
        
            
                
            
        


	 

Woodcutter's Grim Series, Book 10, Bridge of Fire 

Part 3:

Into the Sun

 

 

 

 

By Karen Wiesner

 

 

 

[image: flame_PNG13218[1]]

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 


 

Woodcutter's Grim Series, Book 10, Bridge of Fire, Part 3: Into the Sun

Copyright September 2021, 2023 Karen Wiesner

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com 

 

ISBN 978-1-922548-22-1

 

Cover Artist: GermanCreative

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher. 

 


 

 

Contents

 

Chapter 1 Liam

Chapter 2 Adaryn

Chapter 3 Nazarha

Chapter 4 Liam

Chapter 5 Adaryn

Chapter 6 Nazarha

Chapter 7 Liam

Chapter 8 Adaryn

Chapter 9 Nazarha

Chapter 10 Liam

Chapter 11 Adaryn

Chapter 12 Nazarha

Chapter 13 Liam

Chapter 14 Adaryn

Chapter 15 Nazarha

Chapter 16 Liam

Chapter 17 Adaryn

Chapter 18 Nazarha

Chapter 19 Liam

Chapter 20 Adaryn

Chapter 21 Nazarha

Chapter 22 Liam

Chapter 23 Cendrillion

Epilogue The Warlock Lord

Author's Series

Conclusion Note

About the Author

2-in-1 Romance Books

Adventures in Amethyst Series

Angelfire Series

Arrow of Time Chronicles

Bloodmoon Cove Spirits Series

Cowboy Fever Series

Denim Blues Mysteries

Falcon's Bend Series with Chris Spindler

Family Heirlooms Series

Friendship Heirlooms Series (Family Heirlooms spin-off)

Gypsy Road Series

Incognito Series

Kaleidoscope Series

Peaceful Pilgrims Series

Woodcutter's Grim Series

Wounded Warriors Series

Miscellaneous Single Titles

3D Fiction Fundamentals

A Safe and Welcome Nest By Judith B. Glad

Crimson Dreams By Margaret L. Carter

Darkness Bound By Lorienne Walk

Dangerous Waters Trilogy By Dee Lloyd

Destiny's Promise  By Janeau L'voe

Free Spirit By JennaKay Francis

Heart's Harbor By Kate Watson

Hello Again By Deborah Nolan

Hong Kong Stopover By Jacquelyn Webb

Killing His Alter-Ego By Michelle Levigne

Lifelong Love By Wayne Winkle

Love Storm By Beryl Trebble

Mine By Dee Lloyd

Mischief in Moonstone Series By Christine DeSmet

Montana Madness By Marilee Crow

Picking up the Pieces By Kristin Rodgers

Priceless By Deena Marie Kaylee

Spotlight on Love By Regina Andrews

The Perfect Proposal By Regina Andrews

The Rowland Sisters By Catherine Dove

TIES That Blind By Dee Lloyd

To Live Again By Lauralee Bliss

 


 

 

Chapter 1

Liam

 

October 30, 2026

 

When Liam Gruff arrived at the Shaussegeny Estate and the monitored front gate opened to him without hesitation, he was still marveling that his oldest brother had told him not to come back to the Forge until November 2nd. "Stay in your house and don't go out at all during Halloween. If you need supplies, get 'em now. And come to work all the earlier Monday morning." 

Liam drove through the gate slowly, glancing back in the rearview mirror to see it already closing behind him. He'd planned to come after work instead of so early in the morning, and the tug of war inside him at losing a day bothered him. He had so much to do in so little time. Losing not just one day, but three, for a holiday was far from ideal. He was driven to excel in this apprenticeship--the faster he reached mastery, the better--and in eight hours he could have made huge strides toward his goal. But he couldn't focus on that now. There was nothing he could do, so he'd take comfort in the fact that he'd have more time with his family. His wife was already here. 

The Shaussegenys, as well as Woodcutter's Grim's protectors, believed in the old traditions that the barriers between the human realm and the Great Evil were thin during Halloween--all three days of the Allhallowtide observation. Supernatural beings and the arisen dead were likely to enter the town through portals and move from house to house, playing tricks, dragging off the unprepared, and demanding sacrifices. During this time, the extremely large Shaussegeny clan sequestered inside the fortified walls of their estate. They'd invited Liam and his wife Adaryn, their family Torin and Celee, as well as Liam's mother, the Protectorate Guardian Gabe Reece and his year old son, and Ember Sidhe, an employee who ran one of their many businesses in town, to stay with them during the lock-in. The last guest wouldn't arrive until just before dinner.

Driving toward the main house in the center of the vast complex that resembled a castle, Liam waved to several of the workers--strong, young Shaussegeny sons and relations, and trusted employees. He still marveled at what they were trying to accomplish here. They were building a potential community inside these thick walls. The last thing would be to move the Protectorate Building to the center of the estate near the main house, scaling it up to become a proper headquarters. The end game was to encompass as much of Woodcutter's Grim as possible within the walls of their impenetrable fortress.

Passing enormous pile after pile of construction material, Liam wondered that he and his family had only been in town a mere week and already things had gone from the insanely improbable to new heights of blow-the-mind impossible for four transmutants on the run. 

In this short time, they'd met the Shaussegenys, cured of the curse that had made them werewolves. Ember was a fae creature whom the Shaussegenys had brought through the portal and rescued. The Protectorate Guardian's beloved had been taken by a vampiric creature. Their son Prince was a child of prophecy, being born and reborn until he fulfilled his destiny. Ransom Shaussegeny's wife Tess was a minion of the Warlock Lord, though she'd broken all ties and now fought the evil alongside the Shaussegenys.

They'd yet to discover who or what Nazarha Pallaton and her mother before her were. Nazarha, the final, highly anticipated guest to arrive, was the Guardian's half-sister. According to the eldest Shaussegeny, Jack, they had much to discuss once she arrived, and the family estate was the only truly safe place for those fighting the evil to talk in all of Woodcutter's Grim, other than the Protectorate Building, currently situated behind the police station in town. 

Liam parked the car, getting out slowly, aware that his preliminary pang of regret when he'd met Baor at the edge of the woods was fading. Initially, he'd merely been surprised to see his oldest brother alone in the clearing. Their middle brother Rove had no love for the task they were forced to perform--let alone true aptitude--but he would never dare be late for work. Without preface, Liam had learned why Rove was absent. Baor had told Liam to go and stay away for three days for Halloween, as his family and Rove's would. 

The magic that enthralled them was evil. Liam knew that. It leeched life away, feeding itself, leaving the user depleted on a daily basis and worse over time. Eventually, they would no longer be human. In their father's case, no longer goat either. The magic had distorted his appearance, mangling it and twisting him almost beyond recognition into the hideous troll under the bridge. 

This is what happens when we give ourselves to the magic, become its slave--willingly. And I have to fight that. 

He'd been in hiding for 20 years, isolating himself as much as possible. Meeting Adaryn, realizing she was a phoenix, had changed his life. He had to protect her. Protect their child, growing inside her right now. 

But the magic's hold on him... It was cumulative and devastating, taking over every facet of his being. We could see the changes in Dad after only a few months of moving to Woodcutter's Grim. He started resembling a massive ogre, patchy hair, distant eyes. Always, he was thinking about the magic--the bridges that mattered more than anything else to him. He never wanted to leave the Forge. He'd become the Bridge Master in no time at all once his enslavement took hold. 

When Liam returned to Woodcutter's Grim about a week ago, accepting the renewal of the blood contract, his elder brother Baor had ordered him back the Forge. Rove was still struggling in the first two level exercises. In the short time, Liam had not only surpassed him but also himself. Each day, Liam increased his skill. Despite Baor's cruelty in sending him back to the start, Liam gained new levels every day. 

I want the challenge. I believe I can do what's never been done before. Whether it's the magic ruling me or my own will combined with inborn talent, I don't know.

Jack met Liam on the great stone porch before the double doors of the main house. They shook hands while the older man propelled them inside, saying, "If you hurry, you can be there while my daughter-in-law and Ransom examine Adaryn and the baby's growth."

Jack led the way to the Ransom Tower hospital wing. At the door of a closed private office, Jack said, "Knock after I've gone. Once you and Adaryn are finished, we can talk more about this evening's festivities."

"Festivities?" Liam asked in surprise at what seemed like an inappropriate term for a holiday where evil flourished.

"We've never been closer to accomplishing our goals," Jack said with an energetic smile. "That's worth celebrating, isn't it?"

Liam couldn't deny the truth of what the man was saying, but in his mind they were nowhere near reaching anything that could be described as a goal. 

But I can worry about all that later. At the moment, his concern and excitement about his upcoming child took precedence. 

As soon as Jack disappeared down the hall, he knocked on the door. Marnie, Jack's daughter-in-law, appeared through the crack that opened to him. "Oh, Liam, what a blessing!" she said in an instant, opening the door wide to allow him inside. "We're just getting set up for the ultrasound."

Adaryn's previous visits had allowed Marnie, an OB/GYN doctor, and her youngest son Ransom, a brilliant scientist, to understand Adaryn's human/phoenix anatomy. They'd learned on her first visit that, similar to egg-laying mammals, Adaryn had a pouch where the offspring she carried would develop. 

They could only guess at how long the gestation period their child was now in would last, especially considering that Adaryn couldn't be entirely sure of the date when she'd conceived. The passage of time inside the phoenix sanctuary was completely different. 

Based on the things they'd observed in her pregnancy, Marnie and Ransom were assuming Adaryn would be pregnant for little more than a month--meaning they needed to exam her on a daily basis to gauge the stages of development. Preliminary evidence suggested her due date was somewhere around November 10th. 

A deadline in more ways than one. And the paramount reason why I only have a month to not just learn how much control I have over the magic but to become a master and complete the magical bridge that leads to the sun portal inside the phoenix sanctuary.  

Liam took his wife's hand, recognizing the agony in her expression. She felt vulnerable and exposed in the position she was in, awaiting the ultrasound, but also thrilled to see him. Because of his work, he hadn't been able to do anything but watch recorded videos of her prenatal appointments up to this point. In awe, he watched the movements on the screen. While nearly everything was undecipherable, the heartbeat and undeniable activity were real-time and humbling. Life was growing inside Adaryn, something they'd made together. 

Everything we are, everything we do comes down to protecting, saving, giving this child meaning and direction and a safe haven. But, although Adaryn and I haven't discussed it because it's brutal, what does saving our daughter mean? Taking her with us through the Eternal Gate of Paradise...or leaving her behind? 

Only one phoenix could exist during a cycle. When Adaryn gave birth to their child, her own cycle would invariably end while their daughter's began.

If Liam could re-forge the bridge in the sanctuary, would their daughter go with them? If she did, what would happen to the human realm and all its occupants? Just by existing in the world, the phoenix made it a better place. Without a phoenix healing them, would they fall into chaos and ruin? Could they take their daughter away from her primary impetus for the undeniably selfish goal of protecting her?

Liam had no answers for their course. Until the bridge could be rebuilt, there was no way across and no need to answer questions that might not matter in the end. 

Adaryn's fingers flexed inside his, and he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes after Marnie measured the distance from her pubic bone to the top of her uterus. "Well, it's hard to tell how far you're advancing because phoenixes don't gain a lot of weight apparently, the way humans do over the course of their pregnancy, let alone display similar symptoms and progressions, but the fundal height has increased slightly since yesterday. You and your baby appear to be very healthy."

A few minutes later, Marnie left the exam room so Adaryn could get dressed. Liam helped her up, instantly kissing her, then resting his forehead against hers when she was sitting up on the table. "This is real," he said, feeling a strange dawning that he should have experienced previously. But he'd never seen any of this in person before. The videos on a tablet hadn't captured the magic of their child's existence.

Drawing back a few inches, Adaryn laughed, sniffing a little. "I know. I felt that way, too, at first."

"Just at first?" he asked. 

She nodded, looking very serious suddenly. "I can feel her growing inside me. Every second. It's incredible. Humbling. A little frightening. Because there's so much--"

We have to do. That could be left unfinished. And that won't be good for our daughter. Or the world.

Adaryn intended to give her daughter everything she needed to understand the world she'd been born into, the human realm, as well as comprehending who and what she was--how a phoenix cycle worked. When she'd been born, she'd been given almost nothing from her parents to guide her on her path and understand the centuries' long lifespan of her existence. She'd felt abandoned despite realizing that her parents had had little time to tell her anything, let alone everything she'd need to know. Adaryn planned to do things differently. She wanted their daughter to have everything necessary to aid her adjustment once she was inevitably on her own. 

"You didn't tell me this before," he said softly.

"I didn't know exactly what I was feeling for a while. But I understand now. I sometimes feel like I can communicate with her. Inside. Without speaking. I can... feel her there, growing and developing. Like we're one. I should have realized how much I can come to love a person more with each passing second. I felt that way with you. With Torin and Celee." She smiled suddenly, brightly. "I want to name her Cendrillion. It's French for 'little ashes' and similar to Cinderella, which was what I first thought to name her. We can call her Endril for short."

"I love that." Liam smiled, his throat tight and his eyes wet. He tested the name out loud: "Cendrillion. Endril."

She sighed. "I better get dressed. I can't sit on this table all day naked."

Liam grinned, chuckling emotionally.

"I'm so glad you're here and could see her on the ultrasound. But why aren't you at the Forge?" she asked when he helped her down off the table and she moved to put on her clothes.

"Baor was waiting in the clearing when I got there. He told me to go home and stay there throughout Halloween. So Jack wasn't just kidding about how seriously everyone in this town takes the danger involved in this holiday. You should have seen it when I drove through this morning. Everything's shut down--the businesses, the church. I guess even Baor and Rove are staying home with their families behind locked doors during the next three days and nights. It was like being in a ghost town until I got here. Everyone's buzzing on the estate. Jack called it 'the festivities', like this is a celebration."

"I think it is," Adaryn said as she covered her striking torso with a velvety tunic. "They're planning a huge feast for the evening, which will be served after Nazarha Pallaton arrives."

Apparently the woman liked to take long voyages on the lake and beyond in her houseboat. She'd been so far out they hadn't been able to contact her until she headed back. Jack had said she was scheduled to return just before nightfall.

Liam lifted an eyebrow. "Maybe we can figure out who this VIP is and how she fits into everything then."

"Jack and Gabe already told us she's Gabe's half-sister and that she, like her mother before her, is helping them fight the evil."

Nazarha's mother had apparently found a magical mirror. The looking glass that was talked about in fairy tales. Using the looking glass had allowed her to have contact with someone in a 'Mirror Darkly' version of Woodcutter's Grim. The Mirror Darkly World was essentially a mirror version of the real world. The Shaussegenys and the Protectorate were all over there on the other side with mirror counterparts, only there were differences between them. Nazarha and her mother had been in contact with Gabe Reece's mirror counterpart's father, Camoren Pallaton. Camoren was the one who'd helped them make sense of the dual worlds. He'd drawn a diagram to help them visualize how the two mirror worlds co-existed:   
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The origin portal in Woodcutter's Grim led to the space between the worlds and presumably it was the only way to access any of these places. In the Real World, the Great Evil was identified as the Warlock Lord from Rapunzel and lived in the Amethyst Tower. In the Mirror Darkly World, the Great Evil manifested as the Evil Stepmother from Snow White. She lived in the Mirror Darkly equivalent Amethyst Tower. 

In the Mirror Darkly World, the last of the Protectorate was barely holding on, trying to save a dying world that had fallen to the evil. There, they'd moved the Protectorate Headquarters into the Shaussegeny Estate and their fortress enclosed inside held the last of humanity. What Camoren told Nazarha and her mother was happening on his end might also happen in the Real World eventually, which was why they were working so hard to be ready if the worst happened.  

"Jack talks about Nazarha like she's some kind of seer," Adaryn added.

Liam nodded. "I still feel like we're not being told why Nazarha is so important." 

He was hesitant to say what he was really thinking. How is she important to us? Woodcutter's Grim and the world need help to survive in the future. No two ways about it. But what can I do? My purpose is clear. I need to protect Adaryn and our child first and foremost. In that way, I am helping Woodcutter's Grim citizens. But I know they want us to help more than that.

The thought wasn't a pleasant or comfortable one, any more than it was for Adaryn. She wanted to save everyone. Liam just wasn't sure that was possible. One way or another, he had hard choices in front of him. His path couldn't have been more direct and straightforward. Did he dare make a detour from his focus for any reason, even for a cause just as compelling and necessary? 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Adaryn

 

Jack and his lovely wife Catherina were in the Great Hall enjoying coffee and fresh fruit with their son Gav, grandkids Glynnis and Lance, a few of the many great-grandkids, along with Liam's mother Asmari. Celee was playing a Cat and Mouse game similar to Tiddlywinks with Glynnis and Tess's daughters. 

Apparently the construction on the property was continuing for part of the day so most of the rest of the family were taking part in the labor. Marnie had also gone in to work after examining Adaryn. She was head of the OB Department at the Woodcutter's Grim Hospital. 

"Junior doctors and other critical staff start their three-day lock-in after sundown," Gav, Marnie's husband, told them.

"Lock-in... as in they stay in the hospital throughout the Halloween observation?" Liam asked in surprise. 

In the short time they'd been in Woodcutter's Grim, Adaryn had become familiar with the strangeness of their population's lives--the dangers few talked about or admitted to themselves, yet accepted and heeded, especially concerning the woods. 

"A hospital is one of the few businesses that can't simply shut down and send everyone home. Same with the police department," Gav stated. "But Marnie won't be participating in the hospital lock-in this year. She and Gabe will be here this afternoon."

"Torin and Ember also went to see their two hospice patients."

"Ember mentioned she found the work rewarding as well as slightly dangerous." Jack's expression held a bit of amusement.

"At the very least, they don't have to worry about the splintercat that pursued them whenever they visited their first patient," Adaryn commented.

"Really? Why is that?"

"The little beast misgauged its aim so badly, trying to charge at them, it all but busted its head wide open. Torin had compassion when he saw it was near death. He stopped the bleeding and bandaged its head. It woke while Torin and Ember were ministering to it and... well, it bonded with them. Ember says it often hangs out in her garden. Celee plays with it most evenings." Adaryn's affectionate smile turned on the little girl. "Don't you, honey?"

"Fable is sweet as a baby. But he still likes to hide. Papa says I should try to teach him not to crash into trees, especially while he's healing... but he doesn't listen very well to that!"

"I suppose it's in its nature," Jack conceded. "I also heard something about a potential leshy. Now that's a fearsome creature, prone to playing tricks and becoming angry if you don't find them amusing."

"Papa says the leshy likes to whistle and sing," Celee offered as she flicked her mouse piece into the cat's open mouth. "He sounds jolly. I wish I could see him."

"Perhaps at first blush, the creature is a bowl full of laughs, child. Nevertheless, Leshys are nothing to trifle with, especially if they believe someone is harming the trees or wildlife in the part of the forest they protect. Staying away from them and doing no harm while in the woods is the best policy."

Adaryn saw the worry on the little girl's face and said, "Torin and Ember are being very careful when they visit their newest patient." 

She shared Celee's misgivings about Torin and Ember venturing so deeply into the Black Woods to provide care to their two hospice patients. Especially now, when Torin has finally found love again--not something he ever expected after losing Celee's mother and the rest of their children to a hunter of supernatural creatures. 

Torin and Celee had been spending most of their evenings with Ember at her tiny storybook cottage. They came home later each night, not yet "having a sleepover" there. Given their extended lifespans, Torin and Ember were both very traditional, holding to conventions of propriety that had been religiously adhered to in their cultures at least at some point. More than once Adaryn had wondered if the new couple was considering marriage, but she hadn't wanted to be the one to bring it up. 

If nothing else, she and Liam were blessed to spend so much time alone together while Torin and Celee were away. They were still newlyweds, and each time Adaryn thought of how quickly the time was passing, blurring together the most important parts of their lives so they seemed like one event instead of many, she wanted to slow it down. 

In the phoenix sanctuary, peace reigned, giving every single second weight and depth, and allowing them to experience the full scope of their interactions. She wanted that now, but ironically returning to the sanctuary would signal the beginning of the end for them. Life would never be the same once their precious child was born. The thought of making decisions about what to do after she was with them...

A dull ache started in Adaryn's throat as questions rattled through her brain against her will. Would Liam build the bridge to cross the chasm in time? Would they go through the Eternal Gate of Paradise with their daughter? What would happen to the world if there wasn't a phoenix healing the human realm? Would Torin and Celee come along with them if it meant leaving Ember? Would Ember want to join them in paradise? Would the Real World fall just as the Mirror Darkly World had? Could anything they did save Woodcutter's Grim let alone the world at large?

The answers felt out of reach--capable of being accessed only in the moment they were required. They had work to do now. And it was more than enough to consume the rest of the time they had left to them. 

Adaryn realized she'd inadvertently left the conversation. When Liam took her hand, she saw in his expression that he felt her palpable tension. She also sensed he wanted to be alone to talk about things that were clearly disturbing to both of them. 

Jack saved her from giving voice to things she wasn't ready to face yet. I'll regret that. Whether or not I'm ready, we need to do everything to can to have our plans in place when the time comes. Because that won't wait. When it's time, we darn well better be ready to face whatever we have to, come what may.

"Well, Adaryn, I've found a few other manuscripts pertaining to phoenixes in Patrick's library," Jack said with more enthusiasm than Adaryn could muster for herself. "Would you like to peruse them in the library?"

"I'd love to," she answered, accepting Liam's kiss and saying she'd be back in a few hours. 

Jack's best friend Professor Patrick Welsh had been the leading authority of ancient supernatural folklore at the time of his untimely death two years ago. Jack had procured his entire book collection at that time, allowing him access to many tomes devoted solely to phoenix lore. Adaryn herself had a collection without equal concerning phoenix lore, but all of it was based on myths, not the reality of what it was like to exist as a phoenix.

As she and Jack made their way to his extensive library, he said, "Two of the books I found for you aren't necessarily about phoenixes. Instead, it appears to be a two-volume diary written by one of Patrick's ancestor's."

"Welshie?" Adaryn asked in excitement.

Though Adaryn's parents had been unable to tell her everything she needed to know about being a phoenix, they'd left a sanctuary in the human realm that contained centuries of collected legends and forklore about their kind and other extraordinary creatures. There, she'd found letters from a male called both 'professor' and 'Welshie' who appeared to be a friend of her parents. The last dated letter stated that Welshie had found Adaryn's father Rom's diary:

 

"You probably won't get this letter, but in case you do, when you tossed your diary out of the portal and into my backyard, I did find it. It's safely in my collection. Rest assured, if I can get it to your offspring, I will. In the meantime, my kin will keep it safe until we can give it to the one it belongs to."

 

When Jack first mentioned to them that his late friend Patrick's surname was "Welsh", Adaryn and Liam had wondered if there was a connection. Was 'Welshie' in fact Patrick Welsh's ancestor? 

Inside Jack's majestic book repository, Adaryn was led to the spacious table supplied with paper, a variety of writing utensils, a wand scanner with an SD card that she'd brought home with her each night in order to transfer everything to her own files that could be accessed from her sanctuary in the human realm, Feenyx Island. 

Jack's selections for her this day were two very old bound volumes. "I did peruse both of these, and I believe there can be no doubt on the basis of these that the Welshie your parents knew was indeed my friend Patrick's ancestor. Your parents are mentioned by name in these. I so dislike a spoiler but, from my reading, I'm certain the benefit of these particular volumes is solely emotional. We'll learn nothing particularly helpful to you or your daughter, let alone about phoenix pregnancy and childbirth."

Adaryn was anxious to get reading while Jack tormented her just a little longer with his usual small talk. When she finally sat down, she was swept into a world of wonder. Without question, Welshie had been friends with Adaryn's father. Rom and Welshie grown up together as boys, attended college together...

Piece by piece, Adaryn came to the conclusion that Liam wasn't the only one with ties to Woodcutter's Grim. Liam once said that a place like this doesn't really have coincidences. It's all by design. My father must have been human. A human who lived in Woodcutter's Grim. He met my mother after he left here. Somehow, somewhere I may never know. Either Welshie visited them or my parents visited him here in Woodcutter's Grim because Welshie knew my mother's secret. He was bound by the phoenix contract, and that must be why he couldn't talk about any of it in his letters, nor even in his private journals. But he cared about my parents, loved them like family as they did him and his relation... 

Why do I feel like the whole of my existence has come full circle with this information?

Adaryn recalled the conversations she, Liam, Torin, and Celee had had when Liam first accepted the phoenix contract and was allowed entry into the phoenix sanctuary.

"I'm a goat shifter. I'm stronger in that form, but there's nothing special about it, other than my vision is panoramic. I can also climb faster and better than probably any living thing. But I don't really possess magic. I apprenticed but never finished my training while in Woodcutter's Grim as a kid. Whatever magic I had was decoration. I can't imagine how valuable I could be to anyone."

"Your name--Liam Grund--isn't who you were born as, is it?" Adaryn guessed.

"No. I was William Gruff. Will, my family called me."

"Gruff... as in The Three Billy Goats Gruff?" she asked in astonishment. 

Liam laughed, looking slightly embarrassed by the reference. 

"You're a creature of lore, Liam! Lore creatures have a name, an identity that even humans know about. Lore beings change the shape of history and mold the future. But none exist anymore. Now all we have of them are fairy and folk tales, fables and myths."

"But wouldn't you and Torin and Celee also be creatures of lore, since you're supernatural?"

"No. It's not the same. We simply represent our unique kind facelessly. We do good in the world, but we don't change it permanently the way lore creatures do. Our power is transient, only during the time and in the place we dwell. The creatures in the stories of lore disappeared suddenly and without warning. Some say they were drawn into a pocket realm and only exist there now."

Liam shook his head. "I've never heard anything like that. But... none of you have ever heard of Woodcutter's Grim. So few know about it. I suspect this hunter after us--Polyhedra--doesn't know about it either. The creature that rules here protects magic. But, if it did allow Polyhedra in, it would be to take control of this thing you call a construct. It would gain dominion over whatever's employing the construct. I have an idea about that as well."

"What is it?" Celee asked.

"I think the magic that lives in Woodcutter's Grim needs creatures of lore to work its purposes. My father was a master engineer, even before he was given the magic. That's why the magic called to him, offering him something irresistible in exchange--"

"--for taking everything," Adaryn commented with barely contained revulsion. 

Liam nodded. 

All of them had connections to Woodcutter's Grim, Adaryn realized, because they were supernatural beings and the origin of such magic was in this place and this place alone--a pocket world that it was possible for some to leave, some to enter. Because whatever ruled this unique town needed some of them to stay indefinitely, some of them to leave, and sometimes to return in the future. Torin's ancestors must have also been here at some point before going off into the world. But he and Celee came back. Because there are no coincidences here. It's all part of the plan. 

She remembered what Gabe had told them of Nazarha's contact with the looking glass. The magic mirror had told Camoren: "All things are made ready for the end of the story at the start. The characters serve the purpose of the story. The story must play out. Finishing the story is vital." And we've all assembled here now to do just that.

Adaryn fought the explanation that the Great Evil here was all-powerful. No, there had to be something more, something good--a balance that was ongoing, each side vying for supremacy. And that means that those of us fighting for good have just as much of a chance to win this war as the evil does. But we can't focus on our own tasks to the exclusion of the greater purpose, nor can we do it alone. We have to work together--

Though the library was a sanctuary that seemed remote and cut off from the rest of the house, allowing the reader peace and quiet, a noise loud enough to make her rise and rush to the nearest window sounded. She flew from one window to the next, trying to see what was going on even as the volume and intensity increased, but she was unable to discover the cause of the commotion.

Helplessly curious, she left the library, drawn to the front door stoop, where most of the family was gathering and listening to one of the great-grandchildren gush in bursts due to having run all the way there from the lake shore. Adaryn only heard the tail-end of excitement. Nazarha Pallaton had arrived, she gathered just as Liam emerged from another part of the property. Beowulf--Lance and Heather's youngest son--had spotted Nazarha's houseboat far out on the lake. 

The massive group surged in that direction, Adaryn and Liam exchanging a look of bewilderment as they trailed behind. Yet again, Adaryn wondered who Nazarha was, why both the family and the Protectorate seemed to value her so much. The young adults seemed just as excited about seeing Nazarha as the older Shaussegenys. The work crews had stopped to join them as they wound their way down the path toward the lake shore as a very large group. From the shore, the kids cheered the closer the old floating houseboat got. 

She's beloved by them, Adaryn realized as soon as the boat docked and the grandchildren swarmed onto the deck.

Adaryn's first glimpse of the woman surprised her, making her wonder what she'd expected Nazarha was at least as tall as Liam's 6'4 height, possibly an inch or two taller, and muscular in a way that some would consider unflattering on a female. Her thick, dark hair was caught back without care in a loose, messy ponytail. The clothes she wore were clearly castoffs, old and threadbare, not intended to compliment a woman's curvy form. 

Instead of the otherworldly, moody expression Adaryn realized she'd anticipated, Nazarha was smiling wildly, pleasant as she laughed with the children of Jack and Catherina, sharing with them of her recent travels. The woman gave each one of the Shaussegenys her attention in turn.

What we've heard about her gave me the impression she was some kind of transcendent sage or something. Even if she is... well, she's also loved for a reason--because she loves every one of them, freely and without inhibition.

The dark glasses Nazarha wore that were closed on all sides to prevent light from getting in were all that could be considered out of place. Even before she wondered if the woman was blind, she refuted the possibility. She had no trouble getting around, even surrounded with people. She was agile and surprisingly graceful for one so large as she leapt off the boat onto the floating dock that was far enough away to make the gap awkward.

Adaryn braced herself when Jack introduced her, Liam, and Celee. Nazarha turned to them with the whole of her attention and removed her glasses, revealing disturbing eyes without a trace of iris. While in the back of her mind, Adaryn concluded instantly that she must be afflicted with total aniridia, with no color separating the whites of her eyes from the black pupil and therefore suffered sensitivity to light (hence the glasses), nothing could have prepared her for the impact of Nazarha's soul-searing gaze. 

The stranger might have been looking into Adaryn's entire life at a glance. She felt naked before her, all her secrets laid bare. Jack wouldn't and couldn't have told her what I am, since he and his whole family accepted the binding phoenix contract of secrecy. And, yet when she looks at me, I feel like she does know. That she can see me as I am in the phoenix sanctuary, where all living things exist in each of their transmutations simultaneously. 

"I serve the Shaussegenys, the Protectorate, gentle creatures like your mother, Liam, and Ember," Nazarha said sincerely. "I look forward to getting to know each of you better."

"My papa's not here. He's with Ember," Celee told her, apparently not disturbed at all by Nazarha's striking eyes. "But he's a gentle creature, too."

"A very special one, too, I wager. I can see the same in you, little one."

"What do you see?" Celee asked.

Nazarha kneeled before her, though she still towered over the little girl by several feet. "I see strength, the willingness to protect and serve, and the friendliest tail ever granted to such an adorable pup."

Celee's laughter rang like sweet silver bells in the crisp fall air. Nazarha easily joined in the mirth. 

"What do you see for Liam?" Celee turned to look up at them.

Nazarha rose fluidly. "Something similar. Strength, one who protects and serves, certainly, and climbs better than most people can walk, if I'm not mistaken. But this one is rare indeed. Rare enough to be in a class by himself." The woman nodded, contemplating in the utter silence that now reigned. "The future rests on his capable shoulders and few can help him bear it. But he will take back the night and blaze a trail evil can't stand against for long."

"You can see all that?" Celee asked happily. "With just your eyes?"

"Physical eyes and inner eyes." Nazarha grinned down at Celee, saying as an aside, "I can also see Mr. Gruff has an exceedingly fine beard."

While everyone laughed, Adaryn could no longer deny to herself that Nazarha saw more than the average human. She was indeed a seer of sorts. She proved it after Celee asked her to describe what she saw in Adaryn.

Nazarha's omniscient gaze turned once more on her. Her voice was low, respectful, humbled when she said, "A uniqueness. Majesty. Healing for the whole world resides on and in this one and the precious life she carries. Her mate will take back the night and stand against the powers of hell while she lights the darkness with a cleansing fire that can't be quenched... nor can it or should it be contained."

Not a sound could be heard. Adaryn swallowed against the suffocating lump that filled her throat when Nazarha stepped closer to her and said in a voice that continued to hold everyone captive. "But I don't envy the choices before you. To save that which you love is to allow the world to fall to ruin. But such sacrifice is too painful to comprehend. Who could blame you? Who can heal a being of your singularity regardless of your decision?"

Adaryn gasped as the life inside her stirred, quickening as if by flames invoked and stirred by Nazarha's seemingly prophetic words. 

Nazarha slipped her dark glasses back on, saying brightly, "I hope there's a feast in the works because I'm absolutely starved right about now," effectively breaking the spell she'd cast over the large group.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Nazarha

 

Even while she greeted everyone around her warmly, effusively, she was both inside and outside herself, watching the scene as if from the narrative point of view.

With her own two strangely perceptive and unnatural eyes, Nazarha was seeing firsthand what had compelled Jack and Gabe to rush her back to Woodcutter's Grim. Even the upcoming holiday and all the uncertainty and trepidation that would bring couldn't warrant the anxiousness in both men's voices over the radio. Halloween was the evil's high holiday. Every year, something drastic and devastating happened to set their cause back a fraction.

She hadn't been able to do a rowback fast enough and even pushing the limits of speed on the old houseboat she and her mother had fixed up and lived on, she'd only returned to the Black Lake a few hours earlier than she originally intended.

She'd set sail three weeks ago, knowing she needed time away before the fragile state of the world and the ones she cared most about in it crumbled a little more. Time to evaluate her purpose in all this. Her mother had never known. Even now that she'd passed solely into the realm of the oracle, she didn't know. She'd been badly damaged when she'd been thrown into the human realm and left to die there. But she hadn't died. She'd returned to her body, eventually healing, but the crack in the orb would never be restored, leaving her almost completely blind to the past. Nazarha knew even less.  

Even knowing Jack's work crews--mainly his own eldest son, grandchildren, and even some of the great-grandchildren--were working overtime to complete the impenetrable fortress they'd need to survive if the worst happened, nothing could be fast enough in her opinion. More than once, she'd considered telling them the full truth about what Camoren revealed to her and her mother, but... 

They're not ready. Hell, I don't believe I'm ready for the truth.

Wasn't it a mercy to withhold something so horrifying? In the Mirror Darkly World, they didn't have a snowball's chance of holding out much longer. That they'd survived as long as they had was due solely to an alliance between the Protectorate and the Shaussegenys. Still, their existence would eventually be snuffed out by mindless husks--creatures brought about by the evil's mirth in reanimating humanity and turning it back upon them. Those ghouls started flooding into the Mirror Darkly World of Woodcutter's Grim in 2043, signaling the beginning of the end for all mankind. 

And I don't know if I can bear to stare into that looking glass, call to Camoren, and discover they've fallen to darkness when no one answers. Because the same thing could happen here. If I tell them the truth about the billions upon trillions of ghouls over there, would that force them to work faster? We've estimated that the Mirror Darkly World is about 50 years ahead of us, so 2043 might not mean the same thing over here as it did for them. In any case, we have a good 20 years until then, if what happened over there is any indication. Maybe we can save our world. But... 

Even those who know that the Real World is coming to an end aren't ready for the level of truth I'm humanely withholding. There has to be way to defeat the evil long before the year in question comes to pass. Maybe they don't ever need to know it, if we find a way to stop the evil.

The Holy One help us.

Nazarha had only been gone a few weeks, having left at a time when everything was moving slowly along to their desired ends. Yet everything had changed, she saw in the instant the Shaussegenys had parted to allow Jack to introduce her to the newcomers. The change had come about by the appearance of the prodigal son, William Gruff. Maybe that description wasn't quite accurate. After all, Nazarha knew he'd been a mere boy when his mother forced him to flee Woodcutter's Grim. Asmari warned him to never, ever come back. Yet he had, and Nazarha knew why beyond a shadow of a doubt.

Her mother had shared this gift Nazarha had possessed from birth. They could see every being in all its transmutations at once. Learning to discern evil from good had never been quite as easy though. Despite that the Shaussegenys had been werewolves, having made a foolish bargain with the Great Evil that put them under the lycanthrope curse, they'd never been truly corrupt. Jack had been short-sighted, believing anything was worth curing the men in his family of the degenerative disease that'd plagued them for too long. Much in Woodcutter's Grim that appeared malevolent wasn't while angelic personifications could easily be the opposite.

She could see that Liam was much more than any of those gathered around them could tell. He was a creature of lore. Nazarha's mother had told her she'd glimpsed such a being for a heartbeat long ago, though she remembered little beyond that. Liam was wreathed in a powerful, palpable golden light. Nothing else could describe the phenomenon. If what her mother had told her was true, that golden light would intensify the closer he came to fulfilling his destiny. Instead of blinding her, she could see his two forms so intensely, they were almost like two separate beings existing in the same space. But the evil is gnawing on that golden light, trying to find a way inside so it can consume him. Does he realize that? What could've possessed him to come back here?

Nazarha could hear her mother whispering inside the vaticinator realm, a higher plane where visions and their meanings were analyzed, and where they both resided at all times. Destiny comes full-circle.

Beside Liam, little Celee was heartbreakingly sweet as a cherub child and a St. Bernard puppy. She had her own light, a soft purple healing one that Nazarha sensed could be felt tangibly by everyone near her. Her papa's light would be even stronger, a pulsing sonic wave that could stretch for miles. This community needed them badly.

Even as she made Celee and the others laugh, Nazarha turned her third eye to the extraordinary being beside Liam. The wreath burning around this one was pure fire, more devastating and cleansing than anything else. Adaryn Azar. The name reverberated inside the oracle in a way that seemed impossible. 

Her mother was stirring beside her, seeking an answer just out of reach. No, too far to access. It was inside the crack that hindered the crystal vision.

Adaryn was a phoenix. I see her--the human and the mythic being she is. 

Why am I being given this humbling gift of sight?

The oracle was silent on that count, even after Nazarha prodded for enlightenment. 

She let go of her frustration and again stepped into the body that allowed her to touch those she loved, to become a part of their reality. Not for the first time, the violent pangs of loneliness inside her clashed with the feelings of joy and belonging she garnered from her association with these good people who, as she and her mother had tried to, wanted to bring about peace in this realm of existence. 

Most days, Nazarha wondered if that was even possible. All days, she yearned for someone to hold close, to share her life with, someone to save. What is my purpose? If only I could discover that, I would need nothing more.

Possible? Impossible?

Tears stung her eyes as the Shaussegenys gathered her inside their large, safe circle and--accompanied by the fascinating newcomers--they made their way to the main house. Sukey and the kitchen staff had laid out a cold but delicious meal that would hold them over before the feast that would be served after the sun went down and all were secure inside the fortified walls of the estate. 
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