest and took control of them from her before she had time to notice. She looked surprised that whatever Time Magic she intended did not work. 
 
   “How?” Councilwoman Patel began to say something that the fear in her voice strangled.
 
   “I am not going to harm anyone.” Gabriel raised his hands in a gesture of peace. Several of the council members did not believe him and claimed hold of the imprints of their talismans. As the council members rarely took part in field missions and hardly ever encountered battle conditions, it did not take Gabriel long to forcibly relieve them of their imprints. In a matter of seconds, he held the imprints of eight talismans. Councilman Kim and Councilwoman Jones had refrained from trying to hold any imprints. 
 
   Gabriel stared at the council members in silence for a moment. Councilman Romanov seethed with anger but appeared speechless in the face of Gabriel’s display of magical ability. 
 
   “Here is my counter offer.” Gabriel lowered his hands. “I suggest you listen closely.” 
 
   “You are in deeper trouble than you can imagine.” Councilman Romanov found his voice. “You have attacked the Council. This is treason.”
 
   “I was merely defending myself. Had I attacked you, we would not be speaking now.” Gabriel allowed himself a momentary smile at that last statement, then quickly stifled it. “Here is what I propose. I will go to Kumaradevi’s world and rescue Teresa. When I leave that world, I will sever it from the Primary Continuum. Hopefully with Kumaradevi in it. Upon my return, I will ask to be made Head of Council.” 
 
   A stunned silence filled the room until Councilman Romanov laughed out loud. “I understand you are young and under the influence of those with no respect for the law, but you must realize how ridiculous that all sounds. You assume you will find Kumaradevi’s world, that you can rescue this girl, Teresa, and that you can escape. But, more than this, you assume you could be Head of Council, even if we all voted for you. You are not of age to vote, much less hold a seat on this council. You are proposing to become a tyrant. We are a democracy. If you wish to rule this Council, you will need to wait until you are of age, get elected by the people, and voted into that position by the Council majority.”
 
   Gabriel listened to his breathing in the silence after Councilman Romanov’s words. They had been the only things that he had so far agreed about with the man. He needed to be careful with what he said next. It would be important not only to him, but to all those who decided what to do about those words and his subsequent actions. 
 
   “I will not be a tyrant.” Gabriel released the imprints he held. He did not need them. He doubted the council members would try again to use magic against him. As a caution against possibly being wrong, his pocket watch and several concatenate crystals sat in his pants pocket. “I will not try to force my will upon this council any more than I will try to force my will upon the people it represents. However, I will not yield to your shortsightedness, cowardice, and poor judgment. I will do as I have said. And when I have dealt with Kumaradevi, I will stop the Apollyons. All I ask is that you do not try to stop those who wish to join me.” 
 
   Councilman Romanov looked to his fellow council members on both sides before speaking. “Let me be clear. Any threat to the authority of this Council will be dealt with severely.” 
 
   “And let me be clear.” Gabriel starred at Councilman Romanov and grasped hold of the subtle energy and imprints within himself. He did not need much magical energy for what he wished to do. 
 
   “Any attempt to stop me will be dealt with severely.” 
 
   From the reactions of the council members, Gabriel knew he had managed the Soul Magic necessary to place his words in their minds. Aloud, he said something different. 
 
   “I am unlike anyone in this room. I am unlike any of our enemies. Ever since I was revealed as the Seventh True Mage, this Council has thought of me as a weapon. All I am asking of you is that you stand aside while this weapon destroys those who threaten us all. What I beg of you is that you do not make the mistake of turning this weapon against yourselves.”
 
   “You cannot threaten the Council without consequences.” Councilwoman Patel’s voice was not as loud as she probably hoped it sounded.
 
   “I will make you an additional offer.” Gabriel had not previously considered what he said next, and therefore spoke slowly. “If I accomplish all I have stated, and I am not dead as a result, I will submit myself to the Council’s judgment and accept wherever consequences it deems just, provided no one who follows me is prosecuted.” 
 
   “You threaten us and dictate terms of some future surrender?” Councilman Romanov shook his head in disbelief. “Does it not occur to you that those who follow you may not live to be held accountable by this council?” 
 
   “I am very aware of that possibility.” That thought had hounded Gabriel for years. “I am also aware that they may all die, purely by allowing your incompetence to continue.” 
 
   “I will not…” Councilman Romanov’s thought got shouted down by Councilwoman Jones. 
 
   “How will you find Kumaradevi’s world?” 
 
   “Vicaquirao knows how to find it.” Gabriel had made sure to rescue the enchanted chalkboard from Fort Aurelius before he had destroyed the compound in a wave of Earth Magic. 
 
   “The same man who you led you into a trap that cost a dozen lives?” Councilwoman Patel laughed in derision. “You are a fool, boy.”
 
   “Possibly.” Gabriel stepped forward again, noticing how many of the council members unconsciously leaned back in their chairs. “I may be a fool, and I may die with the things I propose to do, but I will not be fool enough to hide while the world is threatened and I can do something about it.”
 
   Gabriel did not wait for more words or arguments or discussions. He spun on his heel and walked from the room. Akikane and Nefferati fell in behind him. No one made any effort to stop them or use magic to impede their departure. When the doors of the Council Hall had closed behind them and they were halfway across the main square of Fort Madison, Gabriel let out the breath he had been holding since turning away from the council table. 
 
   “That went better than I expected.” Nefferati patted Gabriel on the shoulder. “You were right about how to approach it.” 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane’s smile returned. “Very good political theater. Especially when you snatched their imprints.”
 
   “Threatening them in their own minds might have been a step too far,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Nonsense, nonsense,” Akikane replied. “A counter threat is hardly a threat.” 
 
   “It wasn’t a threat.” Gabriel glanced between the two True Mages at his side. “It was…an assurance.” 
 
   Nefferati laughed and slapped him on the back again. “I may enjoy taking orders from you after all.” 
 
   As they reached the far side of the square, Ohin and the rest of the team stood up from the benches where they had been waiting.
 
   “How did it go?” Ohin looked straight at Gabriel, his face filled with concern. 
 
   “As expected.” The anger that had propelled Gabriel evaporated, replaced by a growing weight piling upon his shoulders. 
 
   “What happens now?” Rajan asked, looking between Gabriel, Akikane, and Nefferati.
 
   “Now I rescue Teresa.” Gabriel tried to fill his voice with confidence, barely managing to convince himself that it didn’t sound suicidal. 
 
   “Not alone, you’re not.” Ling spat into the dirt of the square. “We’re a team, and she’s ours as much as yours.”
 
   Gabriel began to say something, but Marcus raised his hand. “Don’t even think of going alone, lad.”
 
   “We’d never let you go unaided, and you know it.” Sema crossed her arms and nodded her head for emphasis. 
 
   The indefinable weight pressing down upon Gabriel began to lift as he looked into the faces of his teammates. He could not express how much it meant that that they would follow him. He knew they each cared for Teresa, that they would do anything to save her, but knowing they supported not just his rescue attempt but his confrontation with the Council hearted him. 
 
   “At least I won’t have too many decisions to make now that I’ve decided to lead.” Gabriel enjoyed the laughter that followed his words. 
 
   “What’s first?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “First we need to talk with Vicaquirao.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Leather boots splashed through mud and slid across rain-slicked moss. A continuous curtain of droplets cascaded through layers of conifer needles to soak the forest floor. The smell of wet pine and rain-drenched earth filled the air. 
 
   Gabriel might have enjoyed the scenery of the mountainside he and his companions clambered through were it not for the wetness that saturated his rain poncho and seemed to be working its way past the barrier of his flesh and into his bones. As he sidestepped a low branch, swinging with Vicaquirao’s passage, his feet give way beneath him. The mud of the forest floor offered no resistance to the tread of his boots as he began to slide down the mountain. 
 
   He instinctively reached out for something to arrest his descent only to find Ling’s long arm, her hand firmly clasping his own. 
 
   “Careful.” Ling pulled him back to the thin path through the dense pine forest. “You’re no good to Teresa in a heap at the bottom of the mountain.” 
 
   “Thanks.” Gabriel wiped the water from his face with a muddy hand. 
 
   “We’re almost there,” Vicaquirao called over his shoulder. “Not far.”
 
   “I don’t see why we couldn’t have come on a day when it wasn’t raining.” Rajan groused from behind Ling. 
 
   “Because I’ve been here on all the sunny days.” Vicaquirao smiled. “Unless you’d like to meet two of me today.” 
 
   “Hmff.” Ling said. Her thoughts on the subject remained unclarified. 
 
   Ohin, Sema, and Marcus trudged along silently behind Rajan, Akikane bringing up the rear. There had been a great deal of discussion as to how to mount a rescue mission and who would comprise the team. They had considered recruiting mages from other teams to complement their forces, but Gabriel had been swayed by Ohin’s argument that a smaller team might be less likely to attract notice. 
 
   Gabriel had tried to convince Nefferati to join them as well. He preferred to have as many True Mages as possible on the mission. However, she wisely pointed out that if the mission failed, a True Mage would be greatly needed by the other Grace Mages. In confidence, she also admitted that she did not trust herself to be near Kumaradevi. The goal of the mission was to rescue Teresa, not to seek revenge upon the woman who had held Nefferati in agonizing captivity for years. Instead, she remained behind to rally support for Gabriel among the Grace Mages of the eleven remaining forts. He had also agreed with her assessment that the mission needed a narrow time limit. The risk posed by the alliance between Kumaradevi and the Apollyons demanded rapid and conclusive action. Additionally, Gabriel entrusted the Sword of Unmaking to her care in his absence. The blade would only draw attention to him in Kumaradevi’s palace. 
 
   After an exchange of messages via the enchanted chalkboard, Vicaquirao had met Gabriel, Nefferati, Akikane, and the Chimera team in the ruins of a Spanish monastery in 1876. There, Gabriel had reminded him of the debt still owed from the joint mission to attack the Apollyons in the Battle of Lepanto. Surprisingly, Vicaquirao had agreed to the plan, even though it revealed all of his patiently-acquired information about Kumaradevi’s world. He did not merely know of a relic which existed in both the Primary Continuum and Kumaradevi’s alternate world that could be used for transit between them. He had also discovered the moment in history where she had created her dark reality. 
 
   If Vicaquirao could lead them to Kumaradevi’s alternate domain, then they could sever it from the Primary Continuum upon their departure. But they did not have weeks or days to find and rescue Teresa. The alliance with the Apollyons, coupled with the information Teresa had surely been forced to surrender, would leave a limited window of time for action. The Apollyons would immediately begin an attack on The Great Barrier, and Kumaradevi would no doubt aid them by assaulting the Grace Mages with the full might of her army. They gave themselves no more than twenty-four hours from the time of Teresa’s capture to affect her release, or retreat and sever Kumaradevi’s world. 
 
   Gabriel cupped his pocket watch in his hand, droplets smearing the glass that shielded the slender metal hands beneath it. They had a little more than six hours left. The hike through the forest had taken nearly an hour. Far too long. Unfortunately, they had no choice. Vicaquirao had protected his discovery with what he referred to as ‘exceptional force.’ If space-time near the area was disrupted in any way, the relic they marched toward would magically disintegrate. The location could only be reached on foot. 
 
   “Vicaquirao.” Gabriel tried to keep the anxiety and impatience from his voice but largely failed. 
 
   “I know.” Vicaquirao pointed ahead, just beyond a small outcropping of rock. “When I laid down the magic to protect this place from intrusion, I had not anticipated needing to reach it so swiftly.”
 
   “Normally I would be comforted by the fact that you failed to anticipate something,” Gabriel said. “It’s nice to see some cracks in the façade.” 
 
   “There is no facade,” Vicaquirao said. “However, the cracks are real enough. Over here.” 
 
   Vicaquirao climbed over a boulder and reached down to help Gabriel up. Gabriel took his hand and jumped up to the top of the large rock. Beneath them, he saw that the side of the mountain had long ago given way in a mudslide. A massive set of bones protruded from the dirt, resting high along the edge of the open pit of earth. 
 
   “A Sauroposeidon,” Vicaquirao said as he and Gabriel helped the others up. “It took me years to find it, but perseverance paid off.” 
 
   “When in time are we?” Ohin asked as the group began to climb across the giant fossilized skeleton. 
 
   “Around 50,000 BCE,” Vicaquirao said. “Fortunately, Kumaradevi is lazy. She created the bifurcation to spawn her alternate reality in around 10,000 BCE, right at the birth of human civilization. She took the people who existed there and made them her own. To secure the world, she hid it with magic on this side, in the Primary Continuum, and systematically destroyed all relics that might link back to it from her side.”
 
   “That seems like a lot of work to me,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “But not as much work as creating a bifurcation before humans existed and then trying to build a kingdom with people kidnapped at the moment of their deaths. It would take years and years to find so many people and generations for them to multiply into a nation she might enslave.” 
 
   “Exactly.” Vicaquirao looked back at Akikane with a wary eye. “That constant smile is deceptive.” 
 
   “I have seen the worst that humans can do.” Akikane’s smile did not falter. “I did much of it myself once.” 
 
   “How do we get to the future in Kumaradevi’s world after we reach it?” Ohin slid down the embankment, coming to a stop at the edge of a massive hipbone. “How do we even know when in the future to appear?”
 
   “Kumaradevi’s paranoia works to our advantage there,” Vicaquirao said. “She never allows anyone to cross personal timelines, especially hers. I suspect she doesn’t trust herself to meet herself. She certainly doesn’t trust her soldiers to cross her timeline. The soldiers who attacked your fort will have returned to her world after exactly the amount of time they were personally gone. From what you’ve told me, they would have been back in less than an hour. That gives us a fairly precise window for your arrival, which is helpful considering how much time remains for you to complete your mission.” 
 
   “The sooner we leave, the quicker we’ll be back.” Ling said, her voice sounding like a growling jungle cat as she stared at Vicaquirao. 
 
   “There are details to attend to in your departure.” Vicaquirao bent to touch a jagged, cream-white femur bone. He turned his gaze from Gabriel to Ohin and Akikane. “In Kumaradevi’s world, I have covered this dinosaur skeleton so it will not be found. The only part exposed is the small end of this bone. It is hidden under a hollow tree trunk. You should be able to place yourself near it easily while still remaining in touch with it.” 
 
   “What time frame are we jumping to?” Ohin skeptically looked between Vicaquirao and the skeleton. 
 
   “This is where things get a bit tricky.” Vicaquirao smiled and pointed to a nearby rock. “There will be a blue flower growing from a crack in that stone. I planted the flower there, and it will bloom for thirty days, and only once. Go to the very end of its bloom.” 
 
   “How did you find a flower that blooms only for thirty days, and only once?” Marcus seemed professionally intrigued by the notion. 
 
   “I had some free time on my hands,” Vicaquirao replied. “So I made one. Now, when you arrive, you will need to go to the tree standing directly behind the rock with the flower. At the base of that tree you will find a box buried two feet beneath the soil on the west side of the trunk. Within the box there are several pieces of brick. Any one of them will take you where you need to go. Unfortunately, the box is protected with certain enchantments. You’ll need to look inside the box with your space-time sense and teleport one of the pieces out. I’m sure Akikane can manage that.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Once we have a piece of brick, where will it take us?”
 
   “To a cellar in the city outside Kumaradevi’s palace,” Vicaquirao said. “And here’s where you must pay attention. You’ll need to go to a time when you see a lantern in the room that is always lit. The lantern casts light on a chalkboard with numbers written on it. The number on the right is the year. You’ll go to year twenty-one. The middle number is the month. Go to the ninth month. The set of numbers on the right indicate the day. Go to the tenth day. Finally, there is an hourglass near the lamp. It takes a day for the sand to drain once. The top glass bowl is marked from one to twenty-four on the side. Go to the point where it marks off the number ten.” 
 
   “You’ve known about Kumaradevi’s world for twenty-one years?” Rajan shook his head in wonder. 
 
   “The better question is…how often have you been going there?” Ling asked, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
   “And to what purpose?” Sema brushed her rain-sodden hair from her face. 
 
   “I have gone as often as possible.” Vicaquirao addressed his answers to Gabriel rather than his interlocutors. “And my purpose in doing so will be clear upon your arrival.” 
 
   “We should get to arriving.” Gabriel leaned over to touch the ancient tusk protruding from the muddy soil. 
 
   “Not yet. There are still a few things to explain. And you’ll need these.” Vicaquirao took three small concealment amulets from his pocket and handed them to Ohin. “I only have three, so distribute them as you feel necessary. They will invert the appearance of magic.”
 
   “Invert how?” Ohin asked, looking at the amulets in his hand, their slender silver chains dripping between his fingers. 
 
   “They will make Malignant Magic appear as Grace Magic, and the reverse.” Vicaquirao seemed pleased with the slight gasp from Sema. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane reached out to touch one of the amulets. “This clarifies much.” It explained how Vicaquirao had managed to infiltrate Windsor Castle more than once while pretending to be a Grace Mage. 
 
   “Thank you.” Ohin handed the three amulets to Akikane, Ling, and Sema, the three most likely to have need of magic on the mission. 
 
   “Now, the last thing is a password.” Vicaquirao looked directly at Gabriel. “There is always someone in the cellar with the lamp. Always. You need to give them the pass phrase. Otherwise, they are likely to kill you.”
 
   “It’s sounding more and more like a typical mission.” Marcus looked skyward as he spoke, running his hand across his rain-sopped bald pate. 
 
    “What’s the pass phrase?” Gabriel squinted through the rain at Vicaquirao, unable to escape the intuition that he had become a pawn in yet another of the man’s intricate strategies. 
 
   “Rejoice. Your day of liberation is upon you.” Vicaquirao clasped Gabriel’s arm. “Tell the person there that Istol has instructed him to take you to a man named Gerrad. Repeat the pass phrase to him and tell him what you need. He will help you. You must also ask him for the key. That is a relic that links back to the bifurcation that created Kumaradevi’s world. It took the two of us years to find it. Now, you must go. Time is short.” He glanced at his watch. “I will meet you at the bifurcation point in 9823 BCE in exactly six hours. If you do not return, I will sever the world as we agreed.”
 
   “You’re sure you don’t want to come with us?” Ling’s voice had a teasing note to it.
 
   “Someone must ensure that the world is severed if you fail,” Vicaquirao said. “Among other things.” 
 
   Gabriel noted the tone of Vicaquirao’s reply and suspected he knew what those other things might be. If Gabriel failed to return to the Primary Continuum before Vicaquirao sealed Kumaradevi’s world safely away, he and the reformed Apollyons might represent the best hope of saving The Great Barrier of Probability.
 
   “You should go.” Vicaquirao stepped back.
 
   As the others placed their hands on Gabriel’s shoulder and he reached out for the imprints of the pocket watch, a question that had been nagging at him slipped out. 
 
   “If you’ve known where the branch that created Kumaradevi’s world was for over twenty years, why didn’t you sever it?” Gabriel noted a moment of hesitation before Vicaquirao replied. 
 
   “That will become obvious to you, I suspect,” Vicaquirao said. “I assure you, I had good reasons. Now go. I’ll see you in six hours. I hope.”
 
   Gabriel nodded and expanded his space-time sense, scanning the timeline of the colossal dinosaur skeleton for a blue flower. He saw it bloom in his mind and then wither and fade. He picked the day before its final discoloration and warped space-time to go there with his companions. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Finding the box beneath the tree near the blue flower in Kumaradevi’s alternate world proved easy enough, and Gabriel watched with rapt attention as Akikane used a subtle blend of Soul, Wind and Fire magics to determine the location of a shard of brick within the box before teleporting it to his open palm with Time Magic. A wave of sadness mixed with Gabriel’s curiosity. He controlled a great deal of magical power, but he still had so much to learn about how to use it. 
 
   The piece of clay brick took them to the cellar as Vicaquirao had said it would. Gabriel counted off the years and months and days and hours until they arrived at exactly the correct moment. As the blinding haze of time travel faded, Gabriel noticed a woman with long blond hair standing beside the old oil lamp, a large revolver in her hand pointed directly at his head. 
 
   “Who are you?” The woman hissed, raising both hands to hold the gun. 
 
   “Rejoice. Your day of liberation is upon you.” Gabriel stared along the barrel of the firearm, hoping he had gotten the phrase correct. It had not occurred to him to write it down until he saw that cold steel cylinder aimed at his skull. 
 
   “Who are you?” The woman lowered the pistol, her eyes going wide as she looked at Gabriel more closely. 
 
   “I am Gabriel Salvador.” 
 
   The woman’s eyes lit up with a sudden wild excitement. “You’re younger than I thought you’d be.” 
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what to make of that statement. “Istol said I should ask for a man named Gerrad.” 
 
   “It really has begun.” The woman held two fingers to her heart moving them in a circle. She holstered her gun and looked around the room at the others. “Is this all of you?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “We are few but mighty.” 
 
   “Yes,” the woman smiled. “That makes sense. I am Hevra.” As she ushered the team out through a small wooden door and into a narrow stairwell, she turned to Gabriel again. “I had lost faith that this day might come in my lifetime. Thank you.” 
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what she might be thanking him for, but as he brought back to mind Vicaquirao’s parting words, a vague notion of her meaning began to form in his mind. 
 
   “I will take you to Gerrad.” Hevra picked up a second lamp from the table and lit it with a match. 
 
   As she turned and walked to the brick wall of the circular chamber, Gabriel realized for the first time that the room had no exit. Hevra pushed three random bricks into the wall and a metallic click rang throughout the cellar. She leaned against the wall and it pivoted inward, creating a doorway into darkness. 
 
    “This way.” She raised the oil lamp and stepped into a narrow tunnel of stone and reddish clay mortar. 
 
   Gabriel and the team followed Hevra in silence as she led them along the curving corridor and through another secret door into an adjacent cellar. She paused a moment to close the concealed door of wood and stone before opening another just like it on the opposite wall. 
 
   Wooden crates of various odds and ends filled the room. Chipped vases sat with rusted daggers beside dusty necklaces on top of grime-caked bracelets. A room of relics, Gabriel guessed. He had little time to ponder the meaning of the room before they crossed into the next passageway. 
 
    They followed Hevra’s lamp, its light casting twisted shadows back along the stone walls. The next cellar they came to appeared to function as a pantry. Bottles of wine filled a rack next to small casks of whiskey. Sacks of grain sat beside crates of apples and burlap bags of nuts. 
 
   “Stay here.” Hevra hung the lamp on a hook near a set of steep stairs. She ascended the stairs and pushed open a trap door, exiting into a brightly lit room. Smells of roasting beef and boiling vegetables escaped down to the cellar before she closed the hatch. Gabriel’s stomach rumbled with the scents. Even though they had eaten rations on the hike through the forest with Vicaquirao, he had discovered over the last year that he could nearly always ingest another meal. 
 
   “Odd greeting, but at least they are providing refreshments.” Marcus ran his hand idly along the edge of a bottle of wine. 
 
   “We have better things to do just now.” Sema shook her head. 
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re not thirsty after that march through the rain?” Marcus said. 
 
   “Eat an apple.” Ling plucked a yellowish-red apple from an open barrel and tossed it to Marcus. 
 
   “Should we be stealing their provisions?” Rajan gave Ling a skeptical look. 
 
   “This world won’t exist in six hours.” Ling took an apple and bit into it. “What does it matter?”
 
   “We should keep that knowledge to ourselves.” Ohin frowned as Ling pitched Gabriel an apple. 
 
   “I’ve been wondering about…” Gabriel’s sentence halted as the trap door above swung open again. He resisted the urge to bite into the apple, holding it at his side instead. 
 
   A man with bright red hair and ocean blue eyes descended the stairs. When his feet reached the packed earth of the cellar floor, he stopped and took in the sight of Gabriel and the team. He brushed flour from his hands, rubbing them against the side of his woolen breeches. Turning to Gabriel, he extended his hand with a smile. 
 
   “I am Gerrad. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel gripped the man’s hand firmly, returning the powerful pressure against his palm as best he could. Gerrad stood a good six feet tall and had the build of a man used to hard labor with heavy objects. 
 
   “You wish to tell me something?” Gerrad maintained his grip on Gabriel’s hand. 
 
   Gabriel observed that Gerrad’s other hand rested behind his back in what might have been a formal pose…or a means of concealing a weapon. He expected something. It took Gabriel a moment to realize what. 
 
   “Rejoice. Your day of liberation is upon you.” 
 
   Gerrad relinquished his grip and brought an empty hand from behind his back. “We have waited many years for this day.”
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel thought a vague statement best, since he had no idea what the proper response might be.
 
   “How may we help you as you help us?” Gerrad continued to stare only at Gabriel. 
 
   Gabriel glanced to Ohin and Akikane, but neither made as though to speak. He wondered again how wise it had been to assume the role of leader so soon. Surely the mission would have a better chance of success with one of his mentors in command. Fortunately, he’d have their advice, whether he wanted it or not. Just then, he wished he could have openly requested their help. Instead, he plunged ahead on instinct. 
 
   “A friend of ours is being held captive by Kumaradevi in the palace,” Gabriel said. “We intend to rescue her. We need your help to gain access to the palace and any information you have on her location.” 
 
   “A young girl about your age?” Gerrad asked. 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel’s throat went dry. 
 
   “We have informants throughout the palace. We heard of her arrival. It caused a great deal of commotion among the palace hierarchy. I will try to find where she is being held.”
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said. “We must hurry, however. We have less than six hours to locate her.” 
 
   “So little time.” Gerrad looked thoughtful. “I had expected more. Six will have to suffice. I will return momentarily. Stay here.” 
 
   Without waiting for a reply, Gerrad turned and retreated up the stairs and through the trapdoor. Gabriel turned to the others, unable to mask his confusion. 
 
   “Very strange, very strange.” Akikane gazed after Gerrad. “They seem to be expecting you.” He turned to face Gabriel. 
 
   “Yes,” Ohin said. “And your presence seems to be a signal of some sort.” 
 
   “Sounds as though a rebellion is afoot,” Marcus said. 
 
   “How would Gabriel be connected to a rebellion in Kumaradevi’s world?” Ling took a bite of her apple. 
 
   “Vicaquirao,” Gabriel said. “He’s known of this world for decades.”
 
   “Plenty of time to build up a native resistance to Kumaradevi’s rule.” Rajan added. 
 
   “But why?” Sema asked. “They’re both malignancy mages. This world posed no threat to him.” 
 
   “Balance.” Gabriel said, seeing clearly Vicaquirao’s motivations. 
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. “Where there is darkness there must also be light.” 
 
   “A light that will be snuffed out along with everything else when we sever this world.” Ohin stroked his chin. “Why would he sacrifice this world and his plans in order to save Teresa?” 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “Not Teresa. The Great Barrier.”
 
   “If Teresa has told them everything she knows, rescuing her won’t save the Barrier.” Ling looked at her half-eaten apple, appearing unsure whether or not she wanted to finish it. 
 
   “No.” Gabriel felt nauseous as clarity settled across his mind. “Saving her saves me, and Vicaquirao thinks I am the key to saving the Great Barrier. He thinks the grief and anger of losing Teresa would hinder me from saving the Barrier. And to avoid that, he is willing to destroy this world.”
 
   “Maybe he realized this world is too dangerous with the alliance between Kumaradevi and the Apollyons?” Rajan offered. 
 
   “I don’t think so.” Gabriel considered Rajan’s thinking. “He’s spent more than twenty years organizing this rebellion. If it succeeds, Kumaradevi’s power would be crippled anyway. He is very good at planning. He wouldn’t set it in motion if he didn’t think it could succeed.” 
 
   “How could these rebels succeed against the magic Kumaradevi commands?” Marcus asked. 
 
   “With magic of their own,” Ohin said. “I’d swear Gerrad is a Time Mage.” 
 
   “Rebel Malignancy Mages?” Sema said. 
 
   “No, no.” Akikane said. “Rebel Grace Mages. I sensed the power in him as well.”
 
   Gabriel had thought he sensed something but had assumed it to be a reflection of Ohin or Akikane’s subtle energy.
 
   “Then why set this rebellion in motion now?” Ling asked. 
 
   The trap door swung open and Gerrad descended the stairs again, carrying a bundle of clothes in his arms and a small sack in one hand. Hevra followed him with a similar burden. They stopped at the bottom of the stairs, and Gerrad looked directly at Ling. 
 
   “His presence here is the spark that ignites the flame.” Gerrad turned to Gabriel. “We have been setting the tinder for many years, but we could not light this fire ourselves.” Gerrad placed the clothes on a nearby crate. “Now hurry. These uniforms will give you access to practically the entire palace. You’re concealment amulets would be detected by the sharper Soul Magic guards.” 
 
   He handed Akikane the uniform of a captain while Hevra helped the others. Each team member took the uniform that held the symbol of their particular magic. Gabriel took the one with a red flame embroidered on the breast. He would pretend to be a Fire Mage.
 
   “We have asked all our sources, but we do not know where your friend is being held,” Gerrad said. “She has been moved several times. I wish we could help you, but we have other matters to attend to. We can offer you these.” 
 
   Gerrad opened the sack to reveal seven daggers and a collection of concatenate crystals. He passed Gabriel and each of the team members a dagger. Gabriel’s eyes widened as he sensed the Grace imprints upon them. “These daggers are common for elite troops. Don’t let anyone touch them. As you can no doubt tell, they bear imprints of Light, not Darkness. These also carry imprints you can use.” He handed out a single concatenate crystal to each person except Gabriel. To him, Gerrad handed three different crystals. Gabriel’s magic-sense told him the crystals linked to several others, each in turn linked to numerous malignant imprints. 
 
   “Stolen from Kumaradevi’s own armory,” Hevra said when Gabriel looked up from the crystals in his hand. 
 
   “We would offer you more, but we will need many imprints ourselves this day.” Gerrad watched as Gabriel and the team changed into the black woolen palace uniforms. Sema and Ling stepped behind a stack of crates for privacy. 
 
   “I thought Kumaradevi killed every Grace Mage as soon as a child showed signs of magic.” Gabriel buttoned the tight fitting jacket over his shirt. 
 
   “She does.” The muscles of Gerrad’s jaw tightened. “But she does not find all of them. Those we can locate before her troops sniff them out are hidden away in a secret village. There we are trained to conceal, and to use, our magical abilities.”
 
   “There can’t be enough of you to defeat Kumaradevi’s armies.” Ohin sounded sad to raise the point. 
 
   “Few of the armies have mages within them.” Hevra said as she helped Akikane into a jacket. “The soldiers battle to create imprints for the Empress’s mages. They have no love of her and no loyalty. They fight because they and their families will be slaughtered if they refuse.” 
 
   “The Empress has many mages at her command,” Gerrad added. “But there are many who have defected against her. There are even some within her inner ranks waiting to turn against their comrades.”
 
   “We each have lost people we love to the Empress’s nation of Darkness.” The passion in Hevra’s voice gave weight to her words. “There will be losses, but we will prevail.”
 
   “The Light will triumph. And balance will be restored.” Gerrad touched two fingers to his chest and Hevra mimicked his action. “Now you should go. There is not much time and the palace is large. I have a map to help you.” 
 
   Gerrad made to reach for the cloth sack again, but Gabriel raised his hand to stop him. “I know the palace well.” 
 
   “Yes, I’m sure you do.” A thin smile crossed Gerrad’s lips. “This way.” 
 
   Gerrad led Gabriel and the team through yet another secret passage. 
 
   “May you find you the one you seek.” Hevra closed the door behind them.
 
   Gerrad guided Gabriel and the others though a series of tunnels branching off into other passageways, past doors that did not seem to have been opened in years, up flights of stairs and back down again, along narrow crawl spaces, and finally up a wooden ladder and through a false stone door. He ushered them into a small room of black stone walls with large boxes stacked in neat rows. 
 
   “You are in a storage room on the lower level at the western end of the palace.” Gerrad held the lamp up, illuminating his face. “If you go left along the hallway, you will find yourself near the entrance to the dungeons. That was the last place your friend was sighted by our spies. I apologize for not sending someone to accompany you.” 
 
   “You have helped greatly.” Ohin said. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane added. “May we both swiftly find success.” 
 
   “You will need this.” Gerrad handed Gabriel a tiny statue of a bull carved from cream-colored bone. “This will lead you back to where you came from.” 
 
   Gabriel rubbed his thumb along the edge of the small bull’s horns before slipping it into his pocket. He reached out and offered Gerrad his hand. He admired a man who could plan for so long for such a sacrifice. “Good luck.” 
 
   “You as well.” Gerrad shook his hand briefly and smiled. 
 
   With a quick nod to the others, Gerrad disappeared through the secret passage, closing the false stone wall behind him. The hidden door closed the lamplight from the room, plunging it into darkness. 
 
   Gabriel waited for his eyes to adjust enough to see the light seeping from under the door leading to the hallway. 
 
   “Let’s go.” He reached for the handle of the door. “We have less than five hours left.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 22
 
    
 
   To Gabriel, the search for Teresa began to feel more like a forced march to a guillotine rather than a rescue mission. Each passing minute brought the next one inexorably upon its heels, time seeming to compress and flow more swiftly. The sharp blade of their potential failure hung above their heads, threatening to decapitate them with the compiling list of false leads and dead ends. Hours passed in a haze of anxiety, fear becoming a palpable companion to their footsteps through the polished marble corridors of the palace. 
 
   Gabriel took the team to every tower and dungeon he knew of, Akikane pretending at each check point and guard post to be leading a random inspection team under Kumaradevi’s direct orders. Gabriel at first worried he might be recognized, that maybe he should try to alter his true appearance with his concealment amulet. However, he had grown so much since his time in the palace that no one gave him a first look, much less a second. 
 
   As the quest continued and each successive failure to find Teresa accumulated, they fought the impulse to run to the next potential holding cell. Any unusual action might draw unwanted attention to them and foil the whole rescue mission. As the minutes became hours and the hours accrued, it became clear they needed to adopt another search method if they were to have any hope of locating Teresa. 
 
   As Gabriel climbed the stairs of the final dungeon cell, he sighed, letting the despair that had been building within him crest and burst uncontrollably. He had no idea where Teresa might be and no notion of how to find her. He glanced at the hands of his pocket watch. They had less than an hour to locate her before they needed to leave. Then he faced as difficult a decision as the one he had surmounted fleeing the firestorm in that distant alternate reality where the two of them had been trapped. He would need to abandon her, knowing she would cease to exist along with the rest of Kumaradevi’s world when Vicaquirao severed it from the Primary Continuum. The alternative would be to stay and hope this universe somehow survived the severing so he could rescue her or perish in the attempt. 
 
   “Where next, where next?” Akikane whispered from where he led the short column of mages along a darkened corridor. 
 
   “I don’t know.” Gabriel’s feet began to slow. “That was the last cell I remember. There are thousands of rooms in the palace. If she’s in a regular room, we’ll never find her in time.”
 
   “We’ll find her, lad.” Marcus placed his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder from behind him.
 
   “Maintain formation.” Ohin looked back from where he marched with Ling ahead of Rajan and Gabriel, who walked before Marcus and Sema. “We can’t afford to attract attention to ourselves. Not now.” 
 
   “Is there someplace you might have missed?” Sema wondered aloud. “Someplace where she could be guarded but not in dungeon cell or tower room?” 
 
   “Someplace outside?” Ling suggested. 
 
   “Or in Kumaradevi’s private chambers,” Rajan added. 
 
   “Maybe.” Gabriel considered all the alternative locations where Kumaradevi might keep a captive as prized as Teresa. “There are too many places to choose from and they are all over the palace. It would take too long to search them all.” 
 
   “We could try splitting up,” Ling said. 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “We would be too noticeable if not seen as a team.” Nearly everyone they had passed in the preceding hours had been part of a team of six mages, or a team of no fewer than seven if servants. Kumaradevi did not trust people to act alone. 
 
    “There might be another way.” An idea formed suddenly in Gabriel’s mind and he latched on to it in desperation. “Wherever Teresa is, Kumaradevi will want to gloat over her capture. Yes. Why didn’t I think of that?” He resisted smacking his hand to his forehead. “She’ll want Teresa close at hand. She might even move her to remain nearby. She may have been moving her this entire time.” 
 
   “How do we find Teresa if she’s being moved constantly?” Ling’s voice rose in annoyance. 
 
   “We don’t have to.” Gabriel nearly smiled. “All we need to do is find Kumaradevi. She’ll lead us to Teresa.” 
 
   “But will she lead us there in time?” Sema asked. 
 
   “The sooner we find Kumaradevi the sooner we’ll know.” Ohin said. “Where do we start?” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Which way next?” They were approaching an intersection of corridors and Akikane needed to choose a direction soon. To be seen standing in the middle of the halls looking indecisive would bring the curiosity of passing eyes. 
 
   “Take a right,” Gabriel said. “She checks on everyone with any real responsibility at least once a day. It’s almost time for her evening meal, so she should be making her administrative rounds on the third level.” 
 
   Gabriel quietly gave Akikane instructions to lead the team through the palace, following the route he had so often walked at Kumaradevi’s side during his captivity. He had been attempting to sequester those memories for fear they might distract him from his task. Now they came back in a flash of sensory association, reminding him of his fear and anger and despondency during those months of servitude and abuse. He fought these feelings as they attempted to return in full, pressing them out of his mind, focusing on his need to locate Teresa with the dwindling minutes that remained. 
 
   It took them twenty minutes to discover Kumaradevi leading a throng of servants and advisors out of a meeting room and down a wide staircase. One of the Apollyons walked beside her, listening to her give orders to her servants with a look of bored resolution. Gabriel guessed this Apollyon had been selected to be an ambassador to Kumaradevi for the duration of the alliance. He wondered how well the psychic connection to the Apollyon copies in the Primary Continuum worked from within an alternate reality. 
 
   The speed of the procession offered little time for reflection or planning. They opted to follow Kumaradevi and her cohorts directly, falling in behind the last group of servants in the line and trying to appear as though they belonged there. Within minutes, Gabriel realized their ultimate destination and cursed himself for not considering the possibility earlier. As they approached the massive open doors of the throne and banquet room, a flash of electric light deepened his suspicions and his self-recrimination. 
 
   “Turn left before the door,” Gabriel whispered to Akikane. 
 
   Akikane turned as instructed, their small unit breaking off from the main contingent following Kumaradevi into the throne room. Gabriel gave Akikane directions that eventually led the team through the kitchens and into a back hall that looped around to deposit them before a door at the rear of the massive audience chamber. Two guards stood outside the door. 
 
   “They’ll accept no excuse for us to enter,” Gabriel said to Akikane. 
 
   “Not a problem, not a problem.” Akikane broke into a smile as he approached the two Fire Mage guards. “We have been sent to inspect you.”
 
   “Inspect our what?” The burly guard on the right asked with a menacing glare. 
 
   “You’re reflexes.” Akikane struck the two men so quickly and forcefully Gabriel did not realize what had transpired until both Dark Mages slumped to the ground. 
 
   “Pull them inside and out of sight,” Ohin said, grabbing one of the fallen guards by the arms as Marcus claimed the man’s feet. 
 
   Gabriel opened the door and peeked through, opening it partway while the others hauled the unconscious guards into the back of the throne room. A large screen partition hid the back door, covering their entrance. Rajan and Ling bound the guards with strips of their own clothing while Gabriel relieved the men of their malignantly imprinted talismans, adding their two daggers to the one already hanging on his belt. 
 
    Gabriel took one of the daggers and dug the tip into the thin wooden screen, placing his eye to the hole he had created. The colossal room had not changed since Gabriel’s time there. A mosaic of marbled tile in a repeating pattern stretched 300 feet along the floor of the room, erupting into an image of seven crossed swords at the edge of a large throne sculpted from stone to resemble a huddled mass of suffering subjects. The hem of Kumaradevi’s robes fell to the side of the throne, signaling her presence in the seat. Twenty advisors and soldiers knelt in supplication before her. More Malignancy Mages and soldiers entered the room in a constant stream, kneeling behind their comrades. 
 
   Gabriel looked around the hall, wondering if he had been wrong, if following Kumaradevi had been a mistake. Enormous columns rose up to support an arched ceiling three stories high. As Gabriel’s eye tracked upward, he let out a soft gasp. Fears confirmed, he forced himself to look at where Teresa floated, fifty feet above the throne, encased in a cage of orange-white electric arcs. Beside her, another familiar face floated in the air, sheathed in lightning — Malik. Apparently, his punishment for betraying Kumaradevi involved being on display with her other trophy captive. 
 
   Gabriel pulled his head back from the screen to face Akikane and his team. 
 
   “Teresa is here, but it won’t be easy to get her out.” He placed his eye to the peephole again. More and more soldiers poured into the room. “We’re going to have to wait until Kumaradevi is finished addressing her subjects.” 
 
   Gabriel relinquished his peephole so the others could see the circumstances and the odds against them. Uniformly sullen faces turned from the hole to stare back at Gabriel. Even Akikane’s smile had fled. 
 
   Gabriel placed his eye to the peephole again as the massive doors of the room shuddered closed. With the closing of the doors began the familiar cadence of Kumaradevi’s pronouncements. The words were new to Gabriel, but not the tone of her voice — triumphant imperial narcissism. Bile climbed the back his throat as he listened to her speech. 
 
   “Above me rests a sign, a portent of what the future holds. A harbinger of the glories my empire will ascend to. As many of you know, I have decided to mend the rift that has divided the forces of Light for so many years. Our new friends and I have agreed that collaboration, rather than competition, is the key to our mutual advancement. With the information this pitiful girl has provided, and the assistance of my new allies, I am now in a position to take what has been denied me for so long. The promised war of liberation is upon us, and I will lead my armies to victory against those who have…”
 
   “How long does the windbag usually go on for?” Ling looked ready to burst through the screen and attack the room full of Dark Mages. 
 
   “I’m not sure.” Gabriel took out his pocket watch. “We’ve only got twenty minutes left.”
 
   “We can’t grab her with a whole room of mages and soldiers watching,” Rajan said. 
 
   “Maybe Kumaradevi will finish and clear the room before we run out of time.” Sema tried to sound hopeful. 
 
   “I’m really wishing I had some of that wine about now.” Marcus put his eye to the peephole and rubbed his head. 
 
   “We should wait as long as possible in case we get lucky, but we need a plan.” Ohin settled his gaze on Gabriel.
 
   “I have a plan.” Gabriel had been giving the options considerable thought ever since glimpsing Teresa through the peephole. He could not abandon her now. No matter what the cost. The sight of her in agony stirred some irrational part of his brain that trampled all notions of caution. 
 
   “A plan to fight a room full of Dark Mages?” Fear and determination tinged the edges of Rajan’s voice. 
 
   “A plan to distract a room full of Dark Mages,” Gabriel replied. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane’s smiled returned, looking more devious than beatific. “Sleight of hand. Like a magic trick.” 
 
   “Exactly.” Gabriel began laying out his plan for the others, glancing down at the watch in his hand while trying to ignore Kumaradevi’s voice still droning on behind them. He realized she’d never finish before their deadline. She loved to gloat and preen to her subjects too much for anything less than an hour, even with one of the Apollyon duplicates standing beside her throne. She would list off all the ancient illusory grievances, present her imagined injustices, parade her plans for revenge, and finally call for volunteers to lead the first assaults. She might go on for more than an hour. They needed to halt her oration and turn the attention of the room away from the throne long enough to rescue Teresa from her perch, suspended in the air above it. 
 
   When Gabriel finished explaining his plan, he handed Akikane the small bull statue — the relic key that would return the team to the Primary Continuum where Vicaquirao waited to sever the alternate reality. The others looked at Gabriel with concern and annoyance. 
 
   “I know what Teresa would say.” Ling looked as though she might spit on the marble floor. 
 
   “Worst. Plan. Ever.” Rajan looked to Akikane and Ohin, clearly hoping one of them would override Gabriel’s newfound leadership decisions.
 
   “Exactly,” Ling said. 
 
   “It’s risky, lad,” Marcus said. 
 
   “We will lose more than Teresa if it fails,” Sema added. 
 
   “That has always been a risk.” Ohin placed his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. “This plan can work.” 
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Akikane said. “And we should work it quickly. While we still have time.” 
 
   Gabriel looked again at his watch. They had less than ten minutes now. He turned to Akikane and his teammates. He wanted to say something. Something encouraging. Something inspiring. Something heroic. He settled for something practical. 
 
   “If it goes wrong, don’t wait for me.” 
 
   Before anyone could respond, Gabriel slid out the back door of the throne room and into the service hall. As he walked, he stripped off the jacket with the red flame emblazoned on it. He needed people to recognize him now. Throwing the coat to the floor, he embraced the imprints of the three daggers and the three concatenate crystals. His stomach lurched with the assumption of so many dark imprints. He added the Grace imprints of his pocket watch to counter them. It did little to help. He focused his mind on his breathing, holding at bay the spark of rage being inflamed by the negative imprints. He could not afford to allow his anger to cloud his judgment in the coming minutes. Too much depended on what he was about to say and do. 
 
   He passed through the kitchens again, drawing little attention at first, but as his pace and his manner were gradually noticed, gasps of recognition began to compete with the noise of clanging pans and hustling cooks. 
 
   When Gabriel walked through the kitchen doors into the main hall, he encountered a team of six Dark Mages standing sentry duty. He knew they had drawn the responsibility as a penalty for real or imagined infractions. All of the soldiers with any social standing would be in the throne room with Kumaradevi. 
 
   Before they became fully aware of his presence, he reached out to them with Soul and Heart-Tree magic. Fortunately, as punishment, they had been given talismans that contained worthless imprints. Gabriel easily overwhelmed their minds and left them standing in a stupor as he strode between them. Had their talismans contained any significant imprints he might have stopped to collect them. Instead, he walked calmly and purposefully toward the towering twin doors that led to the throne room. 
 
   Two hulking Wind Mages stood guard on either side of the giant doors. As they saw Gabriel and realized who he was, they reached out toward him with simultaneous attacks of Wind Magic. Gabriel deflected their assaults as he concentrated on their talismans, stealing control of their imprints and robbing them of their magic. He cast the men aside with a flick of Wind Magic before turning that same power toward the doors looming in front of him. 
 
   The great doors burst inward with a momentum so powerful that they crashed against the walls, driving their head-sized brass handles into the polished marble walls in a cloud of dust. Gabriel marched through the doorway without pausing to think, without considering the ludicrousness of the path he had set himself to follow. 
 
   The sound of the crashing doors drew all eyes toward the entrance and onto Gabriel. Hundreds of Dark Mages turned to face him as Kumaradevi looked up to see the nature of the commotion that had interrupted her presumptive victory speech. Gabriel stopped just inside the threshold of the door, seeing the look of rage upon Kumaradevi’s face and how it contrasted with the confusion clouding the continence of the Apollyon duplicate standing beside her throne. 
 
   Gabriel felt a space-time seal fall in place around him, held there by the Apollyon ambassador. He had expected this. It would give his adversaries a false sense of advantage. Now his plan fell into motion. His part needed to be convincing in order to provide the necessary distraction for his teammates. 
 
   He focused solely on Kumaradevi. Her dark eyes and beautiful, angular face floated above the fabric of the red and gold dress flowing off the throne and down the steps of the dais. The garment twinkled with reflected light from the many concatenate crystals sewn into the fabric. Gabriel continued to stare at her. He did not risk looking where Teresa floated above her head for fear of drawing notice to the very thing he need to lure attention away from. 
 
   “This seems so familiar. You before a room of incompetents, boasting of things you will never accomplish. No wonder you had to hide in this world.” Hopefully those words held her attention. 
 
   “How did you find this place?” Kumaradevi’s voice rang with anger. She remained seated, but her hands gripped the arms of her throne as though she might leap to her feet at any moment. 
 
   “You are not the only one to have made new friends.” Gabriel nodded to the Apollyon ambassador with a smirk. “Vicaquirao says hello.” 
 
   Gabriel observed a shift in the faces of both Kumaradevi and the Apollyon ambassador. The knowledge that Vicaquirao knew how to access Kumaradevi’s alternate kingdom implied things neither Dark Mage found pleasant. Before they had time to consider the full ramifications of Gabriel’s statement, he added another. One he hoped would prove even more provocative. 
 
   “I have come to offer terms of a truce.” 
 
   A murmur swept through the kneeling soldiers, rushing outward like the wave of a pebble dropped in a still pond. Gabriel used this commotion as cover to sneak a glance toward the ceiling where Teresa floated in her cage of lightning. He discerned the faint outline of six bodies cloaked in the invisibility of Wind Magic, rising to meet Teresa near the ceiling. Ling used small amounts of Wind Magic to bend light around the team and avoid attracting attention while Akikane used a similarly limited amount of Wind Magic to fly them slowly to their destination above the throne. 
 
   They were almost there. Gabriel quickly flicked his eyes back to Kumaradevi.
 
   “Silence!” Kumaradevi’s bellowed word echoed throughout the marble walls, the room instantly falling quiet as the vibrations of her voice faded. “What truce do you speak of?”
 
   “A truce that will provide all sides with what they desire.” Gabriel resisted the urge to look upward again. His teammates needed another few seconds. And he needed to place a believable proposal before Kumaradevi and the Apollyon ambassador. 
 
   “The Council has authorized me to offer the following terms: we divide the Continuum among us. You may remain unmolested in this alternate realm while the Council will retain control of the past up to the year 2012. The Apollyons will have dominion over the future beyond 2012, but the Great Barrier of Probability will remain intact. All of the Apollyon duplicates will need to cross the Barrier as it is, sealing them away from the past.”
 
   It was, of course, a ridiculous plan, but Gabriel hoped it illuminated for Kumaradevi the Apollyons’ true desires. If they only wanted to rule the future beyond the year 2012, they could do so at any time by crossing the Great Barrier. They would never be satisfied with anything less than control of the entire Continuum. He also hoped it provoked a few seconds of argument that he needed for his plan work. 
 
   “Your proposal is too little, too late,” the Apollyon ambassador said with a laugh. 
 
   “I pronounce judgment here.” Kumaradevi turned to glower at the Apollyon. 
 
   Gabriel used this moment to glance upwards again. As he did so, a cry rang out through the chamber. Gabriel turned toward the scream ringing against the marble walls to see a servant at the edge of the room, pointing toward the ceiling. The candlelit chandeliers hanging from the ceiling created a flickering illumination that Ling’s low intensity Wind Magic could not easily disperse. The effect rendered her magical field of invisibility only partially successful. While the team would not be seen from anyone’s peripheral vision, they were obvious if looked at directly. 
 
   As the eyes of Kumaradevi, the Apollyon ambassador, and hundreds of soldiers rose to follow the servant’s outstretched arm, Gabriel blended Wind and Fire Magic to create an exploding shockwave of gravity, heat, and light. The growing ball of flame and force tossed the soldiers surrounding him outward in a rapidly expanding circle. Even before the edge of the surging fireball reached the walls, he gathered his Wind Magic and launched himself into the air. The space-time seal around him did not break, and his only hope of escaping the room alive was to reach Akikane and Ohin before they used the tiny carved bull to jump back to the Primary Continuum. The three of them together could disrupt the space-time seal and rescue Teresa and the team. 
 
   Screams of anger and pain and fear shattered the air as Gabriel soared to his awaiting companions. Even though his speed of flight might be fast enough to elude the eyes seeking him, halfway to his destination, fifty yards from Teresa and the others, he knew they could not make it away from this world. He felt a space-time seal fall around Akikane and Ohin and the team — a seal far too powerful for them to break though. 
 
   Pain began to wrack his body as dozens of unseen Wind Magic hands dragged him to the ground. He fought back as best he could, seeing Akikane and the rest of the team pulled to the floor as they tried to repel the magical violence allayed against them. Winning a fight with the Apollyon ambassador and Kumaradevi alone would have been improbable. Especially as the Empress commanded the imprints from dozens of concatenate crystals stitched into her ornate dress. 
 
   The hundreds of Dark Mages filling the room, angered now by Gabriel’s attack, rendered his escape impossible. His plan had failed. If they did not find a way to elicit their freedom in the next few moments, it would all end when Vicaquirao severed the entire alternate world from the Primary Continuum and they ceased to exist. 
 
   The knowledge of Kumaradevi’s irrevocable demise provided some small comfort to Gabriel as the dark magical forces compelled him, groaning, to his knees. He could barely see straight with the Soul and Heart-Tree Magic stabbing into his brain. His arms quivered as he tried to keep himself from falling face first onto the marble floor. The negative imprints he held were ripped away from him, and he clung to the Grace imprints of his pocket watch. 
 
   Akikane, Ohin, and the rest of the team slammed into the floor beside him, writhing and moaning in pain. Gabriel found his head forced upward to look directly into Kumaradevi’s eyes, a fury burning in them that seemed it might set the room aflame with their intensity. Far above, still hovering near the ceiling, Teresa floated in a prison of electric arcs. 
 
   “You will find your future far different from the one you described.” Kumaradevi’s voice rasped with uncontrolled emotion. “Your future will be filled with pain and suffering beyond your feeble imagination until the day I grant you the mercy of perpetual servitude. Your punishment will be the cries of your companions and your rewards will be their deaths. You will witness everything you have ever loved destroyed and you will thank me for it as you help me destroy all else that you have held dear. Your life will be an endless misery compounded by the knowledge that nothing will ever reprieve you from your despair. This will be your future.”
 
   Tears of agony streamed down Gabriel’s trembling cheeks, his besieged body quaking against the onslaught of magic. He wished he could look at his watch. To see how many minutes remained of this torment — how many seconds. There could not be many. Regardless, he would not allow what little time he had to be spent in anything other than defiance. 
 
   “There is no future.” 
 
   Kumaradevi looked at Gabriel quizzically, opening her smirking mouth to reply as a voice sliced through the air. A voice filled with terror and disbelief. 
 
   “The palace is on fire!” 
 
   Gabriel could not see who had entered the room, but suspected one of Kumaradevi’s attendants from the tenor and accent of the man’s voice. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Kumaradevi appeared confused by the phrase, as though it could not possibly describe reality. Beside her, the Apollyon ambassador suddenly appeared anxious. 
 
   “The palace and the city are on fire.” The attendant’s voice came closer with each running footstep. “Mages are attacking soldiers and guards. The streets and halls are bedlam.”
 
   “What mages?” Kumaradevi’s attention passed completely from Gabriel to the approaching attendant. He felt the pain ease, but not cease, with her diverted concern. 
 
   As if in answer to Kumaradevi’s query, a familiar voice rang through the air. 
 
   “The true Mages of Light, tyrant!” 
 
   Gabriel’s muscles worked well enough now to turn his head to where he beheld a sight so inspiring as to be nearly unfathomable. Gerrad stood in the towering doorway to the throne room, hundreds of men and woman rapidly filling the space behind him. All of them were armed with swords or short carbine rifles. Gabriel knew those holding swords to be the Grace Mages of the rebellion. He could see concatenate crystals glowing at their necks. 
 
   “How dare…” Kumaradevi’s next words were forever lost in the tsunami of sound that crashed upon the room with the rebel Grace Mages’ simultaneous assault. Balls of flame and arcs of lightning filled the hall as the sound of gunfire and clashing swords reverberated through the air. 
 
   The Apollyon ambassador fell to the ground as a bullet struck his leg. Kumaradevi screamed in rage as the side of her arm exploded with blood from a rifle shot. The ground shook with blasts that deafened, the air filling with sulfurous smoke. The rebels had grenades.  
 
   Gabriel felt the magics that had been impaling him with pain vanish in the ensuing cacophony. The space-time seal also evaporated. He quickly scanned the battle being fought around him. He and his companions seemed forgotten in the heat of combat as Kumaradevi and her troops defended her throne. The Apollyon ambassador had disappeared from sight behind a wall of soldiers pushing to reach the fight at the front of the room. 
 
   He turned to Akikane. The elder mage nodded, his panted breathing too quick for words. Gabriel pulled his pocket watch from his pants and cupped it in his shaking hand. They had less than a minute. He reassumed command of the imprints of the pocket watch, the tainted dagger, and the three concatenate crystals, forcing space-time to bend around him slightly as he readied the Wind Magic he needed. A moment later, he and Akikane and the rest of the team floated in the air near the ceiling. Teresa hovered only a few feet away in a web of lightning, her mouth open in a silent scream of agony, her eyes rolled back into her head with the pain of her magical captivity. Knowing he did not have the time, he didn’t bother trying to figure out the magic necessary to release her. 
 
   The mêlée below them grew in intensity and violence, the rebel mages and foot soldiers gaining the upper hand as more of them poured into the room with every passing moment. Gabriel saw Kumaradevi standing in the center of a phalanx of her troops, dispensing deadly magic to the rebels seeking to unseat her from power. He wasted no more time or thought on what might happen. He had only seconds to escape. 
 
   Akikane held the small bull statue in his hand. The blackness of time travel filled Gabriel’s mind. His space-time sense tugged and twisted as the darkness became brilliance, fading with their arrival among the clay and stone ruins of a small village. 
 
   Gabriel turned to Teresa, the magical sphere of lightning vanishing, as he had hoped, with the distance in time and space from the dark alternate world. With the sudden absence of the magical torture that had confined her, she collapsed into unconsciousness. He crawled to her, holding her head in his hands, pushing her hair from her face as he kissed her forehead. 
 
   “Your return does not leave much time.”
 
   Gabriel looked up to see Vicaquirao standing above him. “I will sever the world if you wish to observe.”
 
   Gabriel did not have time to wonder why he might want to watch Vicaquirao sever Kumaradevi’s world, or why he would choose to do so rather than caring for Teresa, wounded and battered in his arms. Instead, the air became heat and light and sound and vibration. The power of the sun fell down upon the earth. A fiery hand pressed into his flesh. 
 
   Gabriel shielded Teresa with his body, encasing them in a barrier of Fire and Wind Magic, pushing it out to cover his companions until the wave of blistering brilliance faded. He raised his head to see Vicaquirao, fallen to his knees near the crumbled wall of a stone hut, trying to fend off an attack by the Apollyon ambassador. The Apollyon, his leg bloodied but healed, must have ghosted their trail through time. The two men fought, exchanging malicious magics, oblivious to all else around them.
 
   Gabriel released his protective shield of magic as he rolled away from Teresa. His quick thinking had protected her from the worst of the Apollyon ambassador’s attack, whatever it had been. Akikane and the others had not been so fortunate. Their clothes smoked and smoldered, blisters covering their faces and the exposed flesh of their arms. 
 
   A nearby tree shattered into flame, splinters raining down on Gabriel’s head. Vicaquirao stood on his feet now, wounded, but still attacking the Apollyon ambassador, drawing him away from the others. Gabriel made to stand, intending to help Vicaquirao defeat the Apollyon. 
 
   Akikane moaned and stretched out his hand, the charred statue of the bull cupped in his blistered palm. Gabriel understood. They needed to dissolve Kumaradevi’s world above all else. They had always planned for their return to coincide with the creation of Kumaradevi’s alternate reality. Had they returned an hour earlier, they would have had sixty minutes to prepare to sever the world, or jump through time to accomplish it. Gabriel looked at the pocket watch, still in his fingers. They had only seventeen seconds to sever Kumaradevi’s alternate world from the Primary Continuum. 
 
   He took the bull statue from Akikane and sat on his knees in the hardened dust. Embracing the imprints of the pocket watch, he reached out with his space-time sense to the small statue. They had chosen a place near where Kumaradevi had hidden the original bifurcation in time that created the alternate reality of her kingdom. Close enough to make severing possible but far enough away to avoid ever attracting her attention should she look. 
 
   Gabriel pushed the noises of Vicaquirao and the Apollyon ambassador’s battle from his mind, casting away his concern for Teresa and Akikane and Ohin and the team. He concentrated on the seconds passing as he scanned the statue and its timeline, waiting for the moment he needed to strike out with his Time Magic. He calmed his breathing and tried to focus on gathering his own subtle energy imprints to add to the power of the pocket watch. It would impossible to try and use the imprints of the negatively imbued daggers and concatenate crystals from Kumaradevi’s world to performing the severing. 
 
   Focusing his power as the moments passed, he sensed an elusive disturbance in the space-time continuum begin to build. The magic cloaking it would have made it imperceptible from any other place or time. So close to the origin of the bifurcation, the unique signature of the rent in space-time grew with each passing second in Gabriel’s mind, an inner image slowly coming into focus. 
 
   As Gabriel waited for the moment to strike, his mind filled with thoughts of Gerrad and Hevra and the rebels fighting for their freedom in Kumaradevi’s palace. He still did not understand how Vicaquirao could so callously ignore their sacrifice. These people, whom he had groomed for decades in order to overthrow Kumaradevi’s tyrannical rule, would cease to exist when Gabriel severed their world from the Primary Continuum. All that they had worked for, the future they were bleeding and dying to forge, would be eradicated in an instant as the world ceased to have a past, making any present, much less any future, impossible. 
 
   Gabriel mourned their lost dreams and lost lives as he closed his eyes, expanding his space-time sense while the last moments before the bifurcation passed. He heard Vicaquirao scream something as the air filled with the sound of crashing trees. Gabriel found it ironic that Vicaquirao had fought so hard to ensure the destruction of a world he had struggled so long to save. 
 
   The bifurcation looming seconds away, something obvious occurred to Gabriel — Vicaquirao always thought through the possibilities and contingencies, and he always had a plan to alter his plans when the need arose. He would never have worked for decades to oust Kumaradevi from power if his work could be ended simply by severing her world from the Primary Continuum. He must have had another plan. 
 
   As the moment of the bifurcation blossomed in Gabriel’s mind, he remembered Vicaquirao’s offer to witness the severing of the alternate branch of time. As he thought about the act of severing an alternate world, he recalled something else — the Void between realms. A sea of infinite impossibilities burgeoning with potential possibility. Impossible possibility that might allow for the survival of a branch of time sliced free from the trunk. A branch that would become its own new continuum. A continuum that would still need a past. A past that might be fashioned by peeling a thin, bark-like layer of the original trunk right down to its roots. 
 
   Gabriel slowed his perception of space-time to a near absolute absence of temporal unfolding, suspending the moment of the bifurcation’s creation in his mind, fashioning a mental blade of Time Magic to cleave the alternate branch of time from the Primary Continuum. He forced the separation back through time, a slender remnant of the original continuum improbably stripping away, clinging to the alternate world, a stable shadow-past solidifying as the alternate world broke free into the great Void. 
 
   Kumaradevi’s world would survive. Its past, grafted from the Primary Continuum, would allow it to possess a future. Time Mages from that new universe would never be able to travel back before the day of its creation, nor could they likely ever leap across the Void between worlds to return to the Primary Continuum, but they would live. 
 
   Gabriel noticed the silence and opened his eyes. 
 
   Vicaquirao stood before him, a bloody gash across his forehead. The Apollyon ambassador, unconscious but still breathing, lay on the ground behind him. Akikane had healed himself and helped Marcus begin healing the others. Teresa breathed slowly in deep slumber. 
 
   “You severed the world?” Vicaquirao’s tone sounded concerned. 
 
   “I did.” Gabriel reached out to place a hand on Teresa’s forehead. 
 
   “I made a mistake.” Vicaquirao looked back at the fallen Apollyon, his voice rasping in anger. “I wanted to take him alive. I should have killed him. If I had, there would have been time for me to sever the world.” He turned back to Gabriel, his eyes sad. 
 
   “I figured it out.” Gabriel raised his head to look at Vicaquirao. “The world is safe. They’ll still need to deal with Kumaradevi, but Gerrad and the others will have a future.” 
 
   “Thank you.” A smile broke across Vicaquirao’s bloodied face. “I thought I was the only one who had discovered that trick.” 
 
   “I almost didn’t,” Gabriel said. “It took me a while to realize you aren’t as awful as I assumed.” 
 
   “Few people ever realize that.” 
 
   Gabriel looked to where Akikane and Marcus sat healing the rest of the team of their burns. He turned back to Teresa before speaking again. 
 
   “The Apollyons probably know everything now. They will know about the anchor points. It will only be a matter of time before they find them all and strike at the Great Barrier. We need to do something soon.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can learn from this one.” Vicaquirao gestured toward the unconscious Apollyon. “You know how to contact me when the time comes.” Vicaquirao turned to go but then stopped, looking back over his shoulder at Gabriel. “You did well today. There are more hard days ahead, but you saved an entire universe. And you rescued Teresa. And your friends are all alive. As are mine. You should be pleased.”
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel experienced an odd sense of pride flush over him, realizing as it did so, that Vicaquirao had become a mentor to him in some ways. Still an adversary, but one he respected, and one who admired him. The confusion wrought by that thought and the sentiments surrounding it crashed against the hard emotions of fearing for Teresa, and his friends, and all that had happened in the past day. Before Gabriel could consider an additional response, Vicaquirao disappeared through time with his captive Apollyon. 
 
    “Is it done, is it done?” Akikane knelt beside Gabriel and Teresa as Ohin and the others gathered around them.
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. “But not the way I had expected. I’ll explain later.” 
 
   “Hello Bubbles.” 
 
   Gabriel looked down to see Teresa smiling up at him. 
 
   “Are you stalking me again? How far does a girl have to go to get away from you?” Teresa offered a thin smile with her words. 
 
   “The ends of time.” Gabriel stroked Teresa’s cheek. 
 
   “We should all be getting away from here.” Ohin helped Gabriel to his feet. “Kumaradevi may still have agents in the Primary Continuum.”
 
   “Where are we headed?” Ling asked, leaning on a branch as she favored a wounded leg. “We aren’t going to be welcomed anywhere by the Council.”
 
   “They should give us a bloody medal for today.” Marcus held an arm around Sema to steady her. 
 
   “We’ll be lucky if they don’t try to arrest us.” Sema ran a hand through her disheveled hair to clear it from her face. 
 
   “They may not arrest us, but I don’t see Councilman Romanov being grateful no matter what we have done.” Rajan helped Gabriel pull Teresa to her feet. 
 
   “Ling is right.” Gabriel put his arm around Teresa’s waist as she leaned into him on unsteady feet. “We need a place to operate from. A new base.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane’s smile seemed more cunning than usual. “The thirteenth fort.”
 
   “What thirteenth fort?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “Ours, ours,” Akikane said. “The one Nefferati and I have been building for the last month.” 
 
   “What are you all talking about?” Teresa turned to Gabriel. “What have you done now?” 
 
   Gabriel’s sly smile filled his own lips as he stared into Teresa’s eyes. 
 
   “It’s not so much what I’ve done as what I’m going to do.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 23
 
    
 
   The fort had no official name, but names abounded for it nonetheless. The Hidden Fort, Fort Inevitable, Fort Rebellion, Fort Desperation, and the Fort of Last Resort. This last appellation originated with Teresa and became Gabriel’s private designation for the outpost nestled 100 million years in the past. 
 
   The thirteenth fort proved larger than Gabriel had expected. Nefferati and Akikane’s clandestine construction had produced a structure capable of housing at least a hundred people with barracks, a meeting house, a kitchen with functioning wood stoves, storehouses filled grains and dried goods, and even a small, well-stocked, two-room infirmary for Elizabeth in her perpetual coma. 
 
   Gabriel sat beside one of the beds of the infirmary, Teresa tucked beneath its crisp, cream-colored sheets. Marcus and Sema had been adamant that she remain in bed until she had time to recover from her captivity and abuse in Kumaradevi’s palace. Like Sema and Marcus, Gabriel worried more about her mental recovery than the physical wounds that magic might heal. Heedless of their concerns, she insisted on giving a full report of her internment and interrogation. Akikane, Nefferati, and Ohin sat in chairs assembled around her bed and listened intently to her story. 
 
   After her capture, Teresa had been taken by Kumaradevi’s soldiers directly to the alternate world. Although two Apollyons remained present, Kumaradevi had insisted upon conducting the examination herself. This seemed to have annoyed the Apollyons. Teresa tried being defiant, but the three Dark Mages had ignored her while they argued. In the end, Kumaradevi led the questioning via Soul Magic while the Apollyons used their own Soul Magic to observe Teresa’s thoughts. Gabriel assumed that one of the Apollyons had eventually departed to inform their brethren of the information gleaned from Teresa’s interrogation while the other had remained as ambassador to Kumaradevi.
 
   Teresa had tried to hold off against the invasive magic Kumaradevi used to probe her mind. She tried to think of complex mathematical equations to limit Kumaradevi’s ability to read her thoughts. These acts of insolence were met with unspeakable agony that made it impossible to concentrate. As the magic swayed her mind, she came to believe that Kumaradevi was her friend, her savior, preventing the pain wracking her brain, offering her the only solace available — a true confidant to whom she could, and should, share all of her secrets. 
 
   “I told them everything. Every last thing I know about the Barrier and how we learned it. Everything from the notebook. Everything we discovered and guessed from examining the anchor points. Everything we suspect about how the Barrier was created. Absolutely everything.”
 
   Teresa wiped the tears of remembrance from her eyes and coughed to steady her voice. 
 
   “The worst part of it was that I wanted to tell her. I felt like I needed to tell her. It’s not that I couldn’t stop myself, it’s that I didn’t even want to.”
 
   “There is nothing you could have done differently.” Ohin reached out to pat her hand, squeezing it firmly, his voice gentle and reassuring. “You should be proud to have survived.”
 
   “I survived because she wanted a trophy to replace Nefferati hanging above her throne.” Teresa’s face tightened as she remembered the pain of the magical cage. 
 
   “She also likely wanted you as a hostage against Gabriel.” Nefferati’s face mirrored the anger of Teresa’s. “Something to lure him to her.” 
 
   “That worked a little differently than she had planned.” Gabriel tried to put as much cheer as possible into his voice to lighten the mood. Listening to Teresa recount her ordeal proved more painful than he had anticipated. His own captivity in Kumaradevi’s hands seemed pleasant and carefree in comparison. He had been abused, but never tortured. 
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane leaned forward for emphasis. “You were very brave. Now you must be brave enough to let go of what has happened. Remember, pain is like a snake — if you hold it too tight, it will bite you. Better to set it back in the grass and walk on.” 
 
   “Better to stomp the little creature with your heel.” Nefferati snorted in derision at Akikane. 
 
   Teresa laughed, and the others joined her until the mirth faded from her eyes. 
 
   “There was something else. Something odd.” Teresa drew her knees to her chest and stared at the ceiling in concentration. “Toward the end, Kumaradevi seemed convinced that I was holding something back. That there was some secret I had not yet divulged. Ultimately, she decided I knew nothing more. After that, things got bad, and I couldn’t think about anything except the pain in that cage of lightning.”
 
   “She won’t hurt you ever again.” Gabriel reached out to brush a tear from her cheek. 
 
   “Maybe she’s right, though,” Teresa said. “Maybe I do know something I don’t even know I know.”
 
   “If there is something rattling around in that brilliant head of yours, I’m sure it will make enough noise and eventually get your attention,” Gabriel said. “Try to think of something else.”
 
   “You mean like how we can stop the Apollyons from destroying the Great Barrier now that they know about the anchors points and how to find them?” Teresa filled her voice with chipper despair. 
 
   “Exactly, exactly,” Akikane said. 
 
   “We’ll all be thinking of that,” Ohin added. 
 
   “Among other things that need thinking about. And doing.” Nefferati stood up, stretching the kinks from her back. “We should let these two spend some time alone while we get this fort up and running.” 
 
   After Nefferati, Akikane, and Ohin made their goodbyes, Gabriel and Teresa sat in silence for a long time. He looked at her, at the sheets, at her hand in his, out the window at the tree in the back of the infirmary. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know precisely what he felt. Relief that she lived, that she sat next to him instead of trapped in whatever might become of the alternate world where she had been held hostage. Regret that she had been drawn into the trap that resulted in her captivity in the first place. One thought came to him again — that she would be safer if he did not love her, if he did not want her near him all the time. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here.” Teresa’s voice brought Gabriel back from the inner reaches of his thoughts. “I can’t sit in bed anymore. Let’s go outside.” 
 
   “There’s a nice tree out back.” Gabriel gestured with his chin toward the window. “It looks like the great-great-great-grandfather of oak trees. The branches seem really strong.” 
 
   Teresa smiled. “How do you always know what to say?” Her mood lightened considerably at Gabriel’s suggestion. 
 
   “I’ve memorized a book of prepared lines for every occasion.” 
 
   Teresa laughed as Gabriel helped her out of bed. She changed out of the nightgown she had been wearing and slipped into black pants and a simple blue tunic. She slid on a pair of slippers, took Gabriel’s hand, and led the way to the tree in the small square behind the tiny infirmary. A few minutes later, they sat on the widest, highest branch of the tree, holding hands as they interlocked their dangling legs. 
 
   “I don’t like the way our ledger is working out,” Teresa finally said after several minutes of silence. “You’ve saved me twice recently, and I haven’t had the chance to balance things.”
 
   “You may be too competitive.” Gabriel watched a small, acorn-like nut fall twenty feet from a nearby branch to the ground. “It’s not a contest.”
 
   “You’re the one always talking about balance in the universe,” Teresa said. “I don’t want our personal universe to get out of equilibrium.” 
 
   “I could jump out of this tree and let you save me,” Gabriel offered. 
 
   “And how would I save you from falling with Fire Magic?” Teresa dug her elbow into his side. 
 
   “Oh. Right. I could set the tree on fire and you could put it out.” 
 
   “Stop being ridiculous. I’m serious.” 
 
   “This is going to start a fight if we talk about it.” 
 
   “You mean, you’re going to start a fight if we talk about it.” 
 
   “I’m sure there will be plenty of opportunities in the future for you to save my life.” 
 
   “Only if I’m near you when they happen.” 
 
   “Did you hear me suggest that you shouldn’t be near me?”
 
   “But you were thinking it.” 
 
   “I don’t read your mind, so don’t pretend to read mine.” 
 
   Teresa didn’t respond. Not with words. Instead, she let go of Gabriel’s hand, pulled her leg free from his, and leaned back, falling from the tree limb and plunging toward the ground. 
 
   Gabriel spun around, grasping the imprints of the pocket watch in his pants and wrapping Teresa’s plummeting body in a cocoon of Wind Magic, arresting her descent, her hair hanging down to brush the blades of grass. Gabriel set her upright before using Wind Magic to lower himself to stand beside her. 
 
   “Are you crazy?” Gabriel asked before his feet even touched the ground. 
 
   “I’m making a point.” Teresa brushed her hair back behind her ears. 
 
   “That you’re crazy?” Gabriel tried to keep his voice from sounding hysterical. Seeing Teresa fall from the tree had set his heart to hammering in his chest and his blood banging in his ears. 
 
   “I’m making the point that you can do things I can’t. That you can save me from things that I can’t save you from. That there may come a time when I need to save you and I can’t.” Teresa’s lip quivered as she held back the tears gathering in her eyes. 
 
   Gabriel didn’t know what to say. He didn’t even understand Teresa’s comment. Against all better judgment, he decided to be honest. 
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” 
 
   Teresa frowned and sighed. 
 
   “That wasn’t the perfect thing to say.” 
 
   “I haven’t memorized the whole book yet.” 
 
   “I think I mean that…” 
 
   “There you are.” 
 
   Teresa and Gabriel turned to see Sema and Marcus stepping from the back door of the infirmary. 
 
   “I knew we’d never keep you in bed for more than an hour.” Marcus laughed as he and Sema walked to the tree. 
 
   “You look flush.” Sema raised the back of her hand to Teresa’s forehead. 
 
   “We were up in the tree.” Gabriel tried to compose his face, relieved that Sema and Marcus seemed oblivious to the tension between himself and Teresa. 
 
   “I’m fine.” A thin smile crossed Teresa’s lips. “I could do with a nap, though. Climbing the tree wore me out.” She kissed Gabriel quickly. “See you later.” 
 
   “I’ll walk you in.” Sema followed Teresa. “I want to check your mind again for any residual effects of the magic that vile woman used against you.” 
 
   Gabriel tried to ignore the sudden discomfort in his stomach and the tightness in his chest. He couldn’t guess what Teresa might have been about to say, and he didn’t really want to know. She wasn’t making sense. Maybe it had to do with her time spent as Kumaradevi’s play-thing. He knew what that could do to a person’s thoughts. Maybe she’d feel better tomorrow. Maybe she’d feel better about them tomorrow. 
 
   “She’ll be fine.” 
 
   Gabriel jumped. He had been so consumed with his thoughts that he had forgotten Marcus stood right next to him. 
 
   “She’s strong.” Marcus gently patted Gabriel on the back. “Might take her a while, but she’ll be back to her usual self. And the two of you will be back to normal as well.” 
 
   “You heard what we said?” A vague wave of embarrassment warmed Gabriel’s cheeks. 
 
   “No, but I can guess,” Marcus said. “And, at my age, I’ve learned to recognize when a woman is upset about something. Not that I usually have any idea why, but I’m assuming that skill will come with advanced age.” 
 
   Gabriel studied the wrinkles of Marcus’s face and sighed. “That’s not as comforting as you probably meant it to be.” 
 
   “No, I suppose not.” Marcus chuckled. “I also doubt it will be any comfort to tell you that you did the right thing by risking yourself to save her. You didn’t need to. You could have stayed back and sent the team in without you. And the Council, for all its faults, is right about how important you are. But sometimes, being right is the best way to be wrong. If we don’t risk ourselves for those we love, it can weaken us in strange ways.”
 
   Gabriel noticed Marcus had fixed his eyes upon the window at the back of the infirmary. Sema stood next to Teresa’s bed. Marcus took a deep breath and sighed.
 
   “I was engaged to be married once.” Marcus winked at Gabriel’s obvious surprise. “This was a long time ago. A few years after I had died and joined the castle. A lovely Fire Mage named Jazzel. My death had begun my reformation from rogue to physician, but she confirmed it. Surely no women so beautiful and intelligent and loving would have anything to do with me if I had not truly changed my ways.”
 
   “What happened?” Gabriel regretted that question as he saw the look in Marcus’s eyes. 
 
   “She died.” Marcus raised his wounded eyes up to the leafy branches of the tree. “There is a war on, after all. We were on a mission. Four teams acting as a unit. She and I were members of different teams. This was before I joined Ohin’s team, of course. Things went wrong, as they usually do, and the teams got separated. And then events turned from bad to tragic. I knew where she was. I could see the Fire and Wind Magic hitting her position. But I couldn’t see her or her team. Couldn’t tell if they survived. All the teams were hit hard. Ours as well. Our leader ordered a retreat. He insisted the other teams were dead or had already escaped. My three surviving teammates said the same.” 
 
   Marcus stopped and leaned against the solidity of the tree trunk behind him. He remained silent for so long that Gabriel began to suspect he might not finish the story. It clearly pained him to speak of his memories. 
 
   “I had a choice. I could disobey direct orders, ignore the experience of my commanding officer, and stay behind to try to find out if the woman I loved had survived. If I had stayed to locate her, I’d have stayed for good. I wouldn’t have had a way back. The location in time made it impossible to send a team back later to look for survivors. My team leader, a Time Mage with twenty years in the field, had a point. Her team might already have fled, and, if not, they were most likely dead. It made sense. 
 
   “So I followed my orders. We returned to the castle. We were the only team to make it back.” 
 
   “So she died in battle.” Gabriel wasn’t sure what else to say or how to phrase it. How did one console another human being for the loss of their loved one with mere words? Words seemed completely inadequate to the task. 
 
   “Oh, she died, I’m sure.” Marcus’s voice sounded anguished. “What I have no way of knowing is if she died there in that battle before I followed my orders to retreat, or if she died later of her wounds, or if she died years after that, abandoned by the people she had depended upon. Abandoned by the man she loved. You see, I followed my head and not my heart, and I will never know what happened. I managed to forgive myself only because I knew she would have wanted it. But it took years and years. Dark years. You made the right choice, whatever the risks. It’s better to follow your heart and know for certain the fate of someone you love than to follow your head and wonder forever.”
 
   Gabriel said nothing. There were no rational arguments to counter the grief and self-loathing evident on Marcus’s face. He placed his palm on Marcus’s shoulder in comfort, hoping a simple human touch could say more than any words. 
 
   “I’ve become quite maudlin in my advancing years.” Marcus patted Gabriel’s hand and leaned away from the bark of the tree trunk. “Thank you for listening to an old man ramble.” 
 
   “Thank you for helping to ease any doubts I had.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think you had any real doubts about what was right and what to do.” A broad smile creased Marcus’s face. “That’s why we’re following you and not the Council. Now, I should join Sema. We’re supposed to be responsible for helping to organize dinner. I’ll see you later.” 
 
   Marcus clapped Gabriel on the back and headed into the infirmary. Gabriel watched him go, unsure of what to do next. There were plans to be made, options to be discussed, chores to be attended to, a fort to establish, and a battle plan to form. He knew he should seek out Akikane, Nefferati, and Ohin to discuss how to proceed now that the Apollyons had all the knowledge they likely needed to destroy The Great Barrier. He found he couldn’t. Beyond the emotional turmoil aroused by his fight with Teresa, he had too many things to consider before thinking of the future. 
 
   Was it even a fight? 
 
   He put that notion aside. He needed to concentrate on the future. 
 
   Wasn’t Teresa part of the future? 
 
   He looked up in frustration at his inability to focus his mind. His eyes came to rest on the southeast guard tower of the fort. 
 
   Sighing, then chiding himself for sighing, Gabriel grabbed the imprints of the pocket watch and jumped through space to the rooftop of the guard tower. He needed someplace to sit and think without being disturbed. The top of the guard tower also gave him a good vantage point to observe the fort and people manning it. He had been surprised upon his return from Kumaradevi’s world to find that Nefferati had gathered nearly fifty Grace Mages from the various forts who were willing to follow Gabriel as their leader. She assured him more would arrive soon. As he looked down on the people rushing from one task to the next, fulfilling errands to complete the establishment of the fort, he considered what they had each sacrificed to follow him and what more he might require them to surrender of themselves in the coming days. 
 
   How many of these people would die under his leadership? Could he ask them to risk their lives in the hope that he knew what he was doing? What was he doing? What should he be doing? Stopping the Apollyons and protecting The Great Barrier, obviously. But how? And, assuming he accomplished that, would he then lead the people who had followed him and managed to survive back to face the punishment of the Council? Would the Council of War and Magic even be needed at that point? Might some other form of governing themselves arise? Might some other way of living their lives become possible? 
 
   Gabriel brought his mind back to the needs of the present. There were more than fifty people below who needed to believe that they had made the right decision. They needed to be reassured that their choices to follow Gabriel had not been a mistake. They needed to feel a sense of purpose when the chores of completing the fort were finished. They needed to trust him to lead them in the desperate days ahead. They needed to know he would have their backs as he asked them to have his. 
 
   He looked to where the sky met the earth, the sun sinking slowly toward the horizon. He felt the weight of his decisions beginning to pile up within his heart. He could not protect all of them. Seventh True Mage or not, it simply could not be done. Some would be wounded. Some would perish. Nearly all would lose friends and loved ones. Knowing this, he realized he needed to make his leadership, his judgments, worthy of those sacrifices and sorrows. 
 
   Was this the sacrifice Teresa had decided to make? 
 
   How did she come back to his mind so easily? 
 
   Was that what her words had tried to imply? That she could not protect him as he could protect her? That her best means of protecting him would be to keep him from risking his life to save hers? Did she think that not being together would be the best way to protect him? The irony made his stomach sour. These had been his exact thoughts once. 
 
   He needed to talk to her. He needed, it occurred to him, to talk to the people whom he proposed to lead into an uncertain fate. He needed to convince both Teresa and the mages of the fledgling fort to believe in him. 
 
   Shortly after sunset, Gabriel stood at the head of one of ten tables spread throughout the small common square in the center of the fort. The outpost’s inaugural dinner consisted of simple staple foods — roasted vegetables, fresh bread, and chicken grilled over open flames. The warm midsummer breeze carried the smell of hot charcoal and the soft chatter among friends. 
 
   He breathed deeply and listened closely. It all reminded him of the Fourth of July picnic his childhood town held every year. The mayor of the village always gave a short speech before the meal to set the mood and remind everyone of the reasons for their coming together. To emphasize what their ancestors had given for independence and the birth of a new country. 
 
   He cleared his throat loudly to draw everyone’s attention. When the eyes of the mages who had assembled for the first meal in voluntary exile were on him, he coughed again to cover his nervousness. 
 
   Gabriel briefly looked at the faces nearest him — those of his own table: Nefferati, Akikane, Ohin, and the rest of the team. He let his gaze linger on Teresa’s face a moment before turning back to the other tables. She looked as tense as he felt. He had not told anyone what he planned to say, only that he wanted to speak before the meal. 
 
   “I want to say a few words. This may be the only opportunity to speak to everyone together before things get complicated. And things will get complicated. And dangerous. So, before all that begins, I want to thank you. You have all come here because you believe, as I do, that stopping the Apollyons and saving The Great Barrier of Probability is an essential task that must be accomplished. 
 
   “While I would be setting out to pursue this goal, even if no one else believed in it, in all honestly, it would be impossible without all of you. You have risked a great deal to be here. Your presence here is a silent agreement to follow me into whatever dark future we all share. While I appreciate that, while it fills me with confidence to see you all here, it is not enough. I am going to be asking you to risk your lives and the lives of those you love. Some of you will die. All of us may die. This is what we face, and to face that, I need to you to follow me, not simply because of some prophecy or because I am a mage who can use Grace and Malignant imprints. I need you follow me because you believe in me, and in the mission I have set for us. More than that, I need you to believe that I will do everything in my power to see that we all succeed. 
 
   “Most importantly, I need you to understand, in your bones, that any sacrifice I ask of you is a sacrifice I would bear myself. If I ask you to risk your life to protect our future, you must know that I have risked the same in the past, and will do so again and again until I am either dead or there are no more threats against us. You have all volunteered to be here, but that was before you heard what awaits you. If you wish to change your minds, you need to do so before morning. In the morning, I assume command of you. After that, there will be no turning back. For any of us. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Gabriel nodded to the gathered mages, seeing for the first time the tears in Teresa eyes. He bent to sit when Marcus pushed back from the table and stood. 
 
   “You have my allegiance now, and always.” Marcus placed his hand to his chest in a simple gesture of solidarity. A salute that felt more like a prayer. 
 
   A Fire Mage from the table nearby stood next, placing her hand to her chest, repeating Marcus’s words. Others joined rapidly, by twos and threes and fours. He saw Paramata stand. Then Justine. Finally, Ohin stood with Sema, and Rajan, and Ling. Nearly last, Nefferati stood with Akikane. 
 
   Finally, with everyone else on their feet, Teresa rose to hers. The expression on her face suggested that she did not stand last to be defiant, but to add emphasis to her actions. 
 
   Gabriel raised his hand to his chest and swallowed the emotions threatening to make his voice crack. “You have my allegiance now, and always.” 
 
   A cheer, led by Marcus, rose from the crowd and sailed upward into the star-filled night, carrying the hopes and fears of all assembled skyward to the heavens. When the toasts and merriment had faded and the dinner tables were cleared, Gabriel found a moment to speak with Teresa. He had asked the team and Akikane and Nefferati to remain after dinner to discuss their plans. He had a few moments before he needed to attend to matters of the state. He hoped it would be enough time to tend to matters of the heart.  
 
   “That was an impressive speech.” Teresa stood several feet away from him, creating an invisible, but palpable, physical and emotional barrier between them. 
 
   “I thought it went okay.” Gabriel restrained himself from stepping closer to her. 
 
   “Modesty is not as attractive as people think,” Teresa said. 
 
   “I wanted to talk before things got too crazy,” Gabriel said. “To finish what we were saying earlier.” 
 
   “Ithinkweshouldtakeabreak.” Teresa’s rushed syllables seemed all one word. 
 
   “That’s what I was thinking too.” 
 
   “Really?” Teresa’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
   “That’s what I was thinking you would say.” 
 
   “Oh. That’s still what I think.” 
 
   “You think that if you can’t save me that I shouldn’t be risking my life to save you.” 
 
   “Well, yeah.” Teresa’s eyes shifted from surprise to suspicion. 
 
   “And you think if we’re not together I won’t be as likely to be in positions to risk my life for yours.” 
 
   “Are you using Soul Magic to read my mind?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re not usually this perceptive.”
 
   “I don’t usually spend time thinking about how other people will need to risk their lives on my orders.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “Do you really think I wouldn’t risk my life to save yours, no matter what the circumstances?” 
 
   “I think you’d put me ahead of everyone else.” Teresa seemed torn between keeping her distance and stepping closer. “If you had failed while trying to save me from Kumaradevi it would have left no one to defeat the Apollyons and save the Barrier.” 
 
   “Vicaquirao would have led the fight against the Apollyons.” Gabriel knew this counter argument didn’t carry much weight with Teresa. “And Nefferati would, as well. And the people who joined us here would have joined her.”
 
   “I’m not saying I don’t care about you.” Teresa dabbed at her eyes with the back of her sleeve. “I’m saying I care too much to let you die trying to save me instead of everyone else.”
 
   “I understand what you’re saying.” Gabriel crossed the distance between them in a single step. Teresa flinched as he reached out to take both her hands in his. “I want you to know that you are wrong. Not that I think you are wrong. This isn’t an argument. I can no more decide not to save you than you could decide not to save me.”
 
   “What if it’s a choice between me and all those mages who came here believing you will end this war?” Teresa raised her chin defiantly. 
 
   Gabriel had no answer. He offered a question instead. “What if you had to choose between saving me and the rest of the world?” 
 
   “Which of us is more likely to face that choice?” Teresa raised their clasped hands between them, kissing Gabriel’s knuckles. “It’s not forever. But it has to be for now.” 
 
   “You’re only breaking up with me until after I save the world?” 
 
   “Until we save the world.” 
 
   “And what if I die tying?” 
 
   “Then at least it won’t be because of me.” 
 
   Teresa kissed Gabriel’s hands once more, then released them and walked to the table where the rest of the team had assembled after dinner. 
 
   Gabriel took a moment to compose himself, to set aside Teresa’s decision and to push down the passions it had birthed — the anger, the insecurity, the fear, the confusion. He put them in a box and closed the lid and shoveled dirt over it, rolling a rock overtop for good measure. It would not hold back the emotions for long, but it would give him time to think straight while considering how to proceed in this new front of the seemingly endless War of Time and Magic. 
 
   He took a few deep breaths to clear his head and walked over to stand at the head of the table. Nefferati and Akikane sat on either side of him with Ohin opposite at the other end of the table. Rajan and Ling sat to his left and Teresa, Sema and Marcus to his right. Among all those who had volunteered to follow him, these were the only ones he had requested to give him advice. They were the only ones he truly trusted. He wondered for a moment if that might be a mistake. Not trusting them, but limiting his circle of confidants to them alone rather than extending it to some of the very experienced mages who now comprised his small army. It might be, but it would be a mistake he’d live with. 
 
   “So.” Gabriel sat, trying to ensure that the air rapidly escaping his lips as he settled in the chair did not come out as a sigh. “Anyone have any brilliant ideas?” 
 
   No one spoke. Gabriel looked around the table at the faces of his friends. He placed his chin in his hands. 
 
   “Me neither.” 
 
   “Well, they know what we know now.” Marcus reached for the bottle of wine to fill his empty glass, but seemed to reconsider and pulled back his hand. “What would we do if we wanted to destroy The Great Barrier?” 
 
   “A good place to start.” Ohin stroked the days-old stubble on his chin. “They can only find the anchor points one by one. That will take time.”
 
   “Two at a time.” Teresa’s voice sounded soft and distant. “If they start with the ones we know about, they can search forward and backward along the timeline.”
 
   “They will need to find a relic to take them to each new anchor point they discover.” Nefferati focused on the flame of the oil lamp in the center of the table. “That will slow them down a little.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane folded his hands on the table. “This may give us a few days.”
 
   “We need to attack them now.” Ling dug the blade of her dinner knife into the wood of the table, unaware of her actions. 
 
   “With every passing day there will be more Apollyons at more Anchor points.” Rajan placed his fingertips on his temples. “If we stop one or two, they’ll only make more copies, and we’ll be right back where we started, like Sisyphus rolling the stone to the top of the mountain each day. We don’t have enough mages to attack them all.” 
 
   The silence returned to the table but did not last as long as previously. 
 
   “There may be a way.” Sema straightened in her chair slightly as she looked to Gabriel at the head of the table. “We could attack them the way Gabriel did at the castle. Attack the mind of one and use their psychic link to attack the others. Render them all unconscious at the same time.”
 
   “I’ve tried it again and failed.” Gabriel’s lips curled into a frown. “They have adapted their psychic link somehow. I could put them to sleep one at a time, but not all at once.”
 
   “Not you alone,” Sema said. “I’m thinking of a linked circle of True Mages and Soul Mages. There are six Soul Mages here at the fort besides myself. With you and Akikane and Nefferati, that would make a circle of ten.”
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Akikane said. “With enough imprints, we might be able to press beyond their defenses.”
 
   “And do what with them?” Ling asked. “How long can you keep them unconscious?”
 
   “Long enough for teams of Time Mages to locate and collect them.” Ohin said. 
 
   “And put them on a shelf?” Teresa said. “What can you do with a hundred and eight madmen?”
 
   “Ship them off to Vicaquirao’s prison.” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Leaving Vicaquirao in charge of a handful is one thing, but this many copies of that man cannot be controlled,” Marcus said. 
 
   “It’s that or kill them all in their sleep,” Rajan said. “That doesn’t sound very appealing, either.”
 
   “Vicaquirao’s prison.” Gabriel filled his voice with the tone of finality. “I’m not killing even the Apollyons while they sleep. Vicaquirao will keep them safe or sever his prison world.”
 
   “You put a great deal of faith in that man.” Nefferati sounded skeptical. 
 
   “He doesn’t want all of the same things I do, but I trust him on the things we do have in common,” Gabriel said. “Saving the Great Barrier is one of them.” 
 
   “Then he and his two companions should be happy to join us in making the circle,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Good idea, good idea,” Akikane said. “Three more True Mages will make the circle even stronger.”
 
   “Three more Malignant Mages.” Sema’s voice sounded doubtful. “None of us have ever made a circle with a Malignancy Mage.”
 
   “You’ve made a circle with me,” Gabriel said. “I’ll act as a bridge between the two forms of magic.” 
 
   “What do the rest of us do?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “We need to get one alone.” Gabriel looked at Teresa and then the rest of the team. “You’ll need to keep the other Apollyons distracted.”
 
   “Oh good.” Teresa said. “I love being distracting.”
 
   “Yes you do,” Rajan said. 
 
   “How many will we need to distract?” Ling asked. 
 
   “More than one and fewer than a one hundred and eight,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Well, as long as we know what we face.” Marcus ignored a look from Sema and poured himself that glass of wine he had avoided earlier. 
 
   “This will require every mage in the fort,” Nefferati said. “I wish we could wait for more to arrive. I’m certain more will.”
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “We must not wait too long. If they find enough anchor points, they may be able to damage the Barrier beyond repair.”
 
   “We leave at dawn.” Gabriel raised his voice to signal the end of the conversation. “Everyone will need a good night’s sleep. In the morning, I will brief the mages and distribute the imbued artifacts. The concatenate crystals will go to the Soul Mages. They’ll need them most.”
 
   Gabriel stood, leaning against the table to steady himself. This moment signaled the beginning of a new life for him. A life of making decisions. A life of giving orders. A life of leading others, people he loved, into danger and potential death. He could feel the sweat of his palms seeping into the dry wooden boards of the table. 
 
   “It’s a good plan. I’m confident it will work. And I’m confident in all of you. Rest well. Tomorrow determines our future.”
 
   Another silence of quickly exchanged glances dissolved into a series of brief farewells for the evening. As much as Gabriel wanted to turn and walk into the night, seeking the solitude of his barracks quarters, he stayed until the others had left. He had watched Ohin and Nefferati and Akikane and Elizabeth leading in different situations over the past several years and he had learned that he needed to be both decisive and open to being swayed into changing his mind. He had also learned the importance of being the last one to leave the room. To guarantee that everyone felt their concerns had been heard, and to underscore the fact that he would also be the last to leave the battlefield. People could only follow a leader who remained present for them to do so. 
 
   Teresa lingered until she stood alone at the table with Gabriel, the warm glow of the oil lamp flickering in her eyes. 
 
   “We’re all behind you.” 
 
   “I don’t want you behind me, I want you beside me.” Gabriel struggled to resist the urge to reach out and hold her. 
 
   “Gabriel...” Teresa looked away into the darkness. 
 
   “You’re right. This is good motivation. Once this is over, once the Barrier is safe and the Apollyons are locked away in some alternate prison world, you’ll have to decide what you really feel and what you really want. I don’t need that motivation. I already know.” 
 
   Knowing it to be wrong, to be the last thing he should do, he turned and walked away from the light of the lamp, from Teresa, and into the cool summer night air. He didn’t look back. He kept walking until he had reached his quarters in the barracks, where he collapsed onto his bed, tossing for hours before finally falling into slumber. With his last conscious thought, he wondered how many of the mages he now led, including Teresa, would survive the following day.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The high pitched warble of a tiny, yellow-breasted bird floated through the air, competing with the din of small arms fire, booming cannons, and the screams of dying men. 
 
   Gabriel crouched near the ground as he leaned against a linden tree. The bark bit into his back as he watched the final skirmish in the Siege of Namur in Southern Belgium in the late summer of 1695. The fort of Namur, held by the French, sat on a hillside across the valley from Gabriel’s current position, hidden in the nearby forest. Belgian and Danish troops fought against the fort from the low ground, as they had for months of the siege. 
 
   This battle marked the first anchor point that Elizabeth had discovered and the most likely place for the Apollyons to begin launching their search for the other anchor points spread throughout time. They assumed the Apollyons would hold themselves in a space-time bubble at the moment of the anchor point. The majority of the Apollyons would be elsewhere, seeking out anchor points or hunting relics to travel to them. Gabriel and his companions needed to find the place in time where the Apollyons were hiding and capture one of them before the others could react. The plan hinged on the hope that only a handful of Apollyons resided at this location.
 
   Gabriel looked to his right, where Akikane sat next to Vicaquirao and Cyril, one of the two reformed Apollyons. These three men comprised his extraction team. To his left huddled two teams of Grace Mages. They would provide the distraction that would allow Gabriel and his fellow True Mages to capture one of the Apollyons. Other teams would be attacking any Apollyons at the anchor point in the Battle of Ceresole on April 11th, 1544. They would avoid any such diversion near the Battle of Shanghai Pass because of the overlapping timelines there already. The chances for paradox and bifurcations increased precipitously as more Time Mages visited each anchor point. 
 
   Gabriel watched the battle around the star-shaped fort. 
 
   He knew from his previous visit that the anchor point came into existence ten seconds after a cannon blast ripped the edge off one of the pointed battlements of the fort along the north-facing wall. They then had 37 seconds, the length of the anchor point’s presence, to find the time bubble. 
 
   The cannonball struck the wall of the fort where Gabriel had been watching, a small cloud of crushed stone billowing into the air. He extended his space-time sense and glanced at his pocket watch, noting the placement of the second hand. 
 
   He sensed the presence of the anchor point several hundred feet away, but no impression of a possible space-time bubble registered in his perception. He looked to see Akikane and Vicaquirao standing and turning slowly in place, like radar antenna seeking an incoming projectile. Cyril stood as well, but none of the three faced the same direction. 
 
   “Nothing, nothing.” Akikane frowned. 
 
   “They must be here.” Cyril closed his eyes in concentration. 
 
   “They have hidden themselves well.” Vicaquirao tilted his head to the side as though listening to a faint noise. 
 
   “Fifteen seconds.” Gabriel raised himself to his feet, glancing at the two teams of crouching mages, waiting for the order to attack. 
 
   “They’ve done something different.” Cyril smacked the side of a tree in frustration. “I should be able to sense their time bubble.” 
 
   “We may need to find another location and return to this moment again,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “Seven seconds.” Gabriel strained to perceive something, to no avail. 
 
   “Nonsense, nonsense.” Akikane drew his sword and closed his eyes, rotating where he stood, the blade tracing an intricate pattern in the air. The sword stopped, pointing to a clump of trees on a nearby hill. 
 
   “There.” Akikane opened his eyes. 
 
   “Now.” Gabriel gestured to the two teams of mages. They rose to their feet as Akikane warped space around all of them.
 
   Blackness and whiteness mingled momentarily with a strange electric sensation — the effect of jumping directly into a space-time bubble. A moment later, Gabriel and his mages stood on the opposite hillside, a dozen or more pairs of identical eyes turning toward them in surprise. 
 
   The attack transpired swiftly, Akikane grabbing the nearest Apollyon in a vice of Wind Magic while Vicaquirao poured Soul Magic into the man’s mind to disable him. Cyril and Gabriel attacked the other Apollyons with arcs of lightning while the two teams of Grace Mages offered similar assaults. 
 
   Two seconds after their arrival, Gabriel warped space-time, transporting himself, Akikane, Vicaquirao, Cyril, and the captured Apollyon away, into the past. The other Grace Mages would stay a second longer and then retreat. 
 
   After seven rapid jumps through time to ensure no one followed them, Gabriel deposited the extraction team on a hillside overlooking a lake two million years before the rise of the first human ancestor. Nefferati, Sema, and a team of six Soul Mages awaited them in the tall grass. The second reformed Apollyon, Cassius, stood somewhat apart from the others, looking out of place. Ohin and the rest of the Chimera team waited in a group behind the mages. They looked determined but decidedly unhappy. 
 
   Gabriel had specifically ordered them to remain with the Soul Magic circle to provide protection. The mages engaged in the circle and assaulting the Apollyons’ minds through Soul Magic would be vulnerable to any attack. They could not defend themselves without breaking off the psychic assault on the Apollyons. Ling and the others had complained that anyone could fulfill guard duty and that the team’s talents would best be used attacking the Apollyons at anchor points to create a distraction. Gabriel had disagreed, explaining that he needed someone to watch his back. Someone he trusted without question. A successful attack on Gabriel and the others while in the circle could end not only their hopes of attacking the Apollyons but also the battle to save The Great Barrier and the war itself. There had been no arguments to that logic. 
 
   “Quickly, quickly.” Akikane lowered the unconscious Apollyon from his arms and down to the grass. 
 
   “Everyone in position.” Gabriel crossed his legs and sat down near the Apollyon’s head. He reached out to hold the unconscious man’s skull in his hands. As he had the most experience doing so, he would lead the assault on the Apollyons’ minds himself. Cyril and Vicaquirao sat on either side of him, placing their arms on his shoulders, doing the same with Nefferati and Akikane on each side of them. Akikane touched Sema and the circle continued back around to Nefferati and Cassius.
 
   “Positions.” Gabriel nodded to Ohin, and the Chimera team formed a loose ring around the seated mages, facing outward toward any possible attack. 
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes, embracing the imprints of the pocket watch and the Sword of Unmaking. He waited a moment and then embraced the negative imprints within the three crystals Vicaquirao and Cyril had provided. The circle needed all the magical power it could mount from both magics. 
 
   Holding the imprints, feeling them balance each other in his mind, he let his will float free, reaching out with his magic-sense for the presence of the mages nearby. He sensed Vicaquirao and Cyril initially, linking their magical energies with his own before merging it with the magic held by Akikane and Nefferati and Cassius. He heard the others breathing deeply, no doubt trying to acclimate themselves to the sensation of an unaccustomed magic flowing through them. This was the first time these Grace or Malignant Mages had experienced opposing imprints directly. Gabriel closed the circle, including Sema and the other six Soul Mages within it. 
 
   “Just follow my lead.” Gabriel found speaking difficult with the magical sensations of everyone in the circle united with his own. “Focus on pouring your magical energy into the circle and into me. Don’t try to control anything. If we struggle over the power, the circle will break.”
 
   Gabriel swallowed back the apprehension of the moment. He had held magical power mixed between Grace and Malignant magics before but never with others connected to it. He imagined himself as a warrior with twelve powerful horses hitched to his chariot. 
 
   “I’ll need to wake him up to establish the connection with the others. It will be too hard to do from his dreams.” Gabriel reached out with a blend of Soul and Heart-Tree magics and nudged the sleeping man back to consciousness. As the Apollyon’s eyes flashed open, Gabriel pushed his will into the man’s thoughts. The Dark Mage gasped in surprise at the power behind the invasion of his mind. 
 
   “What?” the Apollyon said. 
 
   The Apollyon’s eyes fluttered as Gabriel used Soul Magic to tame his thoughts, keeping him just above the level of unconsciousness, probing through the psychic connection linking the Dark Mage to his duplicate companions throughout time. Gabriel pushed a massive wave of somnambulant Soul Magic through that link, a spider web of minds woven together, each falling into the deepest slumber as his will touched and overwhelmed theirs. He sensed through that psychic link the panic and fury of the Apollyons he had not yet subdued. He pressed forward, pushing one Apollyon after the other into a coma-like sleep. He lost count of the number of men whose minds fell silent, but he judged by the decreasing sensations being fed back to him along the link that only a handful of them remained to find and pacify. 
 
   He sensed a space-time distortion nearby but ignored it and kept his eyes closed. Explosions and shouts followed, but he disregarded those as well. He could sense, through the psychic link, the elation of two Apollyons who had somehow managed to find the location of their attackers. Gabriel focused on these two men alone, knowing that if he could force them into unconsciousness, he would end their attack. He experienced, through the link, an emotion akin to deep satisfaction from the two as space-time warped nearby and the sounds of battle ceased. The elation lingered through the psychic connection for a moment. They had taken someone with them. 
 
   Cassius, the reformed Apollyon. 
 
   Suddenly, Gabriel found he could no longer locate the two Apollyons through the psychic bond. There could only be one explanation — they had severed themselves from the link to avoid falling prey to Gabriel’s Soul Magic attack. 
 
   Gabriel turned his attention back to the other Dark Mages linked through the first Apollyon, still unconscious in his hands. He sensed a few more and redoubled his efforts to subjugate their minds into submission. As Gabriel felt the last of the Apollyons spread out across time fade from consciousness, the ground exploded beneath him, sending his body flying into the air. 
 
   He opened his eyes as he hit the grassy hillside, rolling with the inertia of his fall. The Soul Magic circle no longer joined him to the other mages, but he still held the imprints of his own talismans and the concatenate crystals. He looked around to see fellow mages lying scattered throughout the billowing grass. 
 
   He turned around, trying to survey the damage to his companions. Akikane and Nefferati lay unconscious beside each other as did Cyril and Vicaquirao. The Soul Magic seemed to have rebounded against them. Ohin knelt next to Sema, calling out for help, waving toward Marcus, who tended to Rajan’s burnt arm. Gabriel ignored the ringing in his ears as he called out for Teresa, his voice sounding muffled. 
 
   He twisted in place and saw Teresa beside two of the fallen Soul Mages. The strange look on her face froze him. She shouted something and pointed, but Gabriel could not hear her words clearly. He spun to follow her finger, glimpsing someone for only a moment before following his instincts as they urged him to hit the ground and roll away. Heat blazed above him as he continued to tumble and leap to his feet to face his attacker. 
 
   “Here is my retribution.” 
 
   Kumaradevi, dozens of glowing concatenate crystals ringing her neck and arms, raised her hands to attack. 
 
   “How could you escape your world?” Gabriel stepped sideways to draw Kumaradevi’s violence away from the others and hopefully allow one of them to flank her position. With most of the mages around him wounded and Kumaradevi possessing numerous concatenate crystals, defeating her would be unpredictable. Those crystals would likely be linked to imprints in the Primary Continuum now that her dark alternate world had been severed. 
 
   “I escaped nothing.” Kumaradevi paced through the grass toward Gabriel. “That foolish Greek is not the only one who can make copies of himself.” 
 
   Gabriel struggled to hear her words through his ringing ears and to make sense of them as they resonated in his mind. 
 
   Kumaradevi had doubled herself. 
 
   “Your world is not dead, even if you can’t touch it,” Gabriel said. “I severed it in a way that allows it to survive.” He saw movement from the side of his eyes. Ohin, Rajan, and Ling snuck through the grass. 
 
   “What would I care if I cannot make use of the imprints I harvested there?” Kumaradevi glared at Gabriel as she flicked a hand and the ground exploded nearby, sending Ling and Rajan and Ohin tumbling into the air. 
 
   “You are still alive there,” Gabriel said. “Probably.”
 
   “She is not me. She is nothing. And now you will be nothing.” This Kumaradevi did not want revenge for her lost kingdom, or the original version of herself. She wanted revenge for the loss of the power it had afforded her. 
 
   A stream of impossibly bright energy erupted from the twin Kumaradevi’s hands and flashed toward Gabriel. He had no time to move and barely assembled his thoughts to form a shield of Fire Magic. He flinched as a thin wave of reddish energy struck the wall of blazing light before it could reach him. Kumaradevi’s attack bounced away, ricocheting like light striking a mirror. He blinked, confused. He knew he had not defected Kumaradevi’s magic. Her eyes flared, and Gabriel followed them to see Teresa standing twenty feet away. The Kumaradevi duplicate attacked again, casting her deadly Fire Magic toward Teresa. 
 
   Gabriel screamed and watched as Teresa created a thin wedge of blazing light, splitting Kumaradevi’s bolt of energy and driving it to both sides, the overwhelming onslaught of power forcing her to her knees. 
 
   Gabriel threw a wave of Soul and Heart-Tree magic at the duplicate Kumaradevi, intending to cripple her. She ceased her attack on Teresa and deflected Gabriel’s magic. She commanded far more imprints than he could access. He rolled to the ground again, hearing her shriek in rage. He lifted his head as a massive wave of light filled the world and temporarily blinded him. 
 
   As his eyesight recovered, a scream pierced the air and drew his attention briefly away from where he had last seen the duplicate Kumaradevi. Vicaquirao sat on his knees, his heat blistered face stricken in horror as he looked at a long pile of ashes scattering in the breeze — all that remained of the man who had been Cyril. 
 
   Gabriel turned back to see the twin Kumaradevi’s open hands once again aimed at him. He unsheathed the Sword of Unmaking, preparing to jump through space and attack her directly, when the blade flashed from his hand, ripped from his fingers by an unseen force. He thought for a moment that the duplicate Kumaradevi had used Wind magic to yank the sword from his grasp, but the thought faded as he saw the hilt of his sword sticking from her chest. She blinked in wonder as she looked at the ancient blade buried in her heart. Then she toppled sideways, dead before she hit the soft grass below her feet. 
 
   Gabriel looked around, confused at what had just transpired. He saw Vicaquirao, eyes fierce with pain, nod to him and then turn back to the remains of the man he had raised like a son from the age of twelve. 
 
   Gabriel swallowed. Vicaquirao had used Time Magic to take the sword from Gabriel’s hand and place it inside Kumaradevi’s chest, killing her almost instantly. Or at least he had killed a copy of her. Gabriel swallowed again with that thought. He had never considered the possibility that Kumaradevi might have a double kept somewhere in case of an emergency. The duplicate Kumaradevi had probably been held in a time stasis field, like a permanent space-time bubble, and released when her alternate world was severed from the Primary Continuum. A cunning back-up plan. How many versions of herself had she hidden throughout time? And how had she found him? Through the Apollyons? Had they helped her knowingly, or had she ghosted their trails through time? How had she known which ones to follow? Had she made more than one duplicate of herself? 
 
   Gabriel ignored these thoughts. The wounded required assistance. They needed to find a secure place to regroup and assess what had happened. There were still the two Apollyons who had captured Cassius to deal with, as well as those trapped in magical comas. Someone had to get the Grace Mages organized and on their way. Someone needed to lead. 
 
   “This place is not safe.” Gabriel raised his voice to carry across the hillside as he walked over to Teresa and helped her to her feet. 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   He stared into her eyes, trying to forget the white-hot wave of energy that had nearly turned her to dust and cinders. 
 
   “She should have picked a different magic to try to kill you with.” Teresa held his hand a moment longer than necessary. “We’re almost even again.” 
 
   Gabriel discarded the thoughts her statement caused to saturate his mind. He turned to the others. “Everyone gather here in the middle. We’ll tend to the wounded once we’re clear of this place.”
 
   He used Wind Magic to help carry unconscious mages, Akikane and Nefferati among them, to one of the few swaths of grass not smoking in the aftermath of the duplicate Kumaradevi’s attack. Marcus carried Sema, still-unconscious but no longer bleeding, to the assembly area.
 
   Gabriel strode over to where Vicaquirao gathered the ashen remains of Cyril into a small pouch. 
 
   “We need to go.” Gabriel placed a hand on Vicaquirao’s shoulder. 
 
   “I wanted to gather some ashes.” Vicaquirao stood up, breathing deep and wiping muddied soot from his eyes. “For Semele.”
 
   “Thank you.” Gabriel walked with Vicaquirao back to the others. “You saved me.”
 
   “No.” Vicaquirao’s voice sounded harsh, like metal rasping against stone. “I don’t believe she would have beaten you in the end. But I also don’t think you would have done what needed to be done.”
 
   Gabriel had no reply to that impression of events. He took a relic from his pocket, a small button from a coat he would never see, and began to bend the fabric of space and time to carry them all away to someplace safe. Someplace where they could evaluate their losses and determine how to secure their future. 
 
   Vicaquirao turned to him just as the first Cimmerian phase of time travel swallowed them.
 
   “The two who are left will try to kill you now. That is their only remaining hope for destroying the Great Barrier.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 25
 
    
 
   The smell of burnt wood and charred brick filled the air, stinging Gabriel’s nose and clinging to his clothes. He crouched next to Nefferati, both of their hands resting on Sema’s head as she lay on the soot-stained concrete floor. He had brought them through time to a bombed-out and abandoned building in 1943 London in the midst of World War II. While he trusted Vicaquirao more than his Grace Mage companions, he did not think it wise to let the man know of the existence of their new fort. 
 
   Gabriel probed Sema’s mind with his magic-sense, assisting Nefferati in attempting to revive her. He had managed to easily waken Akikane and Nefferati from the effects of the blown-back Soul Magic that had thrust them into unconsciousness. Waking the other Soul Mages had also proved straightforward. However, Sema had been affected differently. As he focused on delving Sema’s mind with Soul and Heart-Tree Magic, he felt a mounting frustration begin to consume him. There seemed no good reason for her continued slumber. It reminded him of the magical coma that had afflicted Elizabeth for more than a year. The cause appeared clear, but the cure elusive. 
 
   He thought through the last moments before the Apollyons’ attack, trying to remember exactly how he had been blending the magic to infect their minds and put them into deep sleep. As he did so, the obvious occurred to him. He had not simply been weaving Soul Magic, he had been merging imprints of Grace and Malignancy to create that magic. 
 
   Gabriel opened his eyes to see Vicaquirao standing nearby, looking through a large hole in a wall, gazing out over London as the sun dipped behind the tallest of the buildings. 
 
   “I need one of the tainted concatenate crystals back,” Gabriel said.
 
   Vicaquirao turned from the cityscape, his face shifting from a look of curiosity to sudden understanding. He reached in his pocket to retrieve the crystal Gabriel had given back to him only minutes ago. Gabriel accepted the crystal and embraced its imprints as he held to those of his pocket watch.
 
   “Are you certain of this?” Nefferati opened her eyes.
 
   “Certain of what?” Marcus asked, his face wracked with worry. He sat next to Sema holding one of her hands in his, stroking it gently. 
 
   “It makes sense,” Gabriel said. “I was using both imprints for the magic that knocked her out. It might take both to wake her.”
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes again and returned his concentration to the task of examining Sema’s mind with his magic-sense. Now that he embraced both negative and positive imprints, the play of the Soul Magic across Sema’s mind appeared clearer. He could see how the different aspects of the magic folded around her consciousness. The two forms of imprints manifested themselves differently when worked together. He imagined them like a web of knots enclosing Sema’s mind, and he fashioned a slender scalpel of Soul Magic to snip the threads that bound her in a state of unawareness. Unable to do more, he released the magic and the imprints as he opened his eyes. 
 
   “Anything?” Marcus asked, his eyes damp with concern. 
 
   Sema’s eyelashes fluttered and she took a deep breath. 
 
   “Oh.” Sema looked around at the faces of those beside her. “We’re alive then. That’s good.”
 
   “Very good.” Marcus laughed, wiping his arm across his eyes. 
 
   Gabriel rose to his feet, helping Nefferati up and stepping away to give Marcus and Sema time alone. He walked with her to where Ohin stood with Akikane and the rest of the team.
 
   “Ohin, I need you to go back to the fort and bring Elizabeth here,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You think using the two imprints may wake her?” Nefferati asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Gabriel said. “I was thinking that if Elizabeth had been attempting to use Soul Magic on the two Apollyons it might take both imprints to revive her.”
 
   “Why bring her here?” Ohin asked. 
 
   “I’ll need Vicaquirao to help me,” Gabriel said. “It’s not about how many imprints I can control, it’s about how subtly I can use them. He has much more experience. I’ll need Nefferati’s help as well.”
 
   “Ling, I will need your assistance.” Ohin stepped back from the others. 
 
   “Of course.” Ling joined Ohin at the edge of the group. 
 
   Ohin nodded to Gabriel and Nefferati before he and Ling winked away into time. 
 
   “We must speak.” 
 
   Gabriel turned to the sound of Vicaquirao’s voice. 
 
   “About what you said back on the hillside.” Gabriel’s eyes slid to the corner where the remains of the duplicate Kumaradevi’s body lay in the shadows. The Sword of Unmaking rested on the floor beside the corpse. He had removed the blade from her chest but had not had time to clean it in the rush to revive the fallen Soul Mages. Near her body, the captured Apollyon laid slumbering, his hands and feet bound tightly as a precaution.
 
   “Yes.” Vicaquirao followed Gabriel’s stare for a moment, then turned back. 
 
   “I’m sorry about Cyril,” Gabriel said. “And Cassius.” 
 
   “Cassius is why the Apollyons will try to kill you,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “Explain.” Nefferati crossed her arms and moved closer to Vicaquirao. 
 
   “He will likely be dead by now, but the two Apollyons who remain will have interrogated him.” Vicaquirao frowned. “Cassius will have confessed the suspicions that I shared with him.”
 
   “What suspicions?” A familiar chill began to expand in Gabriel’s stomach, a fear of revelations that would upend his world. 
 
   “About the true manner of how The Great Barrier of Probability was created.” Vicaquirao’s eyes fastened on Gabriel. “I do not believe the Barrier was created by a large circle of Dark and Light mages working together. I believe it was created by one mage, wielding both magics.” 
 
   “What?” A dizziness overtook Gabriel’s mind. He pushed aside the urge to sit on the floor. 
 
   “One mage, no matter how powerful, could never control the imprints necessary to create the Barrier.” Nefferati shook her head dismissively. 
 
   “Not one mage.” Teresa stepped up beside Gabriel, looking between him and Vicaquirao. “One mage who copied himself a hundred and seven times.” 
 
   “Exactly.” Vicaquirao still stared at Gabriel. 
 
   “That makes no sense.” Gabriel’s feet carried him backward several paces until he bumped into the remains of a wall. 
 
   “Wild conjecture.” Nefferati’s voice sounded uncertain. 
 
   “It would explain many things that are still unclear,” Vicaquirao said. “It is the most elegant solution to the question of how the Barrier came into existence.”
 
   “He’s right,” Teresa said, her face pinched as she considered the implications of the idea. “It is possible.”
 
   “Possible, possible,” Akikane had remained nearby, silent throughout the exchange. “But likely?”
 
   “The Barrier has always existed.” Gabriel’s heart beat evermore quickly in his chest. “How could I be responsible for creating it?”
 
   “It has always existed, but that doesn’t mean it always existed in your personal timeline.” Teresa scowled as she brought her fist to her chin in concentration. 
 
   “I don’t have any idea how to create the Barrier, much less when to create it,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “I’m sure you’ll figure out how, but I suspect the when will need to be soon,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “Why?” Nefferati asked. “Why soon?” 
 
   “Because of Cassius,” Vicaquirao answered. “In his interrogation, he will no doubt have revealed my suspicions to the two remaining Apollyon copies. They will unquestionably realize that their best chance for destroying The Great Barrier now lies in killing Gabriel before he can create it.”
 
   “That assumes I did create it,” Gabriel said. “Or do create it.” The dizziness only increased the more they discussed Vicaquirao’s wild idea. 
 
   “This sounds like the worst paradox ever.” Rajan rubbed his forehead in obvious confusion. 
 
   “Maybe so, maybe so,” Akikane said. “However, it may also make sense of the paradox presented by the Barrier itself.”
 
   “How would I know when to create the Barrier?” Gabriel asked, trying to figure it out in his mind. He usually had a good grasp of time travel and potential paradoxes, but this particular one, with him at the center of it, eluded his comprehension. “Do I wait for it to cease existing and then make it exist? Assuming I can figure out how?”
 
   “Teresa may be right.” Vicaquirao nodded slightly toward Teresa. “It’s possible the Barrier will only cease to exist from your perspective.”
 
   “Chrono-quantum consciousness entanglement,” Teresa said
 
   “Mumbo jumbo,” Nefferati huffed. “If the continuum of his mind is linked to the continuum of the Barrier, which in turn is linked to the Primary Continuum, it might be possible that only Gabriel would ever notice the Barrier not existing.” 
 
   “That’s what I said.” Teresa gave a small pout of annoyance. 
 
   “So I need to camp out in a space-time bubble at the edge of the Barrier and wait for it to stop existing for me but not for anyone who’s with me?” Gabriel frowned, trying to figure out how that might be possible.
 
   “That could take years,” Rajan said. 
 
   “No, no,” Akikane said. “If Vicaquirao is right, and the Apollyons will be trying to kill Gabriel, then his future self would have tried to establish the Barrier as quickly as possible.”
 
   “You make it sound like this has all happened before,” Rajan sighed. 
 
   “It’s like the history of the Primary Continuum,” Teresa said. “You can know what happened in the future of the Primary Continuum, but you can only guess at what happens in the future of your own personal continuum. Just because we’re outside the timeline of the Primary Continuum doesn’t mean we don’t have personal timelines ourselves.”
 
   “The alternative is to find a point in your timeline where the Barrier does not exist,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “And if I fail to create the Barrier, or the Apollyons kill me first…” Gabriel found he had no desire to complete that sentence. 
 
   “Paradox Armageddon.” Teresa looked worried as she spoke. “It could unravel the personal timelines of nearly every mage, unmake and remake the War of Time and Magic, potentially change the future beyond 2012, create an unstable number of bifurcations, and hypothetically destroy the Primary Continuum and every alternate branch of time attached to it.”
 
   “Well, as long as there’s no pressure.” Gabriel leaned back against the blackened wall behind him. 
 
   “Or maybe nothing will happen.” Teresa looked as though she might reach out to hold his hand, but didn’t. “Maybe the Apollyons are right and it will be fine if the Barrier is gone. Either way, you’ll have help.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “And with the Apollyons we have captured, we will know where many more of the anchor points are located.” 
 
   “It will take time for me to collect them,” Vicaquirao looked to where the captive Apollyon lay in a bundled heap. “Even with the help of your Time Mages, it will require a few days.” 
 
   “From what I could sense through the connection of their minds, they had only found a third of the anchor points,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Then we will need to move swiftly to discover those still hidden,” Nefferati said.
 
   “And make sure Gabriel is safe,” Rajan added. “I still don’t understand how they found us on that hillside.”
 
   “Time projection,” Vicaquirao said. 
 
   “I didn’t think that was possible.” Teresa raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
   “I’ve never had need to attempt it myself, but it is,” Vicaquirao replied. 
 
   “I’ve done it once.” Nefferati’s voice managed to combine both pride and regret in the same tone. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane laughed. “And nearly killed me.” 
 
   “What is time projection?” Rajan asked. 
 
   “The idea is that a Time Mage can project another person through time to a particular place if they have been there before, or have a relic from it.” Gabriel had assumed the notion to be purely theoretical. “The Apollyons could sense where we were through the connection with the one we had captured. They used him like a relic and pulled themselves through time to where we were.”
 
   Rajan glanced at the unconscious Apollyon.
 
   “He’d need to be awake for it to work,” Teresa said, her tone not as reassuring as she hoped. 
 
   “If Kumaradevi had found one of the Apollyons, she may have done something similar.” Gabriel glanced at the body of the duplicate Kumaradevi. “She could have used Soul Magic to follow the psychic link the same way they did. It would explain how she found us.”
 
   “Yes, it would also…” Nefferati began to say as Gabriel felt space-time bending nearby. Ohin and Ling appeared a moment later. Elizabeth’s unconscious form floated between them. 
 
   Nefferati’s statement remained unfinished as they all moved to surround Elizabeth. Ling gently lowered the comatose True Mage to floor as Nefferati, Akikane, Gabriel and Vicaquirao knelt around her. 
 
   Reviving Elizabeth proved to be easier than Gabriel had expected. The combination of Soul and Heart-Tree magic of the four True Mages, blended equally between Grace and Malignant imprints, slowly lifted the curse infecting her mind and brain. A moment after the four released their magic, Elizabeth gradually opened her eyes. 
 
   “The castle…” Elizabeth’s voice sounded horse and weak. She looked at the burnt and broken ruins of the stone walls above her. “Are we in the castle?” Her eyes drifted down and came to rest on Vicaquirao’s face. He smiled gently. “Not the castle then.” 
 
   “This is not the castle, but you are safe.” Nefferati brushed tears from her cheeks. “And you are well.” 
 
   “You’re back?” Elizabeth smiled at Nefferati and then turned her head to take in the sight of those encircling her. “How long?”
 
   “Quite long, quite long,” Akikane said, patting her hand. “More than a year.” 
 
   “Did you find it?” Elizabeth’s eyes filled with intensity as she sought out Gabriel’s face. 
 
   “Found it, lost it, found it again, read it, lost it, and destroyed it.” Gabriel could not restrain the wide smile that spread across his face. To see Elizabeth well again erased incalculable doubt and worry and fear and regret from his heart. “It’s a long story, and we’re still working on the ending.” 
 
   “It must be an interesting tale.” Elizabeth raised her head, a skeptical expression pulling at the muscles of her face as she looked at Vicaquirao. 
 
   “There have been some beneficial changes.” Vicaquirao’s smile seemed in competition with Akikane’s for most ecstatic. 
 
   “How did you convince the Council of that?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
   “We didn’t, we didn’t,” Akikane said. “We have temporarily abandoned the authority of the Council for new leadership.” He clamped his hand on Gabriel’s shoulder. 
 
   “Maybe someone should tell me what I’ve missed.” Elizabeth sat up on an elbow, her purposeful nature rapidly reasserting itself even in her weakened state. 
 
   Gabriel left the others to fill Elizabeth in on the events that had transpired during her prolonged sleep. He needed some time to work through the implications of what Vicaquirao had suggested and everyone else appeared to agree with — he would create The Great Barrier of Probability. Assuming he figured out how. If he didn’t, or failed in the attempt, or ended up dead at the hands of the Apollyons, the damage to the Continuum might be irreversibly devastating. 
 
   He stood in a deserted upper floor of the building, rubble and blasted brick walls nearly indecipherable from one another. He stared out across the devastation of the neighborhood, past still-smoking ruins of houses and shops to watch the people of London going about their normal lives and trying to replace the chaos of war with regularity and stability. 
 
   “I hear you have to save the world again.” 
 
   Ling’s voice came from just behind his ear and he jumped at the sound. She still enjoyed sneaking up on him when she could, as though he were still in his first days of training. 
 
   “Yep. It’s no big deal. All I need to do is create something that already exists before it exists but before I can get killed which would keep it from existing.” Gabriel’s voice sounded more weary than sarcastic. 
 
   “Teresa explained it to me.” Ling stepped beside Gabriel, crossing her arms over her chest. “Makes my head spin trying to understand it.” 
 
   “Mine too.” Gabriel stifled a sigh. 
 
   “She’s stubborn,” Ling said. 
 
   “Tell me about it.” Gabriel could not hold back the sigh that came with those words and the emotions behind them. 
 
   “I just did.” Ling frowned. 
 
   “Sorry.” Gabriel laughed, remembering a similar comment from Elizabeth back when he had first arrived at the castle. So much had happened since then. 
 
   “She knows she’s wrong, but now that she’s made a decision, she thinks she needs to stick with it to remain true to herself.” Ling gave a derisive snort. 
 
   “Obviously she’s wrong,” Gabriel said. “She wanted to break up because she was afraid she’d put me in danger — and then she saves my life today. How much more wrong can she be?”
 
   “In my experience, people have a limitless capacity for being wrong,” Ling said. “Especially where love is concerned.” 
 
   They listened to the sounds from the street — cars passing, people talking, hard heels clicking against pavement, birds calling to one another across the rooftops and ruins. Into these gentle noises of city life amid the dangers of war, Ling added her voice, soft and tentative. 
 
   “My husband left me once. After our first child was born. He fell ill with a sickness that had been killing children in the village. In order to spare me and our children from catching the illness, he fled into the forest. It took me two days to find him. When I did finally discover him, sleeping under the low hanging branches of a tree, he looked nearly dead. With the help of the other villagers, we got him home. I nursed him for a week while he slipped in and out of consciousness. When the fever finally faded, his first concern was for the children. I had given them to a neighbor to look after while I cared for him. I assured him they were safe. He was relieved, but angry I had endangered myself and the children when he had fled the house to keep us safe. I explained that if he had died in the woods, his children would have had no father, and they would be far less safe. Sometimes we do things we think will protect those we love, but that, in the end, will only endanger them more.”
 
   Gabriel reflected on Ling’s story for a moment. “How do I convince her of that?”
 
   “You don’t.” Ling laughed and punched Gabriel in the arm. “You let her convince you. She’s across the street with Ohin and Rajan, hunting relics and books. I’d hurry. I can’t imagine we’ll stay here for long.” 
 
   “Right.” Gabriel turned to go, then stopped and quickly kissed Ling on the cheek before she could react. “Thanks.” 
 
   Ling wiped her cheek in mock disgust and then laughed as Gabriel ran down the iron stairs. At the bottom of the landing he saw Elizabeth speaking in low tones with Vicaquirao. He slowed his pace to give them a few seconds more of privacy. He noticed Vicaquirao hand her something small that she held in her enclosed palm without examining. 
 
   “In case you change your mind.” Vicaquirao glanced behind Elizabeth to where Gabriel descended the stairs. 
 
   “Still always planning three steps ahead.” Elizabeth laughed and shook her head. She followed Vicaquirao’s eyes toward Gabriel. “I hear that I have you to thank for my revival.”
 
   “I should have thought of it earlier.” Gabriel realized for the first time that he had grown so much during Elizabeth’s coma that he now stood nearly half a head taller than her. 
 
   “Well, I’m grateful it occurred to you it at all.” She casually slipped what had been in her fingers into her pocket. Then she reached out and placed both hands on either side of Gabriel’s face and kissed him gently on the forehead. “Thank you.” 
 
   Gabriel suddenly felt bashful as the focus of his mentor’s gratitude and attention. 
 
   “Vicaquirao is leaving us.” Elizabeth withdrew her hands and stepped back. “He wanted a word before he went.” She turned and walked away, striking up a pleasant conversation with Nefferati, like two friends who had just met on the sidewalk by accident after years apart.
 
   “I am departing now to begin collecting the Apollyons,” Vicaquirao said. “Akikane and the teams you assigned will be assisting me.”
 
   “Will you be able to get a message to Semele?” Gabriel refrained from looking in the direction of Vicaquirao’s belt and the small pouch containing the remains of the man who had renamed himself Apollyon and started the nightmare Gabriel had been living for the last three years. 
 
   “Yes.” Vicaquirao patted the pouch. “I will bring her his ashes. She deserves that much at least. Maybe she will agree to help them in their new world. She helped Cyril more than I had ever imagined possible. I made a mistake there. One that altered the course of all of our lives. I did not see how much he needed her to become the man he was meant to be. Instead, he became something else. A lesson I hope you take to heart, as I have.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Cyril. And Cassius.” Gabriel did not know how to comfort Vicaquirao in the obvious anguish of his loss. It felt odd even thinking of doing so. He had considered Vicaquirao his enemy for so long that regarding him as an ally still struck him as strange. 
 
   “You did more for him than anyone. More for all of them. More than they deserved.” Vicaquirao forced a smile. “I will let you know when I have them all secured. Keep the chalkboard handy. In case there is trouble.” 
 
   “I will.” Gabriel said as Vicaquirao walked to join Akikane. 
 
   Akikane waved briefly before he and Vicaquirao disappeared into time. Gabriel paused a moment to consider how odd the two of them looked working together, how different they were, and how much he had learned from each of them. Then he made his way outside and sought out the bookstore Ling had mentioned. 
 
   The used bookshop across the street had been spared completely in the bombing. It stood between a paper store and a haberdashery, a wide green canvas awning stretching out over the street to cover a table displaying boxes of books. The bookstore was a good place to locate books that might be destroyed in a future bombing. Books that could be liberated to provide useful relics for time travel. 
 
   Teresa stood alone under the awning, browsing through a pile of paperbacks on the table. 
 
   “Find anything interesting?” Gabriel asked as he approached the table. 
 
   “Not really.” Teresa looked up and gestured toward the inside of the store. “Rajan is in heaven, though. Seems the whole building gets bombed out in a few months, and most of the books are destroyed. Ohin said some of them ended up in the library at our old Windsor Castle. Rajan is trying to convince him to figure out which ones we could safely take.” 
 
   “Where would we put them?” Gabriel looked through the open doorway to see Rajan, giddy as a child in a chocolate shop, running his hands over a stack of books. 
 
   “He mentioned the need for a new library for our new fort.” Teresa picked up a book and looked at the cover. It had an odd spiral design of an ever-widening sea shell emblazoned on it. 
 
   Gabriel recognized it as a representation of the Golden Mean. Teresa had explained the mathematical concept months and month ago in the middle of some conversation where he had spent more time staring at the way her hair fell across her shoulders than attempting to comprehend what she said. He felt proud of himself for remembering what the drawing was called, if not what it meant. He had things other than mathematics on his mind as he looked from the cover of the book to Teresa’s face. 
 
   “I wanted to thank you again.” Gabriel tried to project a tone and appearance of nonchalance as he spoke. “For saving me today.” 
 
   “I got lucky.” Teresa looked back to the cover of the book. 
 
   “It got me to thinking,” Gabriel said. “About what you said. About us. About the team. They nearly got killed today as well. And I’m not an apprentice anymore. I’m not following orders, I’m giving them. I think it would be best for the team to be a real team again, not my personal body guards. I have to be seen as being able to protect myself. I can’t lead the mages at the fort if I look like the kid who needs to have his hand held by Ohin and you and the rest of the team. They need to believe in me. And as much as I don’t like it, you’re right. If you and the others are around all the time, I may put myself at risk trying to save you. And with this new mission of trying to create the Barrier, we’ll need every team we have in the field tracking down anchor points. Unfortunately, it is safer for both of us, all of us really, if we aren’t all in the same place at the time. I wanted to tell you before I told the others. To help me sell it to them.”
 
   Teresa’s mood had darkened as Gabriel continued to speak, her jaw tightening, her eyes narrowing, her lip twitching slightly, with each new sentence. She stared at Gabriel with a fiery intensity, abruptly reaching out and poking him in the chest. 
 
   “You’ve been talking to Ling, haven’t you?” 
 
   “What? Of course not.” Gabriel cleared his throat to cover his surprise at the abrupt turn in the conversation. 
 
   “You have.” Teresa poked him again. “This is all her tai chi psychology, trying to get me to convince you of something you’re already convinced of yourself. I hate it when she does that.” 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Gabriel licked his lips trying to figure out how to redirect the discussion and Teresa’s growing ire. 
 
   “Liar.” Teresa smacked his arm with the book still in her hand. “You always lick your lips when you’re saying something you don’t believe in.”
 
   “I do not.” Gabriel could not help himself. He licked his lips. 
 
   “I will not be manipulated.” Teresa crossed her arms, holding tight to the book. “I make up my mind based on my mind and not mind games.”
 
   “Then make up your mind.” Gabriel’s embarrassment at being caught out trying to deceptively sway Teresa’s decision regarding their relationship rapidly transformed into an anger assembled out of the frayed pieces of his heart. “What do you really want? Do you want me to die someday without you there to protect me? Or to die alone without you? Or do you want to die alone without me? If you’re going to break up with me it should be because you can’t stand me anymore, because I’m a jerk to you, because you don’t love me…but not because you’re afraid bad things might happen when we’re together. Bad things always happen to us whether we’re together or not, so we might as well be together.” 
 
   Teresa pursed her lips, looking as though she might scream. Instead, she smacked him in the arm again with the book. 
 
   “Now why didn’t you just say that to begin with?”
 
   “I thought I was being clever.” Gabriel’s anger seeped away to be replaced by a surging sense of hope. 
 
   “Just because you’re right doesn’t mean you’re clever.” Teresa stepped closer to Gabriel. “When I was facing Kumaradevi today I thought I was going to end up dead. Or that you were going to end up dead. And I felt stupid knowing that I hadn’t told you I love you. That one of us might be dead and you’d think I didn’t love you.”
 
   Gabriel didn’t wait for any more words or try to think of words of his own. Words were never going to convey the upwelling of emotions in his heart. His slid his hands around her waist and he kissed her. 
 
   They broke apart from the kiss an unknown time later, wiping tears from their eyes and holding each other close. The book had fallen from Teresa’s hand and balanced precariously at the edge of the table. 
 
   “We should put that back.” Gabriel held tight to one of Teresa’s hands. “Wouldn’t want to create a bifurcation.” 
 
   “Right,” Teresa frowned. “The cover reminded me of something, but I don’t remember what now. You annoyed me too much.” She made to place the book in an open slot among the others stacked on the table. As she did so, another book caught Gabriel’s eye. 
 
   “Hmmm.” Gabriel reached out to the book that had attracted his attention, sliding it carefully from the pile. The title read Nostradamus — Les Propheties. He flipped it open and fanned the pages. As he did so his space-time sense tingled. “No.”
 
   “What?” Teresa looked at the title of the book. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I never told you this, but Nefferati didn’t write the prophecy of the Seventh True Mage.” Gabriel handed Teresa the book. “She found it in the castle library. In this book.”
 
   “Wait.” Teresa looked at the book more closely. “If she didn’t write the prophecy, then who did?”
 
   Gabriel said nothing. The tingling of his space-time sense continued to vibrate in his mind. 
 
   “No.” Teresa looked up to Gabriel in disbelief. “Even I can’t figure out how a paradox like that would work.”
 
   “Do you have a pen? I have some paper.” Gabriel fished a small notebook from his pocket and ripped a clean sheet free from the binding. 
 
   “If you write out the prophecy and put it in the book and this is the book that Nefferati finds, then where does the actual prophecy come from?” Teresa looked uncharacteristically confused as she handed Gabriel a pen from her pocket. 
 
   “The better question is, if I write down a different prophecy, whether I’ll suddenly remember the new words, or whether it might change my entire personal timeline.” Gabriel began carefully writing out the words that had been etched into his memory. Words that had defined who he had become. Words that would continue to define him. 
 
   “Write it down exactly.” Teresa sounded adamant. “We don’t want to risk changing our timelines and finding out we suddenly hate each other.” 
 
   “Not a possible universe,” Gabriel said as he finished writing out the prophecy. He looked at it for what he realized would be the first time in the prophecy’s own timeline. 
 
   “He shall come without warning
 
   And leave without sign.
 
   His coming shall mark the dawn of the endless night.
 
   He shall walk among them, but be not of them.
 
   He shall bestride the night and day.
 
   Twilight shall be his world,
 
   And all lands shall be his domain.
 
   He shall pick of both trees
 
   And eat of all fruits.
 
   He shall plant new seeds 
 
   And harvest new crops.
 
   He shall be the Breaker of Time
 
   And the Destroyer of Worlds.    
 
   And all things shall hang in his balance
 
   Until he is no more and yet is again.”
 
   He slid the prophetic piece of paper into the book of Nostradamus’s prognostications and placed it back in the pile of books on the table. The tingling of his space-time sense faded. 
 
   “This is too much paradox for one day, personal and otherwise,” Gabriel said. “Knowing something before you know it makes no sense to me at all.”
 
   “Perpetually cascading causality loop,” Teresa replied. She stopped. Turned back to the books. Touched the one she had held so long. Her hand trembled. “Is this what it feels like to be you all the time? It’s terrifying.” 
 
   “What’s terrifying?” Gabriel felt Teresa’s other hand tighten on his own. 
 
   “I know why Kumaradevi thought I was holding something back when she interrogated me.” Teresa’s eyes were wide with wonder. “I did know something. Do know something.” 
 
   “What?” Gabriel’s unease came not from his space-time sense but from the look on Teresa’s face. 
 
   “I know how to locate all the anchor points for The Great Barrier.” Teresa’s voice came out as a whisper. “I know how to find them because I’m the one who discovered where to put them in the first place.” 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Black smoke, rich with sulfur, stung Gabriel’s eyes and nose as it drifted off the field and between the leaves of the walnut trees, full and green in the height of summer. With the smoke came the sounds of battle — cannon fire, Gatling guns, explosions, rifles, screams, cries for help, the wails of wounded horses, and calls for men’s mothers. 
 
   Gabriel turned away from the scene. Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, July 2nd, 1863. The pivotal battle of the American Civil War. A place where many things happened at once. A place where events in the timeline of history could easily be changed. A place where a young man appearing nearby would never be noticed. 
 
   The American Civil War began in 1861 when seven Southern states seceded from the United States of America over the issue of slavery. These seven states, where the enslavement of Africans and their descendants remained legal and supported the dominant agrarian cotton industry, declared themselves a new nation called the Confederate States of America. Four more Southern slave states soon joined them. President Abraham Lincoln and the Northern government, referred to as the Union, refused to accept the secession or recognize the Confederacy. Fighting began on April 12, 1861, at the Union held Fort Sumter in South Carolina. By the summer of 1863, Confederate General Robert E. Lee's Army of Northern Virginia had invaded the state of Pennsylvania. Union Major General George Meade's Army of the Potomac first defended the town of Gettysburg, then defeated the Confederate forces, driving them back southward in a military rout that signaled the end of the war. By the time of the Confederacy’s surrender on April 9, 1865, some 750,000 American soldiers had lost their lives, nearly 50,000 of them at the Battle of Gettysburg. 
 
   Gabriel looked from the horror of the battlefield before him down to the map in his hands and then up to the faces of Ohin and Akikane. 
 
   “This is going to take some time.” Gabriel glanced again at the map. It detailed the battle taking place around him. It also marked off 107 places with events that all took place at the same time. Events that could be altered easily to create a bifurcation. Akikane and Ohin had spent considerable hours in a space-time bubble hovering over the battlefield to assemble its contents. 
 
   “Take your time,” Ohin said. “We have thirty-seven hours. We can afford to use a few here.” 
 
   “Indeed, indeed,” Akikane added. “Better to be slow and careful.”
 
   “I know we’ve gone over this a dozen times, but it still feels wrong.” Gabriel wiped his sweaty palms on his pants lest he stain the map. “This many bifurcations in one place at one time is exactly what the Apollyons were doing when we stopped them the first time.”
 
   “They made no attempt to sever their new worlds within thirty-seven hours.” Ohin flinched as a cannonball exploded nearby. “We will. But we need to move quickly.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane patted Gabriel’s shoulder. “But not so quickly that we make mistakes. Take your time. You have the relic, yes?”
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel tapped his pocket with the brass bullet casing that would be used during the battle in a clump of trees opposite the field from where they stood. He took his pocket watch out and checked the time. “You should both go. We’ll meet you back at the fort.” He paused a moment, feeling again like the pupil before his mentors rather than the leader of an army of mages. “I’m not looking forward to this.” 
 
   “Meeting yourself once would be frightening enough,” Ohin said. He seemed to think for a second before amending his statement. “No matter who you were.”
 
   “Quite right, quite right.” Akikane smiled brilliantly at Gabriel. “However, you are who you are, so I am certain it will go well between all of you.” 
 
   Gabriel nodded silently, hoping Akikane’s assessment of his character prove correct. Akikane and Ohin disappeared into time, back to the new fort, leaving Gabriel to begin his dangerous task alone. He checked the hands of the watch again. Not long. Not long at all. 
 
   The days since the attack on the Apollyons had been hectic and confusing. As much as the arguments presented to him made sense, his mind continued to rebel against them. It did seem plausible that he would create The Great Barrier of Probability. It also seemed reasonable that if the Apollyons could manage to kill him that the resulting paradox would not only destroy the Barrier but could also irreparably damage the Primary Continuum. He even acknowledged the need to make 107 copies of himself in order to simultaneously establish the anchor points that held the Barrier in place. While he accepted all these things, their cumulative improbability, and the inherent paradox for his own personal timeline, left him with a growing sense of unease.
 
   He had stifled that disquiet by keeping busy. There had been much to do. Teams of Grace Mages worked around the clock to locate and retrieve the comatose Apollyons and deliver them to Vicaquirao. Gabriel feared that the two missing Apollyons might attempt to rescue some of their brethren, but that had not been the case, or at least not yet. As the days passed, more and more Grace Mages defected from the Council’s authority to join the forces at the new fort. Each new Time Mage who arrived was dispatched to help in securing the slumbering Apollyons. 
 
   While the various teams engaged in prison duty, as it became known, Ohin and Akikane had begun their search for a suitable place in time for Gabriel to copy himself. Meanwhile, Nefferati and the newly recovered Elizabeth helped Gabriel in hunting down the relics needed to travel to all of the 108 anchor points. Finding these anchor points in the first place fell to Teresa. 
 
   The cover of the book that Teresa had clutched for so long outside that bookstore in London proved essential to understanding how the anchor points were placed in time and space. The image of the Golden Mean led her to realize that her long-standing suspicions about a geometrically expanding distance between the anchor points were accurate. The placement of the anchor points followed a widening spiral through time and space. Knowing of even one anchor point allowed her to predict where all the other anchor points should be located. The math involved completely escaped Gabriel, but he understood her excitement as each anchor point she calculated coincided exactly with those they already knew the location for. As she revealed each new anchor point, Nefferati, Elizabeth, or Gabriel were dispatched with a team of Grace Mages to track it down and locate a relic for travel to and from its location. 
 
   It required nearly two straight days of work, but Teresa finally presented a list of all the anchor points. All except the final point in time, which secured the Barrier. Teresa referred to this as the Alpha Point. Her calculations indicted that it needed to be placed far before the planet Earth had even evolved from the interaction of gas and debris and gravity. The Alpha Point seemed to rest at the moment of the universe’s creation, at the beginning of time. At first, it seemed impossible to create an anchor point at the moment space-time came into existence. Even if he could project himself through time, as Nefferati suggested, the vantage point to do so would need to be outside the Primary Continuum. Then he remembered his experience escaping the alternate reality where he and Teresa had been trapped by the Apollyons. 
 
   Gabriel looked at his watch again, the hands counting down the seconds until he needed to act. He tried to forget for a moment everything implied by Teresa’s math. There would be time to figure that all out later. At least a few hours. And he would have help. 
 
   As the second hand reached its designated mark, Gabriel embraced the imprints of the Sword of Unmaking and gestured with his hand toward the sky with a thin wave of Wind Magic. A cannonball, descending at a speed beyond sight diverted slightly, falling in an empty section of the battlefield instead of the cluster of Union soldiers it had originally been destined to kill. 
 
   Gabriel felt an uncomfortably familiar bending of space-time and knew he had created an alternate reality where he now stood. Because his personal timeline did not affect the Primary Continuum where he created the bifurcation, unlike that night so long ago in Venice when he had saved Ling from death, he shifted entirely into the new reality. He no longer stood in the woods beyond the Battle of Gettysburg in the Primary Continuum. This signaled the moment when he would change the course of his life by violating the central rules of time travel he had worked so hard to learn and obey. 
 
   He took the brass shell casing from his pocket and focused his space-time sense on the moment in its timeline that he needed. Warping space and time in a flash of darkness and brilliance, he returned from the alternate reality and back to the Primary Continuum. He appeared in a barn not far from the battlefield, close enough to where he had stood, but out of sight from any possible onlookers. He arrived, not at the moment of his departure, not an instant later, but a full minute beforehand. 
 
   As he appeared in the barn, hay strewn beneath his feet, the smell of horses filling his nostrils, his mind reeled with two simultaneously overpowering perceptions. The first impression impinging upon his consciousness was one he had encountered before — a jangling sensation within his mind, his space-time sense rebelling against paradox. 
 
   The second perception exceeded his previous expectations.
 
   So this is what it’s like. 
 
   Yes. 
 
   Odd. 
 
   Very odd. 
 
   I can’t wait…
 
   For more voices…
 
   To join the chorus. 
 
   Gabriel perceived himself in the barn. 
 
   He also stood in the woods beyond the battlefield half a minute before he had deflected the cannonball to create the alternate reality from which he had traveled to the barn. 
 
   We need to hurry
 
   I need to hurry.
 
   Yes, I know…
 
   Let’s not go down…
 
   That path.
 
   Gabriel Prime, as he decided he should think of himself, the Gabriel who would not end up in an alternate reality, stared at the map in his hands, looking for the next location indicated by a red X and a number 2. A hilltop. He jumped through space to appear behind a bush, shielding his arrival from those on the battlefield. He checked the map again, seeing the instructions for the subsequent bifurcation. Looking down to follow the hands of his watch, Gabriel reached out with Fire Magic to cause the gunpowder of a Confederate soldier to fail to explode, his rifle sitting useless in his arm. Reality shifted as the expected bifurcation split away in a new continuum. 
 
   All the while, in the barn, Gabriel Number 2, as he thought of himself, watched the mental image of Gabriel Prime on the hilltop. A moment later, his consciousness wavered as Gabriel Number 3 opened the barn door and entered. With this third Gabriel came the shared memory of having arrived a full minute earlier a hundred paces from the barn. And more confusingly, the memory of having left the hilltop for the following location indicated on the map, a ditch to the north of the battlefield. 
 
   This is…
 
   Going to…
 
   Get very...
 
   Confusing…
 
   No wonder…
 
   He went…
 
   Mad. 
 
   Each new Gabriel from each new reality appeared a little farther from the barn, using the varied travel of the shell casing to ensure that each new arrival would not run into his other versions before entering the barn. 
 
   With every duplication, with every fresh voice added to the ever-expanding mental cacophony, Gabriel, the Gabriels, all of them, began to collectively wonder if this endeavor would prove a grand blunder. Only a fool or a madman would attempt what they were doing. Only a sense of duty, and the knowledge of how bad things could be for everyone else in the Primary Continuum if he failed, allowed him to proceed, time after time, to create one alternate reality after another. 
 
   The psychic connection between the shared thoughts and memories made concentration increasingly difficult for Gabriel Prime, the one who needed to do more than stand and wait in a barn for versions of himself to arrive. The thought finally occurred, simultaneously among them, that it would be easier if the duplicated Gabriels in the barn meditated, letting their minds rest in an ever-present awareness, rather than reacting to, or contributing to, the thoughts they now constantly shared. 
 
   Eventually, after nearly two hours of creating bifurcations, the last version of Gabriel stepped into the crowded barn. Gabriel Prime joined his duplicates a moment later. 
 
   We should…
 
   Continue to…
 
   Meditate as long…
 
   As possible… 
 
   A few of us…
 
   Doing what is…
 
   Needed while the others…
 
   Remain as they are…
 
   So our minds…
 
   Do not…
 
   Drive us mad…
 
   Mad…
 
   With voices…
 
   Voices…
 
   They stood throughout the large barn, sat in piles of straw, teetered at the edge of the hayloft, all 108 of them, waiting a moment, enjoying the silence of their shared mind. 
 
   Okay…
 
   Let’s get…
 
   To work…
 
  
 
  



Chapter 27
 
    
 
   By mutual decision, the many versions of Gabriel chose those who would warp space and time to deliver them all back to the fort. They appeared in the central square of the new fort a moment later. Teresa sat on the steps of the barracks. They had arrived exactly as planned, and she alone waited to greet them. She stood up and approached the nearest version of Gabriel. 
 
    “Which one are you?” She looked him in the eyes, ignoring the 107 pairs of eyes turned toward her. 
 
   “Number fifty-two,” the Gabriel she spoke to replied. 
 
   “You’ve numbered yourselves.” Teresa smiled. “That’s cute.”
 
   “We were thinking…”
 
   “Of getting…”
 
   “Baseball jerseys made…”
 
   Two other versions of Gabriel had joined in the response. 
 
   “That, right there, that has to stop.” Teresa crossed her arms. “Only one of you speaks to me at a time.” 
 
   “That will be me.” Gabriel Prime stepped from the small sea of identical faces. 
 
    I thought…
 
   There was no…
 
   Difference…
 
   I guess…
 
   I was wrong…
 
   Is this how…
 
   They went mad?
 
   Meditate…
 
   Focus on…
 
   Your breathing…
 
   And perceiving…
 
   And seeking…
 
   And not her…
 
   Lovely eyes.
 
   Gabriel Prime ignored the voices in his head, unsure even which ones had come from his own mind. 
 
   “Are you…you?” Teresa asked, her eyes flicking between the duplicate Gabriels. 
 
   “I pretty sure,” Gabriel said. “It’s a little confusing with the thoughts of the others in my head all the time.” 
 
   “Are you feeling crazy?” Teresa reached out to place the back of her hand against his forehead as though checking for a fever. 
 
   “I just made a hundred and seven copies of myself,” Gabriel said. “That is insanely crazy.” 
 
   “I suppose you’re right.” Teresa laughed. 
 
   Gabriel laughed as well. 
 
   A hundred and seven versions of himself laughed along. 
 
   “Okay, stop that. That’s freaking me out.” Teresa pulled Gabriel away from his duplicates. 
 
   “What’s our status?” Gabriel asked, trying to seal his mind away from the few stray thoughts still entering it. Having the others stay in a meditative state of awareness seemed to help a great deal. 
 
   A pity…
 
   That the Apollyons…
 
   Never learned…
 
   To meditate.
 
   “We’re doing fine,” Teresa said. “Ohin and Akikane returned nearly two hours ago. They have been briefing the teams. Nefferati and Elizabeth came back a while ago with the final relics we’ll need to access the anchor points. I’ve finished making my map of the anchor points for you to follow. I’ve marked all the ones where we’ll have teams in place to protect you in case the two Apollyons show up. I think we’re in good shape. How many hours do we have left before you need to sever all the alternate worlds you created to copy yourself?”
 
   “Almost thirty-five hours,” Gabriel said. He pulled his pocket watch out to double check. “Thirty four hours and fifty-five minutes.”
 
    “I’m worried about the Alpha anchor point.” Teresa led Gabriel around the corner of a building, looking back over her shoulder at the courtyard full of duplicates of her boyfriend with a slight shiver. “I know you said you had an idea of how to reach it, but you didn’t say what that idea was, and that worries me.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d worry even more if I told you what I have in mind,” Gabriel said. “Remember when we escaped the alternate reality?” 
 
   “You can’t be serious.” Teresa stopped and grabbed Gabriel by the shoulders. “You don’t even know if that’s possible.”
 
   “It’s the only way it will work,” Gabriel said. Oddly, having so many versions of himself meditating and psychically linked to his mind left him feeling calm and confident. “I have to find a moment when the Barrier doesn’t yet exist so I can create it. That’s only possible from one place.”
 
   “To do that you’d have to use subtle cosmic energy, not imprints.” Teresa shook her head.
 
   “Yes, but that would explain why the Barrier appears to be created with Grace and Malignant imprints,” Gabriel said. “A Grace Mage would see it as Grace Magic and a Malignancy Mage would perceive it as Malignant Magic. Even I saw what I expected to see. But the Barrier can’t be created before time, before imprints exist, using imprints. That may be the one paradox that can’t work.” 
 
    “You only managed to use cosmic subtle energy once,” Teresa said. “Do you think you can do it again?” 
 
   “There are over a hundred of me practicing how to do it right now.” Gabriel, and all of his duplicates, comprehended how ridiculous that sounded. Maybe he should have discussed this with Teresa before he copied himself. 
 
   “And if they…I mean you, don’t figure it out?” Teresa asked.
 
   “We’ve got nearly thirty-five hours. I’m sure we can figure it out.” Gabriel realized the assuredness that came with having a hundred plus minds in meditation linked together might also lead to arrogant overconfidence. 
 
   “And…until then?” Teresa left the question hanging in the air like a cloud of dust between them. 
 
   “There are some things I need to do,” Gabriel said. “I want to practice projecting myself through time again with Nefferati. That will be part of how I hope to remain stable in the Void between continuums while I find and create the Alpha point. I also want to discuss sensing cosmic energy with Akikane. He said he’s perceived it once before. And I should review the relics that lead to the anchor points with Elizabeth. I should also go over the anchor point map with you. And a few other things. Maybe address the teams with Ohin.”
 
   “That will eat up more than a few hours of the time we have.” Concern coated Teresa’s voice. 
 
   “Not necessarily.” Gabriel sensed several versions of himself walk away from where he had corralled his duplicates in the courtyard. 
 
   “That’s really freaky and weird.” Teresa glanced back to see two versions of Gabriel setting out on missions he had just described. Two more followed shortly thereafter. Teresa turned back around, clearly not wanting to see more. “You’re enough trouble when there is only one of you.” 
 
   “There will be one of me again soon.”
 
   “Let me show you the map.” Teresa caught sight of yet two more versions of Gabriel crossing the lane between the barracks. “Wait. I want to try something.” She grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him into a passionate kiss. 
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes into the kiss, but he could also see through the eyes of Gabriel 33 and Gabriel 89, watching himself kissing Teresa as she peeked around his head to watch the copies of himself stopped in the middle of the street just before they too closed their eyes. He could feel all the versions of himself that had been walking through the fort come to a sudden stop as their eyelids slid shut. 
 
   “Okay, that’s cool.” Teresa broke away from the kiss with a self-satisfied grin. “Really bizarre and kind of creepy, but very cool.” 
 
   “You’re gloating.”
 
   “A little bit.”
 
   “Because I can’t kiss you and walk at the same time?”
 
   “A girl likes to know she commands her boyfriend’s full attention. Come on. I’ll show you that map of the anchor points.” 
 
   The different Gabriels made their way through the fort to different destinations and different conversations, some intended and some unexpected, but all happening for him simultaneously with the same mind, a mind of many parts, most of which still meditated on the problem of how to perceive the subtle energy of the cosmos, as they lowered themselves, in one unified motion, to sit cross-legged in the courtyard like the monks of an ancient monastery. 
 
    Gabriel Prime followed Teresa to the common room of the barracks where a large map consumed one whole table — while Gabriel 33 approached Akikane crossing a lane between buildings — as Gabriel 89 came upon Ohin standing beside the main gate of the fort, speaking quietly with Paramata — even as Gabriel 44 happened to find Rajan seated on a bench near a tree eating a sandwich — while Gabriel 12 stopped to help Sema taking a break from sorting through imbued artifacts and concatenate crystals with a group of mages — as Gabriels 77 and 23 found Elizabeth and Nefferati reviewing the collection of relics spread across the tables of the dining hall.
 
   “If the Council saw this, they’d have our heads,” Elizabeth said as Gabriel 77 and Gabriel 43 entered the room. 
 
   “Then it’s a good thing they can’t see…” one of the Gabriel’s said, standing before a table of relics, each one baring a numbered tag.
 
   “What’s in the courtyard.” the other Gabriel concluded.
 
   “It’s nice to see you both...”
 
   “Working together again.”
 
   “It’s nice to be working together again.” Nefferati frowned as she looked between the two identical Gabriels. 
 
   “It might be easier…”
 
   “If we spoke separately.”
 
   The Gabriels both smiled as one of them led Nefferati to the kitchen while…
 
   “Have you reached an existential epistemological crisis yet?” Rajan took a bite of ham and cheese pressed between two slices of bread, mustard oozing out the sides. 
 
   “You’re starting to sound like Teresa,” Gabriel 44 said. “Making up words to confuse me.” 
 
   “I feel more like I’m making up words to confuse myself,” Rajan said. “I’m beginning to think, though, that a little confusion is healthy.”
 
   “Then I’m probably the healthiest person you know.” Gabriel 44 chuckled. In the courtyard, a hundred paces away, a 101 Gabriels chuckled softly, as well. 
 
   “You probably are.” Rajan looked down at his sandwich with sudden dissatisfaction. “I suspect I’ve spent so many years with my head in books looking for answers that I’ve forgotten the pleasure of questions that remain unresolved. I may need less reading and more doing.”
 
   “Then Ling is right,” Gabriel 44 said.
 
   “Ling?” Rajan said. “Right about what?” 
 
   “About dancing with Imelda.” Gabriel 44 grinned.
 
   “Yes. She might be right after all.” Rajan laughed as Gabriel 44 closed his eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
    “The key to projecting someone through time without a relic is concentration.” Nefferati took a sip of tea from the cup in her hand. She and Gabriel 23 stood in the kitchen at the back of the dining hall. “Without a relic, any distraction of thought could cause a deadly displacement.”
 
   “Odd that the Apollyons hadn’t tried it before.” Gabriel had wondered about that, and now he wondered about it with several minds at once. 
 
   “It’s very dangerous,” Nefferati said. “I was sending Akikane someplace I knew well and had been often. I imagine that for the Apollyons, seeing all the places the duplicates existed simultaneously made projection through time even more difficult.” 
 
   “I see that now.” Gabriel existed in too many places at once to be able to focus on any one of them easily. “Putting most of them in a coma actually helped those who remained to focus on the one we had captured.”
 
   “Yes,” Nefferati said. “A result I should have anticipated.” 
 
   “We can’t anticipate every possible problem,” Gabriel 23 said. 
 
   “Even when there are so many of you?” Nefferati asked. 
 
   “The more of me there are, the more problems there may be to anticipate,” Gabriel 23 laughed at Nefferati’s frown and closed he eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
   “So the psychic link works?” Sema asked as she stepped aside with Gabriel 12. 
 
   “A little too well,” Gabriel 12 said. 
 
   “It’s a great risk,” Sema said. “Thank you for taking it.”
 
   “We all take risks,” Gabriel 12 said. “You and everyone on the team have risked their lives by being near me for so long.” 
 
   “That doesn’t feel like a risk.” Sema gently folded her arms. “Odd, I used to take risks all the time when I was younger. My childhood was filled with attempts to prove I could be as strong and nimble as my brothers. Marrying my husband risked my heart, and helping him build our small merchant stall into a thriving house of exchange risked our livelihood. In my second life, I seem to have forgotten how to risk my future.”
 
   “The future is always the future,” Gabriel 12 said. “You can’t really risk it because you don’t really know what it will be.” 
 
   “I suppose the heart is much the same, when you think about it.” Sema tapped her fingers against her arm as she seemed to ponder her own words, and Gabriel 12 closed his eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
   Paramata parted from Ohin with a wide grin as Gabriel 89 approached. 
 
   “She seems very happy,” Gabriel 89 said. “Did you accept her offer of a date?” 
 
   Ohin frowned. Looked down at the ground. Sighed. “Yes. When this is all over. Dinner. Someplace nice.”
 
   “Paris is very romantic,” Gabriel 89 said. “At least the version of it I was in.”
 
   “I know a place,” Ohin said, his tone mysterious. He looked askance at Gabriel 89. “You think I should have said yes earlier.” 
 
   Gabriel 89 said nothing. 
 
   “Possibly, you’re right.” 
 
   Gabriel 89 remained silent. 
 
   “Loss is not easy. I’ve lost two wives. Two women I loved as much as I could love anything. I lived and they did not. But what is the point of being alive if you’re afraid to love?”
 
   “You’re asking me?” Gabriel 89 looked around as though someone else might be present. 
 
   “I’m telling you,” Ohin said, “so you can remind me if I forget again.” Ohin looked off in the direction Paramata had gone and laughed as Gabriel 89 closed his eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
   “It’s all coordinated with Teresa’s map.” Elizabeth gestured to the numbered relics spread across five tables. “She’s done an amazing thing.” 
 
   “Yes, I see the map.” Gabriel 77 did see the map through the eyes of Gabriel Prime standing beside Teresa on the other side of the fort even as he talked with Elizabeth in the dining hall. “And she is amazing.” 
 
   “She is not the only one to amaze,” Elizabeth said. “You should be very proud of yourself. Or yourselves, as the case may be at the moment.”
 
   “I’m only doing what needs to be done,” Gabriel 77 said. 
 
   “That is not always as easy as it sounds,” Elizabeth said. “Especially when you are asked to lead others into danger and potential death.”
 
   “I try not to think about that too much.” Gabriel 77 realized he now had far too many minds with which to contemplate such thoughts. 
 
   “Good,” Elizabeth said. “You can paralyze yourself with doubt, and that can be more dangerous at times than callous disregard for others. The first battle I took charge of ended very badly because I did not heed this lesson. Our teams found themselves pinned down by twice their number and I delayed the inevitable retreat because I knew the only way to cover our exit would be to ask one of the teams to sacrifice themselves for the others. Instead, I tried to cover the retreat myself. I thought I was being noble. I was being foolish. We lost nearly everyone that day, and I only escaped because I could do things those who died could not. I’m sure you know that feeling.”
 
   “All too well.” Gabriel 77 stared down at a small brass ring with a loop of string running through it, a number 20 written in clean script on the attached tag. 
 
   “I lost friends that day because I didn’t know how to ask other friends to die for them,” Elizabeth said. “What I didn’t realize was that by being there, they had already agreed to this bargain. It turned out that I was the only one not to abide by that unspoken contract.”
 
    “I understand. I’ve made this same pack with all of my selves.” Gabriel 77 closed his eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
   “There you are, there you are.” Akikane walked from the small lane to the shade of a nearby tree. “Where are the rest of you?”
 
   “Busy doing different things,” Gabriel 33 said. “I wanted to talk to you about cosmic energy.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” Akikane said. “Have you glimpsed it again?” 
 
   “I’m trying right now.” Gabriel 33 gestured toward the courtyard beyond the buildings. “I remember how I saw it the first time, but I can’t seem to find it again.” 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “Looking can be the problem. Remember: cook, novice, monk, abbot, tree, sky, earth, all the same.”
 
    “Hmmm.” Gabriel 33’s frown of concentration slowly melted. 
 
   “You cannot search for the thing you already possess.” Akikane said. “A fish does not hunt for water any more than a bird seeks air for its wings.”
 
    “Ah.” Gabriel 33 closed his eyes and smiled blissfully as…
 
    “See how this tail grows longer and wider?” Teresa traced the line on the map as it turned from the center, spiraling outward in ever-wider arcs until the final line ran in a gentle curve off the large sheet of parchment. “I’ve done the calculations and it flows back infinitely. Well, not infinitely, but that tail is really long.”
 
   “Back to the beginning of time,” Gabriel Prime said. 
 
   “Exactly,” Teresa said. 
 
   “Each red circle is a place I need to create an anchor point?” Gabriel touched his finger to Teresa’s where it rested on the paper next to a red circle with numbers beside it.
 
   “Yes,” Teresa said. “The first set of numbers is the year, and the second set is the longitude and latitude coordinates. The equations for progression of the anchor points follow the Golden Mean closely, but I needed to calculate the locations by altering part of that equation to account for the spherical shape of the of the planet, and then adjust again because the Earth isn’t a true sphere, and then compensate for the rotation of the planet and the processional tilt on its axis as it orbits the sun, and the effects of the sun’s gravity, not to mention the moon’s gravity, and then I had to figure out a way to convert the result of all that into coordinates we could actually use.” 
 
   “And you did all that in two days?” Gabriel’s heart swelled with love and pride and emotions that had no words to describe them.
 
   “I didn’t sleep much.” Teresa looked away, slightly bashful. “You’re mooning over me again.”
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” Gabriel laughed. “None of this would be possible without you.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that.” Teresa’s eyes found Gabriel’s and held them. “Thinking about the paradox of me being the one who figures out when and where the anchor points go and why. Being the one who helps you create the Barrier. The paradox of you creating something that already exists, but doesn’t exist in your future. I realized I can’t process it all. I can’t make sense of it. All I can do is follow the path that I’m on. But the important thing is that it’s the path that you are on. The path we are on together. We’ve both thought about leaving that path for one reason or another. Because we wanted to protect each other. Because we were afraid. Because…it doesn’t matter why. What matters is that we are both together now, and I hope it stays that way forever.”
 
   “Forever is a very long time.” Gabriel made no attempt to restrain the broad smile that filled his face. “So that’s good.”
 
   Gabriel closed his eyes and smiled blissfully…as Teresa kissed him. 
 
   In the stillness of that kiss 108 minds that were really one mind fell silent, perceiving nothing yet perceiving everything, seeing their own subtle energy pulse within them, a reflection of a greater power coursing through all things in all times and all places throughout the entire cosmos. 
 
   As the kiss faded the vision remained, like water cupped in a hand, slowly draining away. Gabriel Prime stared at Teresa, seriousness mixed with sublime calm. 
 
   “When we try to create the Great Barrier, I going to need you to kiss me first.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Duplicates of Gabriel stood in 107 places throughout time. He stood atop the Great Wall of China at the Shanghai Pass in 1644. He also stood at the edge of a pitched fight during the Siege of Namur in 1695. Another version of him stood in the middle of the Battle of Ceresole in 1544 while he also stood aboard the deck of a ship in the Battle of the Echinades in 1427. One of him stood on a lonely beach with unfamiliar trees lining the shore in the year 300 million BCE while two other versions of him also stood in an alien landscape 3.4 billion years into the past. In each place, the duplicate Gabriel stood in a space-time bubble sealing him away from the flow of time a moment before an anchor point would come into existence. 
 
   One final copy of Gabriel stood atop a roof in the city of Aleppo in Syria on October 28 in 2012. A space-time bubble separated him, Teresa, Ohin, and the rest of the Chimera team from the civil war raging throughout the city and the nation. They gathered at the very edge of The Great Barrier of Probability, the moment when the final anchor point blossomed into being. 
 
   “We are all in place,” that particular Gabriel said to Teresa and the others. “We will begin shortly.”
 
   “Take care,” Ohin said. 
 
   “He will. We will. I will.” Gabriel, and the many versions of himself connected to his mind throughout space and time, briefly considered the conundrum of proper pronouns for their peculiar state of existence. 
 
   “Don’t forget.” Teresa squeezed Gabriel’s hand meaningfully. 
 
   “I won’t.” Gabriel smiled with the confidence of 108 young men about to do something unimaginably dangerous and thrilling. 
 
   “And watch your back,” Ling said. “We don’t have enough teams in the field to cover all of you.”
 
   “Yes, and the Apollyons may have found more anchor points than we suspect,” Marcus added. 
 
   The retrieval of the comatose Apollyons revealed that the Dark Mages had discovered at least forty of the anchor points. There were only sufficient teams to cover half that number of locations to protect Gabriel in the event of an attack. A few extra relics allowed the teams to jump to places where they might be needed, but there were simply too many anchor points and not enough Time Mages. 
 
   Of course, the Gabriels scattered across time were not defenseless. They had each claimed the Grace and Malignancy imprints of the locations near the anchor points. Many of the anchor points were situated on the site of a battle or some conflict likely to have generated numerous imprints, both positive and negative. Due to the psychic link created by the doubling process, any version of Gabriel could access any of the imprints. He had an abundance of magic with which to defend himself. Moreover, if he once again managed to embrace the subtle energy of the cosmos, he would have more than enough power to fend off an attack by the two remaining Apollyons.
 
   “One more of me to put in place and we will be ready,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “You’re sure this will work?” Teresa asked. 
 
   “What’s the worst that could happen if it doesn’t?” Gabriel tried to sound flippantly confident, but the notion troubled all 108 of his minds. 
 
   “You and I cease to exist as the Primary Continuum becomes unstable in an attempt to correct for all the ensuing paradoxes and either rewrites history where every Time Mage, including you, had affected it, or collapses completely into something even I don’t have the math to predict.” Teresa looked sick to her stomach. 
 
   “Again, thanks for not adding any pressure to the situation.” Gabriel managed a weak smile. 
 
   “Sorry.” Teresa grimaced and squeezed his hand again. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Gabriel said. As he stared into Teresa’s eyes, he also observed a different sight. 
 
   Nearly three-and-a-half billion years away, on a rocky outcropping above a turbulent sea in a world so strange even oxygen had not yet arisen, Gabriel Prime stood beside his duplicate, encased in an air bubble of Wind Magic. He held in his hand a fossil, one of the oldest ever found. The remains of a cyanobacteria from the dawn of life on planet Earth. He, the Prime, the first and in some ways most true version of himself, had insisted on being the one to attempt creating the Alpha anchor point. The others, knowing him as well as they knew themselves, recognized that an argument would be pointless. 
 
   This was the most difficult and dangerous part of the plan. The part Gabriel had kept to himself until he had made the duplicates that made it possible. The part that concerned Teresa and Ohin and the others. The part that justified their concerns. 
 
   The only way to create The Great Barrier of Probability that already existed was to find a moment before it existed. A moment before time itself existed. And the only way to find the moment before the time of the Primary Continuum universe came into existence would be to locate it from the Void between all continuums. 
 
   Gabriel Prime turned to his identical companion, and through his eyes to all the versions of himself, each one calming his mind, seeking a meditative state of awareness. 
 
   No need to speak.
 
   We already know…
 
   Exactly what…
 
   You will say…
 
   Gabriel Prime laughed at himself then nodded to the duplicate Gabriel standing before him. 
 
   The duplicate Gabriel reached out with his space-time sense as he claimed hold of the imprints available to him through the many copies. He imagined in his mind a place he had been. Not a time and a place, but an actual absence of time and place. He began to warp space-time in a slightly different way than usual, bending it as though creating a tunnel, twisting it in a fashion similar to a bifurcation. 
 
   Be ready…
 
   Now…
 
   A voice of many voices cautioned Gabriel Prime as his duplicate companion thrust him through time and space and into the Void — existing without existence, between and beyond all existence, the emptiness of all potential continuums. 
 
   In an instant, he hovered in the Void, his mind, all of his minds, reeling with the impact of the improbable nature of the experience. His previous exposure did not prepare him for his presence in the Void. Each moment there did not resemble any other moment, yet resembled all possible moments. 
 
   Gabriel Prime did find concentrating in the Void to be easier with his continued connection to his duplicates, but thoughts did not flow there in any normal manner. Thoughts needed the passage of time to coalesce. Primal awareness and will power were all that functioned within the Void. Gabriel Prime examined the Primary Continuum, appearing not to his senses but to the essential awareness of his mind. 
 
   The Primary Continuum stretched around him, an infinitely tall tree growing out of an infinitely small seed. He sought that seed with his mind, willing himself to it, perceiving the exact non-spot where it would become, not an infinite potentiality, but an ever changing probability — that non-place, that non-moment which would become the place and moment where the Primary Continuum erupted into existence, where time would begin — the edge of eternity. 
 
   Knowing he had found what he sought, he next pursued the thing he needed in order to create the linkage of energy and potentiality that would become The Great Barrier of Probability. In 107 places throughout the timeline of the Primary Continuum, Gabriel after Gabriel stilled his mind, seeking to perceive the subtle cosmic energy flowing through the Void and all existence. Out of that stillness arose a realization regarding the nature of the creation of the Primary Continuum and the true purpose of the thing he intended to create. 
 
   “Now is the time for…” the 107th Gabriel said to Teresa where they hovered in a space-time bubble in 2012. 
 
   As Teresa moved toward him, he raised his hand to stop her. In his mind, the mind that held so many minds, he saw an assault upon himself at one of the anchor points. And then at another. And another. And then more. 
 
   “We are under attack,” Gabriel said. “I am under attack. At ten…no fifteen…no at least twenty anchor points.” 
 
   “How is that possible?” Ohin asked, turning his back to guard Gabriel. 
 
   “There is only one Apollyon.” The Gabriel beside Teresa concentrated, seeing himself in twenty places fending off twenty attacks, more onsluaghts occurring with each passing moment. “There are teams of Dark Mages. Some are Kumaradevi’s soldiers. Probably trapped here when we severed her alternate world. Some are Dark Mages with no uniforms. Maybe Apollyon’s old henchmen. They are at forty of the anchor points now. Our teams are fighting back. So are we. So am I. I am…wait…no…it was all a diver…”
 
   Gabriel, standing next to Teresa went ridged, his head tilting back, his mouth opened in a silent scream. 
 
   All of the Gabriels throughout time fell into a similar pose, their minds gripped by a malevolent curse, struggling for continued consciousness against an onslaught of impending eternal darkness. 
 
   Outside time and space and all existence, hovering in a state of improbable probability in the Void, Gabriel Prime felt his mind freeze through the link with his many duplicates. 
 
   On a hillside on the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland in 2500 BCE, the circle of the monolithic Callanish stones not far away, one of the Gabriel’s stood, still encased in a space-time bubble, his head enclosed by the hands of the man who had appeared behind him. This Gabriel reached for the Apollyon’s fingers around his skull, but made no progress in his motion — his limbs and body held fast in a rictus of pain. 
 
    “You will die now,” the Apollyon whispered in his ear. “All of you will die. And with your demise the Barrier will come to an end, because it will never have been created.”
 
   Gabriel fought the magic assailing his mind, sensing a vast sea of imprints behind the Apollyon’s power. The man held more negative imprints than Gabriel had ever encountered. The Council had always assumed that the army of Apollyon doubles would rely upon their psychic connection as the source of their imprints. They seemed to have learned at least one lesson from Vicaquirao. They had prepared for their plan to go wrong by amassing a storehouse of concatenate crystals linked to malignant imprints. The Apollyon remained unseen behind Gabriel, but he had no doubt the man held more than a hundred such crystals upon his person, each linked to six more. 
 
   Gabriel’s own considerable power could not match that of the imprints the Apollyon wielded against him. He slowly lost ground to the dark Soul and Heart-Tree Magic invading his brain and mind. The Apollyon employed a blend of magic similar to that which Gabriel had previously used against the man and his duplicate brothers. The Apollyon sought to use the psychic connection between the Gabriels to cast them into a deadly sleep, one so deep and so profound it would slow their bodily functions to the point of death. 
 
   While the Gabriel of Scotland struggled against the Apollyon pushing him ever closer toward permanent slumber, those of him under attack elsewhere could not defend themselves. Some of the Gabriel-duplicates had Grace Mage teams to protect them. Many were not as fortunate, their frozen bodies under assault by teams of Malignancy Mages while the Apollyon’s magic seized captive their minds. The Malignancy Mages kicked and beat his various selves, adding an unwanted distraction to his attempts to alter his condition and regain some control in the fight for his minds. 
 
   “I have had a long time to learn the weaknesses of having more than one mind,” the Apollyon with the Gabriel in Scotland said. “You taught me some of them. What I teach you now will be your last lesson.”
 
   Gabriel did not respond with words. His mouth would not move to form them. But he could still speak with his mind. 
 
   You will destroy yourself as you destroy me.
 
   “I will survive any paradox to come from your death,” the Apollyon said aloud. 
 
   You do not even know why the Barrier exists. 
 
   “It exists to be destroyed.” The Apollyon tightened his grip on Gabriel’s scalp. 
 
   No. It exists because it must. 
 
   “Nothing must exist,” the Apollyon said. 
 
   You are wrong. The Barrier exists because it needs to. It is not a Barrier. That is only a side effect. Only an anomaly. It does not exist to create a wall between past and future. There would be no need for anchor points to accomplish that. The anchor points are the important part. They exist because the past is not stable. The creation of this continuum, this universe, this possible continuum of countless possible continuums, is not stable, could never be stable, without the support of the anchor points. They are like the splint a sapling relies upon to grow straight and true. Without it, this continuum will splinter, pulled apart by minor instabilities that will flutter and shift countless probabilities over the course of billions of years, until it collapses upon itself. 
 
   “You lie.” Hesitation marked the tone of the Apollyon’s voice. 
 
   No. I do not. 
 
   Gabriel did not lie. He had not realized the purpose of the anchor points until stepping into the Void and witnessing the creation of the Primary Continuum, finally apprehending that it was not primary at all, but merely one of countless possible continuums, some coming into fruition while others began but crumbled under their own weight, like trees split asunder as their branches grew too heavy and wide apart. He had not lied, but he had not told the Apollyon this truth in hopes of swaying the man’s judgment. The man could not be turned from enemy to ally with a few words, no matter what truth they might reveal. But words of deep truth always required at least a moment’s consideration before rejecting their validity, even by madmen. A moment would suffice for Gabriel’s needs. 
 
   Kiss me. 
 
   “What?” Teresa, standing on the rooftop in Syria in 2012, nearly jumped at the sound of Gabriel’s voice appearing in her mind. 
 
   Kiss me. Now. Please. 
 
   Teresa pulled Gabriel’s mouth to hers as she closed her eyes. 
 
   Even through the pain of the shared experience of being beaten and his mind infected with noxious magic, Gabriel, all of the Gabriels, sensed Teresa’s passion and love infuse that kiss. He surrendered himself to that kiss — to that passion, that love, that moment, letting it fill him, allowing it to still his mind in an endless moment of joy. In that stillness, among his many minds, he perceived what had previously been invisible, unknowable, but now appeared as ever-present. 
 
   Gabriel touched the subtle cosmic energy of all creation and non-creation, its power filling his minds all at once, granting them, and their collective will, an inconceivable potential. He twisted the Dark Soul Magic of the Apollyon attacking him on the hillside in Scotland, turning it against the man even as he cast the Dark Mages assaulting him throughout time into sudden and irrevocable unconsciousness. 
 
   He heard the Apollyon behind him in Scotland fall to the ground. As this occurred, he felt something else as well. Something sharp and painful. Something that dropped him to his knees. He turned to see a second Apollyon standing where the first had been, his hand bloody, his eyes wide with terror. The second Apollyon had been behind Gabriel the entire time. He had seen what Gabriel had done to his twin. He had, no doubt, sensed the manner in which Gabriel had accomplished the feat. 
 
   Gabriel’s eyes fluttered as he sagged, the blade of the knife still sticking between his ribs, piercing his heart. The Apollyon began to warp space-time to flee with his unconscious duplicate companion. With his mind fading in the absence of a beating heart, Gabriel knew that the precious time it would take to heal himself would also allow the Apollyon twins to escape. Instead, he seized the warping of space-time the Apollyon had begun and refashioned it, projecting the two men to a place he had previously been and remembered well, a place where a fire raged above a river, at a moment after he had departed, in a world far beyond the Primary Continuum. As the two men flashed out of sight, Gabriel, every Gabriel, wondered if the two men would ever make it back from the alternate reality where they had once trapped him and Teresa. 
 
   A last thought filled his dimming mind. A desperate plea rather than a coherent idea. An entreaty none of his other selves had time to answer. An imploration echoing throughout the many minds of his duplicates. 
 
   Help me! 
 
   This last thought faded, replaced by no other, darkness shadowing his mind, the link to his other selves weakening, the voices fading…
 
   We will need to…
 
   Make another duplicate…
 
   There is not…
 
   Enough time…
 
   We must try…
 
   We cannot fail…
 
   We…
 
   The mind of the Gabriel in Scotland dimmed into darkest oblivion, a sense of joy pervading him, a euphoria that carried him upwards into a light more brilliant than any he had ever conceived. 
 
   “I am here.”
 
   Light became darkness and the darkness grew back into light and his eyes flickered. 
 
   “I am here. You are alive. Again.” 
 
   The eyes of Gabriel in Scotland gradually focused on an image of an old man, face wrinkled but eyes still alight with life.
 
   “Vicaquirao?” 
 
   “Not the young man you remember, but the man nonetheless.” 
 
   “I was dead.”
 
   “Not quite, but very close. I healed you.”
 
   “You saved me.” 
 
   “Although not the first time, it will be the last.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   I don’t…
 
   We don’t…
 
   Understand…
 
   Questions echoed through Gabriel’s many minds. 
 
   “How did you know where to be, and when?” Gabriel accepted Vicaquirao’s hand and stood up, slightly weak but far from death. 
 
   “I have had a long time to think about it since you last saw me.” Vicaquirao smiled. “We can discuss technicalities later. You have a task to complete, I believe.” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Yes…
 
   Yes…
 
   We should…
 
   Begin…
 
   Gabriel Prime, the version of himself existing outside all time, acted in concert with his other minds, willing the subtle energy of the Void and all potential universes to conform with his desires, touching the moment of his own universe’s creation and plying a line of energy through its continuum. He anchored it in places that would hold it steady against its own inherent instabilities, a line of indomitable power stretching across 13.8 billion years, anchor after anchor, linked together, flowing through to the final instant of forced stability in the year 2012 when the energy curved back upon itself, twisting ever so marginally before breaking free of solid reality and once more entering the Void, joining itself at its beginning, creating an infinite loop of potentiality, existing in every branch of reality that might ever split away from the continuum it allowed to exist. 
 
   Gabriel Prime witnessed this act of creation as he and the others willed it into being, reveling in the resulting paradox of perfection and probability, his many duplicates marveling as they perceived their individual anchor points as both ceasing to exist and being born in the same instant. Gabriel Prime made one final, minor adjustment to the Barrier at a single moment in a particular place, altering it imperceptibly in one significant way. Then, his companion at the beginning of life on earth pulled him back from the Void and into the flow of time. As they smiled, they released their hold of the subtle cosmic energy, letting go of the state of mind that allowed its perception, turning their attentions to other things and other places. 
 
   “You can stop kissing me now.” The Gabriel in 2012 grinned at Teresa.
 
   “Did it work?” Teresa held her breath, waiting for his reply. 
 
   “We’re all still here, aren’t we?” 
 
   Teresa kissed him as cheers rose up from the members of the Chimera team. They slapped him on the back and hugged him in joy. Meanwhile…
 
   Versions of Gabriel also gathered the unconscious Dark Mages who had attacked him, stripping them of their relics and talismans before projecting them one at a time to a place where another version of himself stood in a grassy valley in the year 52 million BCE. The Dark Mages would survive well enough until Gabriel Prime figured out what to do with them. Meanwhile…
 
   A version of Gabriel also stood beside Vicaquirao, looking out over the arctic summer ice, a large wooden shed beside them. Vicaquirao had brought them there when Gabriel had allowed the space-time bubble to dissolve in Scotland. 
 
   “Where are we?” Gabriel watched snow blowing across the peaks of the nearby mountains. 
 
   “Robert Scott’s cabin in Antarctica,” Vicaquirao said. “Around 1929. It’s abandoned from 1917 to 1956. A good place to find chalkboards if you need. Also a fine place to hide from the world. Though make sure you arrive after 1929 or you might find other guests already here.” 
 
   “I still don’t understand how you figured out where and when to find me,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “That would take far too long to explain, and, as usual, you wouldn’t believe me until forced to.” Vicaquirao laughed. “What is important is that you do not mention this the next time you see me. That would lead to confusion.” 
 
   “I’m already confused,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “This will help.” Vicaquirao reached in his pocket and removed a small hourglass. He handed it to Gabriel. “Keep this with you. Always.”
 
   “What is it for?” Gabriel turned the hourglass upside down in the palm of his hand, but the sand did not flow, seeming glued in place. 
 
   “You’ll know when the time comes.” Vicaquirao winked at Gabriel. “Now I must leave you.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Gabriel asked. 
 
   “Someplace I’ve never been,” Vicaquirao laughed cryptically. “You did well today. You should be proud. But don’t let that pride cloud your judgment. You have much left to do. Returning to a state of singularity, for one.” 
 
   “We’re going to return to our alternate realities and sever the bifurcation shortly,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “Might I suggest one last task for all of you?” 
 
   “What task?” 
 
   As Vicaquirao explained, a grin broke across 108 identical faces throughout time. 
 
   The many Gabriels had at least an hour left before they needed to cleave themselves from the Primary Continuum. 
 
   Plenty of time. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 29 
 
    
 
   Gabriel, the only Gabriel then inhabiting the Primary Continuum, walked hand in hand with Teresa, staring up at the stars, a blazing sea of light washing across the black of the sky, as they crossed the Upper Ward courtyard of Windsor Castle. Around them, men and women sang and danced and drank and ate and talked and laughed and cried and yelled with pride as they passed. 
 
   “This was a brilliant idea.” Teresa kissed his cheek. 
 
   “I wish I could take credit for it.” Gabriel waved to Leah and Liam as they ran past, holding sparklers in their hands and screaming with unreserved joy, as only children can do. 
 
   “Vicaquirao may have suggested it, but you figured out how to do it,” Teresa said. 
 
   Moving a version of Windsor castle from one of the alternate realities and back to the Primary Continuum had been easier than figuring out how not to disrupt that particular continuum’s timeline due to the castle’s absence. The Gabriel Collective, as he later came to call the sum of his various copies, had decided to steal Windsor Castle during World War II and make it look like it had been bombed out of existence. Faking the bombing proved simpler than altering the residents’ memories with Soul Magic to believe the story. As an alternate reality, the future of the world would adjust slightly to compensate for the loss of the castle. And the alternate world would have its own version of Gabriel to ensure that things did not stray too far from the original course of events. All of the severed alternate realities were gifted not merely with shadow-pasts grafted from the Primary Continuum, but also a duplicate Seventh True Mage to stand sentinel over their timelines. 
 
   As Gabriel looked down from the stars to Teresa’s face, illuminated by the oil lamps and Fire Magic globes of light hovering around the court yard, he felt a pang of guilt for the copies of himself who would no longer have the benefit of Teresa’s love. They had all known this, of course, but he had sensed their pain as he severed the bifurcations creating their new worlds away from the Primary Continuum. Cutting the worlds free in the same way he had Kumaradevi’s alternate reality meant they would each have a stable, yet inaccessible, history prior to the moment the bifurcation had been formed. It also meant they would each have a future. 107 new universes with 107 versions of himself, each, he knew, pining for the girl they would likely never see again. 
 
   Unless, of course, they each chose to seek her out in their new worlds, bumping into her by accident sometime before her natural death, altering the course of her future slightly, the flexible nature of the alternate reality adapting to compensate, leaving her alive to decide if she might be interested in the boy who could teach her Fire Magic and introduce her to Time Travel. 
 
   Gabriel wondered how many times that choice would be made and how often Teresa would say yes to him in those different realities. He decided it would be best to worry only about the love of the Teresa who walked beside him. 
 
   “There they are.” Marcus’s voice carried above the din of revelry, guiding them to one of the many tables that had been brought from the castle and hastily splayed across the lawns of the Upper Ward. Marcus waved them toward two seats near the head of the table, food and drink piled along its polished surface. Gabriel saw Paramata seated next to Ohin, her hand holding his beneath the table. Gabriel smiled at Ohin, who returned the smile somewhat reluctantly, as though admitting his stubbornness. Paramata winked at Gabriel as he pulled a chair back for Teresa. 
 
   “We were waiting for you,” Sema said as Gabriel and Teresa seated themselves. 
 
   “Yes, we have an announcement.” Marcus rose to his feet, helping Sema up from her chair. The pair seemed flustered and unsure of exactly what they might want to announce. Their eyes scanned the faces around the table, then flicked to each other, then back to the table. 
 
   “We are…” Marcus began.
 
   “We have decided…” Sema said. 
 
   “We have come to the conclusion…” Marcus coughed. 
 
   “It has become apparent…” Sema reached out and took Marcus’s hand. 
 
   “Hopefully what’s been apparent to the rest of us forever has finally dawned on the two of you and you’re getting married.” Ling shook her head in exasperation. 
 
   “Well…” Marcus coughed again. 
 
   “Yes.” Sema blinked her eyes bashfully. 
 
   “I have asked Sema to marry me and she has, for some unfathomable reason, agreed.” Marcus may have said something else, but any further words were lost in the uproarious shouts of congratulations from their friends and companions. 
 
   Marcus’s face flushed a nearly-luminescent pink and Sema placed her hand across her mouth in embarrassment. As the two took their seats and the cheers died down, Gabriel realized he needed to wipe his eyes to see clearly. He clutched Teresa’s hand beneath the table and grinned and laughed along with the others. 
 
   “When is the date?” Rajan asked. 
 
   “How would I know?” Marcus said. “It took me long enough to realize what I should do. I haven’t had time to consider when.” 
 
   “Sometime soon.” Sema glanced around the castle grounds. “When things are back to normal.” 
 
   “What we knew as normal is hopefully gone for good.” Ohin stroked his chin in thought. 
 
   “And good riddance,” Ling said.
 
   “Yes, yes.” Akikane placed his two hands upon the table as though to emphasize his thoughts. “We have an uncharted path to explore. It should be exiting.” 
 
   “Indeed,” Elizabeth dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “This is the first real peace we have had in centuries.” 
 
   “Assuming we can make it last.” Nefferati glanced around the table lamp at Gabriel. “There are still Dark Mages who may not wish a peace.” 
 
   “The Apollyons for one,” Rajan said. “They may eventually make their way back to the Primary Continuum.”
 
   “Hopefully they’ll kill each other first,” Ling said. 
 
   “I doubt we’ll be that lucky,” Teresa said. 
 
   “No,” Gabriel said. “But I don’t think they’ll be concerned with The Great Barrier anymore.”
 
   “They will undoubtedly be trouble one day,” Paramata said. 
 
   “And we should prepare for that,” Ling added. 
 
   “Part of that preparation should be dealing with the Dark Mages Gabriel stranded in time,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Yes, yes,” Akikane said. “But deal with them how?” 
 
   “Offer them a truce,” Ohin suggested. 
 
   “Oh, I think we can offer then better than a truce.” Elizabeth smiled pointedly at Gabriel. “I think we can offer them new leadership.” 
 
   “New what?” Gabriel choked on the bite of cheese he had been eating. 
 
   “You’ve given us back the castle,” Elizabeth said. “We will need to invite the Council to rejoin us. To reunite with us. It occurred to me that the best way to turn this sudden lull into a lasting peace might be to invite all mages into the fold.” 
 
   “You may have suffered permanent damage while in that coma,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “No, no.” Akikane smiled. “The Dark Mages need a leader now. So do the Grace Mages. Who better than one who can lead us all?” 
 
   “Someone who is both a Grace Mage and a Dark Mage,” Rajan added. 
 
   “No…that…hold on a minute.” Gabriel waved his hands as though shooing dangerous insects or dangerous thoughts from the table. “I thought the Council would resume leading. As Councilman Romanov pointed out, I’m not even old enough to vote. How could I stand for a seat?”
 
   “Rules are sometimes changed to benefit the whole of a society,” Elizabeth countered. “I was thinking that new elections could be held. Elections open to the new citizens Gabriel could bring to us. Those we previously fought.”
 
   “Are you really Vicaquirao pretending to be Elizabeth?” Teresa squinted hard at Elizabeth. 
 
   “I am quite certain I am not.” Elizabeth smiled slightly at the thought. 
 
   “It would be easier to keep an eye on them.” Nefferati placed her fists beneath her chin as she contemplated the idea. “Unless we decide we’re interested in genocide, the only other real choice is allowing them to form their own nation of Dark Mages.”
 
   “Just so, just so,” Akikane said. “And how long before they decided to make war against us again?”
 
   “It sounds insane, but it’s really no more ridiculous than the idea of Marcus and me getting married.” A sly smile spread over Sema’s lips as she looked to Marcus beside her. 
 
   “Asking you to marry me is not ridiculous or insane, it’s ironic.” Marcus feigned offense by looking away from Sema until she relented and kissed his cheek. “It’s also the smartest thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
   “No doubt about that,” Rajan said. 
 
   “But it does make one question Sema’s judgment,” Ling laughed as Marcus tossed a grape from a nearby bowl in her direction. 
 
   “See,” Teresa said. “I am not the only one who starts food fights at the table.” 
 
   “Food fights might be the least of our worries with Dark Mages sharing the castle with us.” Ohin grabbed the offending grape as it rolled along the table, holding it in his hand. “It will take firm leadership to unite all mages, Dark and Light, under one roof.” He plopped the grape in his mouth as he looked at Gabriel. 
 
   Gabriel found himself possessed by an overwhelming desire to run from his seat and flee the castle and everyone and everything it represented. Teresa’s hand jerked him back into his chair as he realized he really had been about to stand and bolt. He glanced at her, then the others, then swallowed. 
 
   “Using malignant imprints with no grace imprints to balance them changes people over time,” Gabriel said. “They will be angry and suspicious and lacking in basic human compassion after so many years of using dark magic. I can try to teach them how to control the emotions that come with dark imprints, but I can’t change what it does to them. I can try to lead them, but I don’t know if they will follow me anymore than if the Grace Mages will follow a Council that allows Malignancy Mages into the castle. And if we allow them into the castle, we have to allow them to vote, and they will vote for Dark Mages to sit in council seats.” 
 
   “Sounds like a mess,” Paramata said. 
 
   “A mess that may be better than the alternative messes,” Elizabeth countered. 
 
   “Pairs,” Teresa said, her voice bright and exited. 
 
   “Non sequitur?” Rajan said. “Why pears and not apples?”
 
   “Not the fruit. Pairs. Like teams.” Teresa looked to Gabriel, nearly bouncing in her seat. “Teams of Grace and Malignancy Mages. Everyone paired together. Grace Fire Mages with Malignancy Fire Mages. Joining their magic and balancing the imprints.”
 
   “That might work.” Gabriel clenched his jaw as he considered Teresa’s idea. “That might actually work. It would be hard on the Grace Mages, feeling the malignant imprints through their partner, but it’s possible.”
 
   “Now all we need to do is convince the remaining Dark Mages that this idea is in their best interests as well as ours,” Nefferati said. 
 
   “Not us, not us,” Akikane said. “There is only one man who can convince them to follow such a plan.”
 
   “Vicaquirao,” Gabriel said. Akikane understood the problem perfectly. Only someone the Dark Mages had once seen as an ally could persuade them to embrace new allies working together to build a better life. 
 
   “Would he want to stand for Council then?” Ling asked. 
 
   “I very much doubt that,” Elizabeth said. “Vicaquirao has little interest in such things.”
 
   “You would know,” Nefferati said in a low voice. 
 
   “So, we have a plan,” Ohin said. 
 
   “An insane and ridiculous plan,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “We’re used to those.” Marcus laughed. 
 
   “The Council is going to need a new name.” Sema looked around the table. “The Council War and Magic won’t fit any more.”
 
   “The Council of All Mages,” Gabriel suggested. “Something for everyone.”
 
   “We could call the castle Mageopolis,” Teresa said, her eyes twinkling with mischief. 
 
   “I rather think not.” Elizabeth frowned. 
 
   “Magicville,” Gabriel said, smiling at Teresa. 
 
   “Magetopia,” Teresa offered. 
 
   “Magicland,” Gabriel said, laughing. 
 
   “We could get a rollercoaster,” Teresa said with a giggle. 
 
   “I think we should separate the two of them before they come up with any more ridiculous ideas,” Sema said. 
 
   “Next thing you know, they’ll be thinking of getting married,” Marcus said. 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa’s amused laughter ceased in unison as they looked at each other and then their friends around the table. They shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Gabriel felt his face burning so hot he nearly grabbed a glass of water to douse himself as first Marcus then Sema, then Ling and Rajan and Ohin and Paramata and Nefferati and Elizabeth, and finally, Akikane burst into laughter that filled the night air. As their embarrassment turned to amusement, he and Teresa’s laughter joined that of their friends, lifting their hearts. 
 
   Sometime later, after more merriment and more food and more plans for the future, Gabriel and Teresa sat on a bench beneath an oak tree in the Horseshoe Cloister, holding hands and staring up at the moon rising above the Curfew Tower, its light bathing them in a soft, luminescent glow. 
 
   “We did it.” Teresa shrugged her shoulders as though releasing a long held tension. 
 
   “Did what?” Gabriel asked, absentmindedly pulling the small hourglass from his pocket and checking it before the light of the moon. 
 
   “Put it all right,” Teresa said. “Kumaradevi, the Apollyons, The Great Barrier, and us. That’s the best part.” 
 
   “Yes.” Gabriel turned to Teresa, admiring her face in the moonlight. “That is the best part. The best part of the future too.” 
 
   “A very long future, hopefully.” Teresa turned to Gabriel seeing the hourglass in his hand. “Still no idea what that’s for?”
 
   “Nope.” Gabriel flipped the glass upside down. A single grain of sand defied gravity to rest against the upturned base of the glass. “The sand only flows in one direction, and very slowly. It could take years to empty. Decades, even.”
 
   “So, you’re supposed to do something years from now, but you have no idea what?” Teresa raised a finger to touch the hourglass. “That’s so very Vicaquirao.” 
 
   “He said I’d figure it out eventually.” Gabriel slid the hourglass back in his pocket. “Looks like I’ve got plenty of time to think about it.”
 
   “Meanwhile, I could suggest something else to occupy your mind.” Teresa’s mischievous smile, the one Gabriel found so appealing, slowly spread across her lips. 
 
   “A game of chess?” Gabriel teased. “Or checkers? A hand of cards?”
 
   “I’d beat you at all of those.” Teresa leaned closer to Gabriel. “I was thinking of something where we could both win.”
 
   “A jigsaw puzzle?” Gabriel leaned toward Teresa, two magnets irresistibly drawn together. 
 
   “You can stop being clever to impress me, I’m already in love with you.” 
 
   Gabriel closed his mouth and opened his mind as his lips met with Teresa’s, his heart welling in his chest as his thoughts flew away, erasing all concern of castles and councils and mages and wars and dangers and problems and futures unseen as he simply kissed the girl he loved. 
 
   They stayed like that on the bench for a very long time. 
 
   And they remembered that night for the rest of their lives. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   The Last Chapter
 
    
 
   Vicaquirao emerged from the eternal brilliance of time travel to stand exactly where he had stood only moments, and decades, ago. Robert Scott’s expedition hut from over a hundred years earlier still stood nearby. He looked past the shed at the mountains of Antarctica and shivered against the chill wind. He had timed his arrival perfectly. Only seconds remained. 
 
   Vicaquirao stood beside that artic ice on October 28th in the year 2012 at 4:44 p.m. Greenwich Standard Time. As the seconds passed, he looked around, taking in the last moments of time before what he had always considered the unknowable future. At the moment when the Great Barrier of Probability divided time, he shivered again, stamping his feet after crossing it. He stood in the same place, in a future separated from the past — separated from everyone he knew in the past, as well. 
 
   He took a small nail out from his pocket and held it in his hand. Twisting space and time around himself, he appeared a moment later behind a dilapidated house, weeds fighting with wild grass to fill the small backyard. Vicaquirao slid the nail back in his pocket and closed his eyes. His features shimmered, his flesh wavering as it transformed from one state to another. He stood taller, looked younger, and processed a different face with a similar shade of skin but much darker hair.
 
   A second man stepped from the house to stand on the rickety wooden boards of the back porch. The man touched a hand to his curly grey beard, cropped close like the locks of his head. He seemed confused. He walked forward off the porch and into the tall weeds and stared at the first man.
 
   “Gabriel?” 
 
   “Hello Aurelius.” 
 
   “You look so much older.”
 
   “I am older. It’s so good to see you again.” 
 
   The man who had appeared to be Vicaquirao, the man the boy named Gabriel Salvador had grown to be, stepped forward to his old friend, Marcus Aurelius Antonius Augustus, former emperor of Rome, and embraced him in his powerful arms. Gabriel, who had been pretending to be Vicaquirao in order to save his own younger duplicate self from death, felt a sense of relief at the conclusion of that particular mission. It had taken him nearly a decade to realize the purpose of the hourglass and its implications. 
 
   Eight years after saving the Great Barrier of Probability a voice had pierced his mind while in the middle of a mission to recover a stolen concatenate crystal. A voice he knew speaking words he remembered all too well. 
 
   Help me!
 
   He had ignored it, hoping his imagination might be playing tricks on him. Fifteen years later, while looking for a particularly important relic, he heard it again. He did not ignore the voice that time but did not know what to do about it. He realized that in both instances, he had been in the same time frame as an anchor point. The voice had been his own. A version of his own. His voice as he died that day in Scotland. 
 
   The third time he heard the voice came five years later as he stood near an anchor point in ancient Babylon, watching the final grain of sand empty from the hourglass. That could not be ignored, and he knew exactly what it meant — yet one more paradox haunted his life. It had not been Vicaquirao who had saved him. He had saved himself. Would save himself. And would give his younger self the tiny hourglass to ensure it. 
 
   Eventually, he had convinced himself to embrace the paradox, and his life, and do his duty. As it always had, contemplating his duty brought his mind back to the man from whom he had learned the most about the subject. 
 
   “I do not understand.” Aurelius held Gabriel by the shoulders, a look of wonder and confusion filling his face. “I thought you couldn’t cross the Barrier without being trapped here in the future. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I thought you might be hungry.” Gabriel smiled, wrinkles creasing the corners of his eyes. “I thought I would take you to lunch.” 
 
   “Lunch?” Aurelius laughed. “I could use a meal, but…”
 
   Time and space bent around them, a flurry of deep darkness and infinite illumination that left them standing atop a castle tower overlooking rolling fields. A thick wall connected the tower to another and another, encircling a small town. A woman sat on a checkered blanket spread across the stone floor of the tower. She looked exactly as she always had, only years older. She leapt to her feet and threw her arms around the former emperor. 
 
   “Aurelius! It’s so good to see you.” Teresa kissed Aurelius on his bearded cheek. “It’s been too long.”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said. “We would have come earlier, but we were busy.”
 
   “Earlier?” Aurelius said. “It’s only been a few hours since I fell across the Barrier.”
 
   “Hours for you.” Gabriel gestured for them to sit down. “Quite a bit longer for us.” 
 
   “Where are we?” Aurelius asked, looking at the fields below the massive stone walls.
 
   “The walls of Avila in Spain,” Gabriel said. 
 
   “The year 2015,” Teresa added. 
 
   Aurelius turned slowly from the vista beyond the crenellations of the tower and back to Gabriel and Teresa. “It is good to see you both still together. It is not often young love lasts so long.”
 
   “There were a few years where we became confused.” Gabriel frowned slightly at the memory. 
 
   “Long, painful years.” Teresa grabbed Gabriel’s hand. “But that is the past and we are here for the future. And for you.”
 
   “Me?” Aurelius said. “You should not have worried about me. After all, I did lead a nation once. I would have managed. And now you are both trapped here with me in the future, away from your friends.” 
 
   “Well, most people would be trapped.” Gabriel said.
 
   “You said someone could only cross the Barrier in the direction of the future,” Aurelius said. 
 
   “He’s very clever when he wants to be.” Teresa began pulling cheese, bread, fruit, and a bottle of wine from a wicker basket at her side. 
 
   “Clever enough to listen to someone twice as clever as I’ll ever be,” Gabriel pulled three wine glasses from the basket. 
 
   “You mean we can go back, across the Barrier, into the past?” Aurelius took an empty glass from Gabriel. 
 
   “As Teresa pointed out to me, when you build a wall to keep people from getting in, it is usually wise to build oneself a secret passage in case you need to get out. Or back in again.” Gabriel poured the wine. 
 
   “It’s a long story.” Teresa handed Aurelius a small plate of cheese and bread and dried sausage. 
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time to explain.” Gabriel felt bashful as he looked into the eyes of his old friend. “We need your help.”
 
   “In the future,” Teresa said. 
 
   “About a thousand years in the future,” Gabriel said. “Surprisingly, these walls are still standing.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I can possibly help you with anything, but if I can, I will,” Aurelius said. 
 
   “Thank you,” Gabriel said. “We’ll explain as much as we can while we eat, but there is a great deal to do.”
 
   “There always is,” Teresa laughed. 
 
   “Then may I offer a toast.” Aurelius lifted his glass. “To old friends. And the future.” 
 
   Gabriel and Teresa raised their glasses while repeating Aurelius’s words. Gabriel sipped the wine, smiling at Teresa and Aurelius as he placed his glass down. There would always be a future, even though he would one day cease to have a future of his own. He had once thought that day to have come by drowning in a bus at the bottom of a river. He had been wrong. He had thought his future to have expired many times since, but each time, fate, and just as often, his friends, had pulled him away from the end of destiny to continue onward through life. He knew that eventually a day would come when fate would not save him, when no friend’s hand could pull him back from the brink, when his future would finally unravel and come to an end. He could not know when that time might come. It might arrive in centuries as easily as seconds. All he could do was be thankful for the time he had. Time to spend with old friends. Time to spend with Teresa, the girl who had become a woman — a woman who had saved him more times than anyone — most often from himself. Time to live, to love, and to do the things that only the Seventh True Mage could do. 
 
   Time to save the future. 
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   Chapter One: Race Through Runewood
 
    
 
   Pedals reversed, gears locked, and thin rubber tires squealed across the ancient cobblestones of the narrow street. A sneaker-clad foot slid from a pedal and scraped along the cobblestones to steady the Schwinn Red Phantom bicycle as it made the sharp turn onto Tulip Street. Then the foot slammed back in place on the pedal, the rolled blue jean pant leg slapping against the chain guard as thin legs pumped hard and the bicycle picked up speed again. The bike swerved, braked, and swerved again to miss a big-boned woman with a bag of groceries stepping into the street. 
 
   “Alex Ravenstar, you reckless hellion!” the woman shouted. “Your mother’s going to hear about this!” 
 
   The wind whipped through Alex’s short black hair as he tried to stifle the grin that spread out across his long, angular face. How many times had he heard those words in his thirteen years?
 
   “Sorry, Mrs. Gumblson!” Alex called out over his shoulder, catching a glance of the rotund woman’s red-faced glare as she stomped off across the street. 
 
   “You’re in trouble now.” 
 
   Alex glanced over to see his sister, Nina, pedaling up beside him, her long, pitch-black hair flapping in the wind behind her. She was grinning as widely as Alex. 
 
   “She won’t tell Mom,” Alex said as he leaned back on his seat and coasted beside his sister. “She never does.”
 
   “It’s not Mom you have to worry about,” Nina said, her dark brown eyes alight with mischievous delight. “It’s me!” Nina yanked the handlebars of her bike and veered sharply toward her brother. Alex swerved to avoid colliding with Nina and reversed the pedals of his bike, braking to a screeching halt at the side of the street. 
 
   Nina hooted with glee over her shoulder. Then she pedaled faster than ever. Alex started after his devious sibling and wondered, not for the first time, whether he was a bad influence on her or she was a bad influence on him. Either way, he wasn’t about to let his eleven-year-old little sister beat him in a bike race. 
 
   Alex jumped up and threw his full weight down on the right pedal as he pushed off with his left foot. Seconds later, bike chain clanking as gears spun, he sped to catch up with his sister, slowly narrowing the gap with each revolution of the wheels. 
 
   Alex and Nina raced along the curving streets of the town of Runewood, turning off Tulip Street onto Main Street and whizzing past Sparrow and Hawk Streets, down to the town center where small shops and houses were intermingled and snuggled up against each other. They pedaled past the Thakar family’s dress shop and Mrs. Stephonopolous’s meat market. They whisked by the tobacconist Mr. Amamander standing next to Mr. Pak outside his bookstore before careening across the street outside the Truffaut Café and DeSoto’s Green Grocery. 
 
   Leaning hard into the curve of the street, they circled the massive monument at the heart of the town, rushing past the stone faces of a man, a woman, a dwarf, a giant, and a tree elf. By the time they sped past the town movie theater, its marquee listing the weekly double feature of Invasion of the Body Snatchers and Forbidden Planet, Alex had once again pressed the advantage of his size and age to pull up even with his sister. 
 
   Nina looked at him and stuck her tongue out as they neared the Poonjari bakeshop. A petite Indian girl with dark brown skin, ink-black hair, and otherworldly emerald green eyes stood outside the bakeshop. She held a bright green bicycle and wore a hunter green flannel shirt above an old pair of jeans with the pant legs rolled up. Alex and Nina laughed at the girl as they rushed past. 
 
   “Hades' hairpiece!” Alex heard the girl curse behind him. The girl was Daphne Poonjari, a founding member of the Young Sorcerers Guild and Alex’s oldest friend. She loved to curse. And she hated to lose a race. 
 
   Alex pulled ahead of Nina and braked hard as he pulled onto Raven Street. He could hear his sister puffing behind him to keep up. He stood up to pedal harder, afraid to look back for fear he would lose control of the bike. The cobblestones of Runewood’s streets were picturesque, but it had been centuries since they were level, which made racing along them much like running an obstacle course. Alex banked to his left, leaning deep into the turn onto North Street. The street ran straight up to the Azure River, the old docks, and the Ravenstone Bridge. The cobblestones of North Street were a bit more even and Alex was just about to risk a look back over his shoulder when he heard the roar of a truck engine and felt a rush of wind. 
 
   “Slow poke!” Daphne shouted, her ponytail whipping in the wind as she whizzed past him, one hand steering her bicycle and the other grasping the tailgate of Mr. Wilson’s old Plymouth truck as it sped down the street. 
 
   Alex shook his head in disbelief. Daphne was the most courageous member of the Young Sorcerers Guild, but she was also the most reckless. Thanks to the bewitching beauty of her mother, a dryad wood nymph, Daphne was both the shortest and most striking girl of her age in town. It was a combination she hated. Her size and prettiness gave many boys the impression that she needed someone to look out for her. To compensate, Daphne liked to prove that she could not only take care of herself, but also that she could accomplish more than any boy could. She was hardly ever wrong. 
 
   “Look out!” Alex heard Nina yell from much closer behind him than he expected. Alex saw what Nina was shouting about just as Daphne turned and saw the same thing. An empty flatbed wagon hitched to a horse sat on the side of the street right in front of Daphne. Thanks to the speed of Mr. Wilson’s truck, she was going far too fast to stop, but if she didn’t do something quick, she’d run right into the back of the wagon. 
 
   Alex saw Daphne let go of the truck and heard her shout a rune-word spell that sounded similar to one he knew just before she was about to collide with the wagon. A cloud of dust and old straw erupted as a great gust of air struck the wagon and slammed the back of it to the ground a fraction of a second before the front wheel of Daphne’s bicycle made contact. Alex stopped pedaling and coasted in amazement as he watched Daphne ride her bike up the wagon like a huge ramp and then shoot off the other end into the air, flying over the startled horse and landing some twenty feet on the other side. Daphne braked to a hard stop and swung the bike sideways as the truck, driven by the oblivious Mr. Wilson, rumbled away behind her. 
 
   “What gorping idiot parks a wagon in the street like that?” Daphne panted as Alex and Nina coasted to a stop in front of her. Gorping was one of Daphne’s many favorite curse — gorp being the local name for the slime left behind by the large magical snails that congregated at the edge of the Silent Swamp. 
 
   “And I thought I was insanely irresponsible and dangerous,” Alex said, still reeling from the near miss and noticing that Daphne was not nearly as calm about the close call as she was trying to appear. 
 
   “You are,” Nina said with a laugh. “But Daphne is worse.”
 
   “So do I win the race or what?” Daphne asked, ignoring Alex and Nina’s taunts. 
 
   “Since you’re likely to kill yourself if we say no, and we need you for the mission, I’ll concede defeat,” Alex said as he looked over at Nina.
 
   “Alright, fine,” Nina said, with a small pout. “But only because we need her for the mission, even though you still haven’t told us how we’re going to find the dragon, much less wake it up, or what we’re supposed to do once we’ve got it awake, and you can bet when I’m a full member of the Guild, I’ll be voting for a little more planning for our adventures before we start them.” Technically, Nina was not yet an official member of the Young Sorcerers Guild — a fact which irked to her to no end — but she accompanied them on all of their adventures anyway. Alex had found that he couldn’t stop her if he tried. 
 
   “Too much planning spoils the fun,” Alex said with a wink. 
 
   “Besides,” Daphne said in a deceptively sweet voice, “Alex’s plans always go haywire.” Alex gave Daphne a sour look as she as she turned her bike and began to pedal along North Street. He and Nina quickly caught up and the three rode down the middle of the largely traffic-free lane. 
 
   “Where are we meeting the others?” Nina asked. 
 
   “Down by the bridge,” Alex said as he leaned back and let go of the handlebars, balancing with his arms wide as he pedaled. The cobblestones of North Street were more level than most streets in town and proved only a minor challenge to Alex’s stability. Nina glanced over, and because she did everything her brother did and then some, she was soon riding the same way. It only took a moment for the competitive Daphne to notice and mimic them. Alex chuckled and looked around at the town as he pedaled out of it. 
 
   The town of Runewood was not large, consisting of only a few hundred families. Named for the forest to the northwest of town and the stone runes sheltered within its trees, it was more than a simple village — it was a sanctuary. At least for people like Alex and his friends and family. People who could sense and use magic. And for people who were not technically people in the human sense of the word, but were magical nonetheless. 
 
   It was, by and large, a safe place. Hidden from the rest of the world by powerful enchantments, it was the best place imaginable to grow up if you were a mage or magical creature. Where else, Alex thought to himself, could you climb up a mountain all afternoon and find a dragon to wake? 
 
   As they approached the Azure River, Alex could see two boys sitting on the eastern wall of Ravenstone Bridge, its wide, midnight-black stones supporting a small metal box between the boys. The boys were a study in contrasts, the first an impossibly large African boy with a gentle face, dark chocolate complexion, light brown eyes, and enormous hands, while the other was strikingly small and wide with a glorious mane of wild red hair that matched his reddish-brown eyes. The boys were Clark Millberry and Ben Karnath, Alex’s friends and fellow members of the Young Sorcerers Guild. 
 
   Clark was gigantic. Literally so. His great grandmother had been a giant and Clark looked like a miniature mountain, not a thirteen-year-old boy. A full-blooded dwarf, Ben stood half a head shorter than Daphne, but was wide and stocky like a tree stump. 
 
   Clark and Ben had been best friends since they were babies, their mothers marveling at how well the two got along as they played in the sandbox. While Clark had an easygoing manner to match the slowness with which he normally moved, Ben was like a densely packed firework, its powder ready to explode with energy at any moment. 
 
   Alex clasped the handlebars of his bike again and coasted toward Clark and Ben on the bridge, Nina and Daphne on either side of him. As they approached the bridge, a small burst of flame and tiny fountain of water arose simultaneously out of the metal box resting between Clark and Ben. 
 
   “Ha!” Ben said with glee. “Water douses fire. I win.” 
 
   “Hmm, one more,” Clark said in a low, rumbling voice. 
 
   As Alex came to a stop, he watched Clark and Ben counting off to three silently at the same time with their fingers. Then they both spoke a rune-word spell simultaneously and there was another burst of flame as a plume of dirt erupted from the box. 
 
   “Yes!” Ben said, bouncing up and down with excitement. “I win again!”
 
   “Mmm, no,” Clarke said with a frown. “Fire scorches earth.”
 
   “No,” Ben said, frowning back at Clark. “Earth covers fire.”
 
   “Ahh, I don’t think you remember the rules very well,” Clark said. 
 
   “Lex,” Ben said, turning to Alex for the first time. “Tell him. Fire scorches earth, right?”
 
   “Depends on the rules,” Alex said to his two friends. They were playing Elements and, now that he was closer, he could clearly see the small metal box divided into four equal segments: one containing a tiny burning fire, two containing small samples of water and earth, while the final segment was empty. It was a game that many kids in Runewood played to pass the time. 
 
   “Rules,” Ben said, his voice rumbling nearly as low as Clark’s. “You don’t need rules to tell you that earth puts out fire. If you’re going camping and you need to put out a fire, what do you do? You kick dirt over it. Earth covers fire. Simple.”
 
   “As much as I hate to agree with him,” Daphne said, “Ben has a point.” 
 
   “Well, sure,” Clark said, “but you make glass by blasting sand with fire.” 
 
   “That does sound reasonable,” Alex said. 
 
   “Sand!” Ben said, blinking rapidly as he craned his neck back to stare up at Clark. “It’s dirt, not sand.” 
 
   “Ah, but you see, I didn’t have any dirt,” Clark said with a wide grin. “So I filled the box with sand from the riverbank.”
 
   “No dirt?” Ben said. “There’s dirt everywhere. It’s a farm town. Look under your fingernails!” 
 
   “I think Clark is right,” Nina said cocking her head thoughtfully. “If it had been dirt in the box, then Ben would be right, but since it was sand, that seems to change the rules and, since the first rule of Elements is that there are no real rules, then Clark’s rule about sand and fire seems to apply.” 
 
   Alex laughed at his sister, admiring her rambling logic while Ben stared at her open-mouthed. 
 
   “That,” Ben said, “doesn’t make any sense at all.” 
 
   “Rules don’t have to make sense,” Daphne said. 
 
   “Yeah,” Nina added as she poked Alex in the ribs. “Like rules about how old people have to be to join certain clubs.”
 
   “It’s not a club,” Alex said, rubbing his ribs. “It’s a Guild.” 
 
   “Rules,” Ben said, hopping down from the bridge. “I don’t understand how I’m ever supposed to win if no one can explain the rules.” 
 
   “Hmm, I guess you’ll have to rely on luck,” Clark said with a smile as he blew out the small flame and packed up the Elements box. 
 
   “We’ll need some gorping luck where we’re going,” Daphne said. 
 
   “We don’t need luck,” Alex said, trying to sound like he meant it. “We have skill and planning.” 
 
   “Right,” Ben said, “Which will be useless if the dragon changes the rules.”
 
   “Speaking of things changing,” Alex said, trying to change the subject. “Where’s Rafa?”
 
   “Hmm, he said his aunt had some chores for him to finish on the farm,” Clark said. 
 
   “Mountains,” Ben said. “Rafa’s going to meet us at the base of the mountains.” 
 
   “Then what in the name of Erebos’ earwax are we waiting for?” Daphne said as she kicked off and began to pedal over the bridge. Alex and the others pedaled after her, Ben on a bike that was as small as Daphne’s while Clark rode a colossal contraption that looked as though its frame had been reinforced with steel girders. 
 
   They road along the Ravenstone Bridge across the Azure River and continued along North Street, which soon became the dirt-packed North Road that led through the farms and fields north of town. They rode for some time, the early spring sun warming their backs. Clark and Ben bickered about the rules of Elements, Daphne came up with ever more inventive curses for the horseflies that swarmed around them while they rode beneath the shade of the intermittent trees along the road, and Nina held a running conversation with herself that alternated between naming all of the animals they passed and listing, for anyone to hear, all the reasons that the age limit for membership to the Young Sorcerers Guild should be lowered, if only just once, to make room for an exceptionally talented young mage who looked remarkably like herself. 
 
   Alex, on the other hand, said little. He was thinking about where they were headed and what they were about to do. He was as nervous as the others, but while their anxious energy was expressed in talkativeness, his came in the form of contemplation. He looked over his shoulder across the fields and town to the Crimson Forest and the Copper Blood Mountains at the southern edge of the Rune Valley. Like most of its inhabitants, Alex had never been outside the valley and probably never would be. There was no magic outside the valley. 
 
   The power of magic — the energy that made magic possible — came from the land, from the earth itself. Thousands and thousands of years ago, during the War of the Shadow, the magic had been burnt out of most of the land upon the earth. Only a few pockets of magical energy remained. Normally, the Earth would have replenished the depleted magical energy, but the war had so scarred the land that, in most places, magical energy would never again arise. The Rune Valley, and a handful of other secluded places around the globe, escaped the magical blight. Because it was one of the few places where the land still radiated magical energy, it drew to it magical people and magical creatures. People like Alex’s Iroquois ancestors a hundred generations ago. People like Ben and Clark and Daphne’s families. And even more magical people, as well. 
 
   Alex’s daydreaming was interrupted by another curse from Daphne. 
 
   “Great Gorgon Goobers!”
 
   Alex followed Daphne’s gaze and blinked in surprise. A kangaroo hopped at a furious pace across the open field of wild grass to the right of the road. The kangaroo was on a direct course to intersect with Alex and the others at the base of the mountains where the North Road came to an end. As Alex looked at the kangaroo, it raised a furry paw and waved at him. Then it ducked its head down and doubled its speed, its great legs stretching longer with each hop. 
 
   “A race!” Alex heard Daphne shout as she spurted ahead of the group. Alex and the others pumped harder to catch up, but Daphne was already too far in the lead. In seconds, the kangaroo’s path had converged with theirs and it hopped through the field parallel to the road. The strange animal raced neck and neck with Daphne as the road came closer and closer to where it dead-ended in a wall of mountain rock. Alex winced as Daphne brought her bike to a sliding halt inches before crashing into both the rocks at the base of the mountain and the kangaroo, which came to a sliding stop right beside her. 
 
   “Beat ‘cha,” Daphne said to the kangaroo between gulps of air as Alex and the others came to a stop around them. 
 
   The kangaroo cocked its head at Daphne and then did what Alex knew it would. It spoke. 
 
   “Nearly killed me, you mean,” the kangaroo said. 
 
   “Not my fault you can’t figure out how to stop with those giant feet,” Daphne said, grinning at the animal. 
 
   “I can fix my giant feet, but you’ll still be crazy no matter what you do,” the kangaroo said with what might have been a smirk. 
 
   “You say that like it’s a problem,” Daphne said, wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. 
 
   “That’s the best one yet, Rafa,” Nina said, smiling up at the large marsupial. 
 
   “Thanks,” the kangaroo that wasn’t really a kangaroo said. 
 
   “Why a kangaroo?” Alex asked his friend. 
 
   “Hopping,” Ben said, laughing. “He loves hopping.” 
 
   “Loves showing off, you mean,” Daphne said, climbing off her bicycle. 
 
   “You are the definition of irony,” Rafael the kangaroo said, hopping sideways toward a small stand of bushes. “And to answer your question, Lex, kangaroos have pouches.” The kangaroo pulled a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt from its pouch and leapt behind the bushes. 
 
   After a momentary burst of red light, a young Hispanic boy with hazel brown eyes and high cheek bones popped his head over the edge of the bushes. The boy was Rafael Santiago, best friend to Daphne and Alex, the final member of the Young Sorcerers Guild to join the day’s mission, and a changeling, able magically to transform into any living creature. He was also an orphan of sorts, his non-magical parents having abandoned him in Runewood with his Aunt when he was five years old after they had discovered his magical ability. A changeling's magic was part of their nature, allowing them to transform even outside the Rune Valley. Rafael's parents had found they couldn't raise a child who could turn himself into a giant frog at will. 
 
   “Hmmm, a pouch,” Clark said nodding his head. “I wonder how many sandwiches he can fit in there?”
 
   “Hungry?” Ben said. “How can you possibly be hungry again? You just ate twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “Well, my mom says I’m a growing boy,” Clark said, pulling an apple from a nearby Macintosh tree.
 
   “Growing mountain is more like it,” Rafael offered as he stepped from behind the bushes, now fully dressed and brushing leaves from his shirt. Alex smiled at his friend as he dismounted his bike and stashed it behind the bushes. Alex, Daphne, and Rafael had been the first members of the Guild. They had started calling themselves The Young Sorcerers Guild to contrast themselves with the Mad Mages Club, a group of troublemaking mages a year older. The Mad Mages Club wouldn’t accept members who weren’t full-fledged humans. That left Daphne and Rafael out of consideration. Ben and Clark had joined the Guild a few weeks after its creation and were an excellent fit. 
 
   “Ready for an adventure?” Alex asked Rafael as he stepped up to the other boy. 
 
   “Is that what we’re calling our suicide mission today?” Rafael asked. 
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Alex said. 
 
   “That’s what you always say,” Rafael countered. 
 
   “And I’m right most of the time,” Alex protested. 
 
   “Most of the time we nearly get killed,” Rafael said. 
 
   “That’s the fun part,” Alex said with a laugh that wasn’t as loud as he’d hoped it would be. 
 
   “When you two stop chatting like two old ladies at Sunday brunch, we’ve got a gorping mountain to climb,” Daphne said. 
 
   “And a dragon to find,” Nina added, stepping a little closer Alex. 
 
   “Easy,” Alex said. “Only one mountain. Only one dragon. How hard can it be?”
 
   “Has anyone ever pointed out that your optimism has no bearing on reality?” Rafael asked Alex. 
 
   “Yes,” Alex said, “but I ignored them. Besides, we have Clark.” 
 
   “Right,” Ben said. “Find the dragon, Clark.” 
 
   “Ahh, okay,” Clark said, sniffing the air once and then heading toward a well-worn mountain path near where the North Road came to a dead end. Alex looked around at the others momentarily as he adjusted the knapsack on his shoulder and then gave them all a big grin. This is what the Young Sorcerers Guild had been created for: having adventures and practicing magic. And waking the dragon would be their biggest adventure yet. With that thought firmly in his mind, Alex followed Clark up the mountain path.
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   The clouds above the thin forest obscured the moon and stars beyond them, leaving just enough light to make out the castle on the hill. The moon was not real, nor were the stars. They were merely projections provided to comfort those creatures used to living under a moon and stars. 
 
   But the clouds were real. And far beneath the clouds, in the crook of the valley, stood Jeddu and Kylla, a light drizzle falling on their moonlit faces. Thin and tall for their thirteen years, Jed stood half a hand shorter than Kylla, his dark brown skin a mild contrast with her deep olive complexion in the bluish-white moonlight. 
 
   “It’s really here,” Kylla said, pushing her sandy hair from her chestnut eyes and wiping raindrops from her forehead.
 
   Jed looked up at the crumbling castle on the hill above, wondering if the walls might fall down and crush them in an avalanche of stone. He never really believed the stories about the old castle. He had assumed they were tall tales told to lull small children to sleep. When he and Kylla had learned that this year’s school trip would be to the shores of Lake Kenno’Cha, near the rumored resting place of the ancient abandoned castle, they had spent weeks planning a midnight mission to explore the ruins.
 
   “Let’s get up there before we lose the moonlight,” Jed said.
 
   Kylla took one look up the hill and glanced sideways at Jed. “Race you.” 
 
   Jed and Kylla ran pell-mell up the hill, zigzagging between the wide slabs of granite and thin, wispy trees. As usual, Kylla took the lead before they were halfway up the hill. Kylla held the hem of her cotton dress high above her knees, her thin legs flashing in the moonlight. Jed tried to suck in more air to power his already tiring legs, but he knew it was hopeless. 
 
   Kylla loved to race. And she nearly always won. Jed was not the only boy she bested in contests of physical strength on a regular basis. He was merely the only one who didn’t resent her for it. 
 
   Unsurprisingly, Kylla reached the top of the hill first. Hands on her hips, she waited for Jed to catch up. Breathing heavily, Jed stopped beside her and bent down, placing his hands on the knees of his woolen trousers as he sucked in air.
 
   “Couldn’t we…just…walk…someplace…for once?” Jed panted.
 
   Already beginning to breathe normally, Kylla smiled at him. “Where would the fun be in that?” 
 
    “The fun,” Jed said, “would be in not feeling like I needed to puke.” 
 
   As he calmed his breathing, Jed took a moment to survey his surroundings. The castle wall curved gently, completely encircling the towers within. A singsong rhyme all the Kellish children sang telling the story of the castle came to Jed’s mind.
 
    
 
   Once there was a castle made of stone,
 
   Walls round and white as bone
 
   But stones crumble and walls fall,
 
   And bury treasures beneath them all.
 
    
 
   Though white as bone, the wall of the castle was in no way complete. Sections of the wall had collapsed over the many years since its construction and now there were large gaps easily big enough for Jed and Kylla to climb through. 
 
   Jed motioned toward the nearest fissure in the wall and started walking. 
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   Kylla followed silently. The immensity of the adventure they were on finally began to sink into Jed’s thoughts. If the story about the ruined castle was true, the other stories might be true as well. Stories of magic swords and precious jewels. And a monster. He hadn’t forgotten the stories about the monster. 
 
   Jed stopped in front of the gaping hole in the wall and looked to Kylla to see if her competitive streak was still strong.
 
   “Want to go first?” Jed asked.
 
   “Only if you’re afraid to,” Kylla replied with a sweet smile across her face. 
 
   Jed frowned. He hated it when she outwitted him. 
 
   He climbed over the large stones of the fallen wall, careful to maintain his footing. Not wanting to seem anxious, he didn’t look back to see if Kylla followed him. 
 
   The pile of rubble sat a few meters high and it took only moments to climb down to the other side. At the bottom of the pile of stones, Jed found himself in a large courtyard, the three towers of the castle rising above him. 
 
   Each tower stood nearly fifty meters tall and sat equidistantly from the circular wall and from each other. A row of two-story buildings connected the towers to the wall, splitting the courtyard into three sections and leaving the space between the towers empty. 
 
   Or almost empty. A dark mass was barely visible at the very center of the courtyard. The castle towers seemed to drench the courtyard in shadows, lending an eerie atmosphere to the grounds the full moon above could do nothing to dispel. As Jed stared into the blackness between the towers, something brushed his shoulder. 
 
   Leaping back and sucking in a quick breath, he saw Kylla standing beside him. 
 
   “Jumpy?” she asked, grinning. 
 
   “Not funny,” Jed answered. “You go first next time.”
 
   Kylla brushed off the suggestion with a shrug. “Which one?” 
 
   “The stories all say the treasures of Lord Narrish are hidden beneath the tower closest to the gods,” Jed said, mentally bringing to mind the stories he had studied about the castle. 
 
   “Whose gods?” 
 
   “The stories never say. Maybe it will be clearer from the center of the courtyard,” Jed suggested.
 
   “You mean where it’s darkest,” Kylla said, staring into the blackness between the towers.
 
   Jed slid his knapsack off and opened it to reveal a small lantern. “I swiped this from Mrs. Lemmick’s tent. Let’s hope she doesn’t need to use the latrine in the middle of the night.” Pulling a small box of matches from his pocket, Jed struck one and lit the lantern, holding it up as he slid the straps of his knapsack over his shoulder again. 
 
   Jed looked at Kylla in the lantern light and smiled. Kylla smiled back and they both laughed. They were frightened, but excited. This was what bound them together more than anything. The love of adventure, of seeing something new, something they weren’t supposed to see. Facing fears, and daring each other to leap beyond them. 
 
   They walked slowly through the courtyard, their footsteps echoing loudly on the stones beneath their feet. As they passed the base of the towers and stepped into the shadowed inner square, a chill passed through Jed. He shivered and stopped. 
 
   Swallowing, he turned to Kylla. “Did you feel that?” 
 
   “Yep,” Kylla said, looking over her shoulder. “No wonder they say it’s haunted by the spirits of dead warriors.” 
 
   “You always know the right thing to say to calm my nerves.” Jed frowned and began walking again, quickly fading into the darkness, even though he carried the lantern ahead of him. 
 
   Startled to be momentarily alone, Kylla leapt to catch up with Jed. Walking slowly but steadily, they soon arrived at the exact center of the inner courtyard, the mystery of the shadowy shape revealed by the dim light of the lantern. 
 
   They looked up at a massive statue of a man with a sword locked in vicious combat with a large creature three times his size. The creature had four spiral-shaped horns erupting from its head and a large set of bat-like wings sprouting from its back. It had the face of a ram, but the body of a very large and powerful man. The two figures seemed frozen in the final, fatal moments of a deadly battle. 
 
   Jed let out a long, quiet whistle. “It’s true.”
 
   “Is that Lord Narrish?” Kylla asked as she walked around the statue, examining it from all angles. 
 
   “Yes,” replied Jed as he followed her around the stone warriors. “The monster is the Morikon, a blended beast created by the dark gods. Lord Narrish is said to have fought the beast in battle for three days, finally defeating him on the morning of the fourth day. The stories say he was so impressed by the courage of the Morikon that he refused to kill it, and instead forced it to guard his treasure.”
 
   Kylla stared up into the eyes of the Morikon, two black crystals inserted into the stone skull of a ram, as Jed lowered the lantern. “This is what we’re supposed to find if we uncover the treasure?”
 
   Jed joined Kylla’s gaze. “That was all nearly two thousand years ago, but if the stories are true, the Morikon is said to guard the treasure until Wyconna’s end…until the Celestial Pilgrim no longer sails between the stars.” 
 
   Kylla stepped away from the statue and looked around. It was even darker now, the moon hidden by one of the castle towers. 
 
   “How do we find the treasure?” Kylla asked.
 
   “The poem describing the treasure says it lies within the tower that is nearest the eternal gods above.”
 
   “Do you remember what it says, exactly?” 
 
   Jed closed his eyes and thought back to the many times he had read the stories of the Old Ones in a well-worn book called Tales From the Before Time he kept hidden beneath the floorboards under his bed. Originally written by a teacher name Pannu Hyth nearly four hundred years ago, it had been a banned book in the Kellish communities for most of that time. 
 
   But, it seemed, Jed’s grandfather possessed a heretical streak deep enough for him to bury a copy in the attic of his barn, which was where Jed found him hiding it one rainy afternoon. Sworn to secrecy, Jed had gobbled up every story in the book many times over the last two years. He knew nearly every word by heart. 
 
   Opening his eyes and looking up at the statue of the Morikon and Lord Narrish locked in battle, he recited:
 
    
 
   “Sunlight rose on the fourth day
 
   And Lord Narrish beat the beast down.
 
   Beneath his sword the Morikon lay,
 
   Their blood mixed and crusted brown.
 
    
 
   Such a fierce warrior the Lord would not slay,
 
   For upon this the gods would frown.
 
   So he cast it beneath the tower clay,
 
   To guard his treasured crown.
 
    
 
   And there beneath the tower gray
 
   The eternal gods forever looked down,
 
   And the Morikon slew all who came its way,
 
   Keeping safe the triple mantled crown.”
 
    
 
   Kylla turned her gaze from Jed to the stars above. “That’s it,” she said.
 
   “What’s it?” Jed asked.
 
   “The stars,” Kylla answered.  “The eternal gods are the stars.”
 
   “A constellation, you mean?” Jed said, remembering the different ancient Origin World names for the patterns of the stars. 
 
   “Exactly,” Kylla said, thinking aloud. “When the builders created the ship, they chose the stars from each traveler’s home world to project in the night sky. For us humans they decided to use the Origin World so the stars above us would always remind us of where we came from and how far we had travelled.”
 
   “But each culture on the Origin World had its own stories,” Jed said, following her gaze up to the stars. 
 
   “So, who were the gods of Lord Narrish?” Kylla asked. “If we knew his gods, maybe we could find them, or one of them, in the stars above.”
 
   Jed thought about this. In his mind he flipped through the stories of the Tales from the Before Time page by page, seeing each one and looking for a clue as to Lord Narrish’s gods. In his mind’s eye he saw an illustration in the margin of the story of the Morikon — a simple woodcut of Lord Narrish kneeling before an altar with four bowls upon it. The first bowl heaped high with dirt, the second with a flame leaping up from it, the third filled with water, and the fourth apparently empty. 
 
   “The elements. Lord Narrish’s gods were the embodiment of the elements,” Jed declared, rather proud of himself for seeing the connection. 
 
   “So, where above these towers are there stars that resemble earth, wind, fire, and water?” Kylla asked, more to herself than Jed.
 
   Jed craned his neck back. “The stories showed an engraving with four bowls, each containing an element. They went in order starting with earth, then fire, then water, then air, so maybe what we’re looking for…”
 
   “Are four stars in a row,” Kylla said, pointing to a row of four stars directly above one of the towers. “Those four stars are part of the constellation Aries, or the ram. And the Morikon is part ram and part man.” 
 
   She looked down from the stars and smiled at Jed, obviously excited that her love of astronomy, so disparaged by her parents and her teachers as being unsuitable for a girl, had finally proven to be useful.
 
   “Good work, Ky,” Jed said, grinning back at her. “Together, this should be easy.” 
 
   Jed started off across the shadow-filled courtyard toward the designated tower, Kylla right beside him. The call of a strange bird, or what Jed hoped was a bird, rang out along the stone walls around them. 
 
   Glancing at Kylla, he quickened his pace, and in moments they stood before the doorway of the tower beneath the eternal gods above.
 
    
 
   To continue reading:
 
   The Celestial Blade
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