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Chapter 1




“Darklings attacking!” Yann Dilnao yelled up the line of Watchmen posted on his right. 

The men of the Black Watch stood twenty feet apart along the magical barricade protecting the town of Middleborough from the chaos of wild magic outside.

The barricade formed a huge transparent dome over the messy collection of low, roughly thatched houses cramped inside the town.

The magic surface protected Middleborough from hurricane winds of red, black, and burnt-orange currents moving out in the Coil.

That protection wouldn’t last, though. Magical vapors sent waves of sparks shimmering across the dome and around the town’s perimeter wall. Those sparks gave the only evidence that the dome was still there protecting the town from destruction.

Yann tightened his grip on his war glaive and braced himself for the incoming attack. Monstrous shapes erupted from Dark Layers beyond the barricade. 

Gargantuan slithering creatures poured from shadows between the Dark Layers. The Darklings undulated in the shifting undertow of magic and potential to surround the town.

Then turned their hideous fanged mouths and tentacles on Middleborough.

Men’s voices yelled up and down the barricade on Yann’s right. “Stand fast!” his father bellowed. “Hold the line!”

“They’re coming in fast!” Rien Dugas called back.

He said a few other things Yann didn’t catch over the noise. The barricade muffled the wind rumbling and booming outside. The Darklings added their thunderous roars to the pounding din echoing across the shadowy landscape out there.

These Darklings were nothing like the creatures the Black Watch had faced in the past. These were ten times bigger, much faster, and a thousand times more hideous.

Spikes and razor edges lined their whipping tentacles. Their jaws cracked to reveal bristling fangs dripping with poison. Magic flashed and crackled on the Darklings’ skin to light up the shadows beyond the barricade.

The Dark Layers rippled through the night disgorging hundreds of Darklings. They ranged down the barricade to encircle the town. The Darklings would overrun the Black Watch, break through the barricade, and that would be the end of Middleborough.

The town had lost contact with any other isolated Islands of stability in this remote corner of the Coil. 

Middleborough had been living on borrowed time for months. The Black Watch couldn’t hold the Coil’s shifting magical forces at bay for much longer.

Then the Coil would swallow Middleborough along with every other Island in this sea of chaos.

Was tonight the night? Was this battle the moment when the forces of mayhem and destruction annihilated Middleborough and everyone inside it? It was only a matter of time.

The Black Watch alone stood between the town and certain doom. Yann faced down the thickest knot of Darklings coming straight for him.

He planted his legs wide and brandished his glaive to take the full brunt of the assault. His father, Yvan Dilnao, Commander of the Middleborough Watch, had posted Yann at the farthest end of their line. 

Yann was the youngest Watchmen in Middleborough. Yvan usually put Yann here to keep him out of the thickest fighting. Tonight, that strategy turned out to be a huge mistake.

The Darklings came thickest from Yann’s left. No other Watchmen guarded the wall down there. Yann faced the full Darkling assault by himself. 

The nearest Watchman to him was twenty feet away with the others spaced farther down the wall to his right. They couldn’t leave their posts to help him—not without leaving the rest of the barricade unguarded.

Yann spent his life training to be a Watchman, but nothing prepared him for this. This was it. He wouldn’t be able to stop the Darklings from overrunning Middleborough. At least he would die in battle. He wouldn’t have to live with his failure.

He took a step back from the barricade as the Darklings advanced. They loomed out of the shadows and towered over Middleborough. 

The barricade and everything underneath it looked so small and frail compared to these creatures. His glaive wouldn’t make a dent in even one of those things, much less dozens of them.

Screams and running feet echoed out of the town behind him. The townsfolk ran for cover, but nowhere in town would be safe once the Darklings got inside. They would leave no one alive.

Sparks and explosions erupted from the Darklings’ skin, but for some reason, they didn’t come any closer. 

They could flatten the barricade in seconds, but they stood off. More flashes gave Yann a clear view of their vast, grotesque bodies…..and then he saw it.

The forks of light and flame cascading down the Darklings’ bodies gave him a glimpse of silhouetted figures moving around out in the Coil. They were tiny compared to the Darklings, but he saw at one glance that they were all human.

“Hey!” he yelled up the line. “There are people out there! Someone’s out there fighting the Darklings!”

“Stand fast, boy!” Rien hollered back.

Yann stared at the strangers dashing back and forth in the gloom. Their clothes billowed and slashed in the storm…..and then more bursts of light showed him exactly what was going on out there.

Light flared down on the ground as a tall figure stabbed something into one of the Darklings. A magical discharge exploded across the Darkling’s skin and the creature thundered in rage and pain. The monster rounded on the tiny stranger who dared to attack it.

The Darkling reared and arched its yawning mouth downward. The creature prepared to snatch the stranger when another outline zoomed out of the Coil. 

This one was smaller with long dark hair whipping from the head. The lithe body had the curves of a female, but she looked much younger than the first figure.

She darted between the wizard and the Darkling, planted herself there, and thrust out a short staff gripped in both hands. The shaft struck the Darkling broadside and a devastating blast of magical lightning ricocheted back at the monster.

The thing arched even higher, but it didn’t attack. It roared so loudly that the sound shook the barricade. Then the monster detonated with an almighty boom. It shattered into a million black shards that evaporated into the wind.

“Hey!!” Yann bellowed down the line again. “There are people out there fighting the Darklings! Father—come down here now!”

Yann didn’t dare to turn away. He stared unblinking at the strangers battling for their lives against a mounting horde of Darklings. More of the fiends disgorged from the Dark Layers all over the place, but the strangers held their ground.

Running feet approached Yann’s post from his right. His father, Rien, and Omer Veco rushed to Yann’s position. None of them said a word as the strangers backed closer to the barricade.

The girl stood shoulder to shoulder with the tall wizard. Four more wizards gathered from out of the dark. Each one fought the Darklings back as best they could, but none of them could defeat the monsters the way the girl could.

The battle ranged farther to the left. The Darklings shifted their attack to flank the strangers. The more firmly the strangers entrenched themselves to defend their line, the farther left the Darklings migrated.

“What the hell?” Rien growled under his breath.

“They’re adjusting their strategy,” Yann pointed out. “They’re anticipating us.”

“Us!” Rien snorted. “Those people aren’t us. They’re Coil rats. They don’t belong here.”

Yann almost made the mistake of pointing out that these strangers were the only thing stopping the Darklings from taking Middleborough, but he stopped himself from saying that.

Four Darklings slithered sideways and came at the strangers from an angle. The wizard on the far end swiveled to confront the monsters. This wizard looked like a woman, but Yann couldn’t be certain from this distance. 

The lone defender raised two star-shaped weapons, one in each hand. Sparks and flashes burst from the points. They shot through the darkness and hit two Darklings, but she couldn’t fight them all. 

One Darkling shrank back and the other three struck without mercy. They pounced on her, devoured her, and then charged behind the other strangers trying to save themselves from even more monsters.

The girl held her position for a second while the Darklings encircled the strangers and made a dash for the barricade. “Incoming!” Yann roared.

Watchmen charged him from all over. They left their posts to surround him, but the girl got there first. 

She sprang between the Darklings and the barricade. She landed less than ten feet from Yann, but he still didn’t get a good look at her face. Her hair lashed wildly in the storm and her sudden movements kept casting her features in shadow.

She landed in a crouch facing outward against five Darklings. Every muscle tensed and she burst into a wild rotating maneuver spinning her staff in all directions.

Magical blasts fired from both ends. She jabbed it at the Darklings, spun it back and forth, and ejected dozens of torrents and explosions. Yann couldn’t keep up with them all.

Three more Darklings evaporated under her assault before the tall wizard and their other companions retreated to the girl’s side. Five strangers formed ranks in front of the barricade to defend the town from invasion.

None of the strangers could destroy the Darklings the way the girl could. She blasted away as many as she could, but the Darklings adjusted their tactics once again. 

They split and closed around the strangers from both sides. The Darklings left the girl isolated in the center and moved in on the outer edges of the strangers’ line.

Two Darklings pounced on a shorter man on the left. They devoured him and charged the barricade while the rest of the strangers were busy fighting more monsters.

Yann had a split second to see the Darklings coming before they crashed full force into the barricade. Nothing could stand against them. The barricade shuddered under the impact and magical discharges boomed down the Darklings’ misshapen bodies.

The next instant, the barricade exploded in a deafening crash. Darklings flooded the town along with the pounding tempest of the Coil’s wild magic.

Yann forced himself to stand his ground as a huge monster rushed him. Its tentacles whistled and hissed around his head. Its gaping mouth rose many times higher than the wall.

A tentacle slashed at him and he struck out with his glaive. He lopped it off and parried five more coming from his right. They cracked back to strike him. How much longer could he hold out before this fiend devoured him, too?

He chopped off three more tentacles and the creature roared. It reared its boneless body and he saw it about to consume him the way the Darklings consumed the wizards outside.

Only ordinary human men joined the Black Watch. None of the Watchmen had magical power. No way could a junior Watchman defend himself against one of these things.

He couldn’t do anything to stop that mouth coming for him. Each fang embedded in the creature’s jaws dwarfed him by a mile. 

He had one chance to get away from it. He counted down the seconds before the mouth swallowed him and then he sprang out of the way. He made it as far as the creature’s side and slashed his glaive across the edge of the creature’s mouth.

He caught his blade edge on the outer lip and ripped up the monster’s side. Black blood poured from the wound and saturated Yann’s clothes and hair. It got in his eyes and nose, but he was already too out of his mind with battle rage.

He stabbed his glaive into the creature’s side and a vicious crack of magic ricocheted up the shaft into his hands. It locked his fingers to the shaft so he couldn’t let go.

The creature recoiled from his assault and rolled away from him taking his weapon with it. He held on against his best efforts to let go and the creature’s movements carried him skyward along with it.

It whipped him upward until he flopped right on top of it. He looked down at Middleborough descending into chaos. 

Watchmen, strangers, and townsfolk fought side by side to drive the Darklings out of town. Yann couldn’t tell from here if the townsfolk were winning or not.

He scrambled onto the monster’s back and pure blood rage wiped out every other thought. He flung his leg over the creature’s body. Magical explosions hammered him all over, but he didn’t care.

He ripped his glaive out of the monster’s skin and stabbed again and again. Every strike sent another discharge of lightning through the shaft into Yann’s arms, but they only enraged him and made him stab harder.

He roared in fury hacking the creature to pieces. Blood spurted from countless wounds, but at that moment, one of the creature’s many tentacles coiled around and smacked him across the back of the head.

He fell on top of his weapon and fought to stay conscious under a hail of blows coming from all directions. He lay bowed and beaten under the assault……and blinked down at the battle on the ground.

His father and the other Watchmen battled Darklings side by side with wizards, but Yann barely saw them. He stared as the girl zoomed out of nowhere and attacked the Darkling from the side.

She stabbed her staff into the other side of the creature’s mouth. It howled in agony and she unleashed a hellish barrage of blows, stabs, and explosions on the thing.

It contorted trying to escape. The creature rolled the other way and pitched Yann sideways. He grasped his glaive trying to keep himself from getting crushed. 

The girl struck without mercy, jumped in front of the Darkling, seized her staff with both hands, and thrust it longways at the creature. She released a withering blast and the Darkling dissolved underneath Yann’s sprawled body.

He slammed down hard on the ground blinking stars out of his eyes.








  
  
Chapter 2




Yann scrambled to turn himself over and searched everywhere for another Darkling coming in to kill him. He took a second before his mind cleared enough to see the assembled Watchmen and townsfolk driving the Darklings back into the Coil. 

Five wizards from Middleborough joined together to reestablish the barricade. The Darklings slithered away and vanished into the Dark Layers.

Yann’s father went over to the wizards and exchanged a few words with them before he went down the line checking the Watchmen.

Yann sank onto the ground gasping for breath. His whole body hurt and his head pounded. He didn’t trust himself to stand up.

He shut his eyes and commanded his heart to keep still. He didn’t want to face the Darklings like that again, but he would have to eventually. 

They’d only been getting stronger and attacking Middleborough in greater numbers these last few years. They would always come back until they swallowed the town.

Some hint of movement nearby made him stiffen and his eyes snapped open. He froze when he saw the girl standing over him. Her dark eyes measured his battered body and the gore and ooze covering him all over. He could just imagine what he looked like.

She wore a black cloak over a random collection of patched clothing belted around her waist. Lengths of battered rope tied strips of cloth around her shoes and calves.

At this close range, he also saw that she carried a tattered leather bag over her shoulder. The strap crossed her chest under her cloak so the bag hung on her hip.

She leaned on her staff and skewered Yann with dark, unfeeling eyes. She jutted her chin at him. “You did well…..for an imp.”

He relaxed back on the ground, but he didn’t dare to take his eyes off her. Something about her made him want to guard himself against her. “I’m not an imp,” he growled. “I’m a Watchman.”

“Watchmen are imps. You have no magic.”

“So what?” He scanned the town to distract himself from her intense stare. 

The wizards who came out to help defend Middleborough and reestablish the barricade headed back into their houses. 

Yann’s father, Yvan, went from Watchman to Watchman giving orders and assigning them to new posts even though the Darklings weren’t here anymore.

Yann heaved himself onto his elbow to push himself up. He would have liked to stand up and face his father on his feet. The pain in his ribs stopped him from going anywhere.

Before he could move, the girl shot out her staff, jammed the tip into his sternum, and forced him down onto his back. He tried to resist, but his strength failed him. 

She pinned him and a surge of magic rushed into him from the end of her weapon. Her magic flooded his body and knit his bones back together. 

The pain subsided and he wilted, groaning. “Thank you!”

“Keep still,” she snapped. “You’re no good to anyone the way you are.”

He would have liked to argue back, but he couldn’t do anything against a magic-user as strong as she was. 

She was right. He was an imp. He had no magic. He wasn’t good for much besides losing his life defending an unknown town like Middleborough.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” the girl asked. “You handled your glaive very well.”

He shut his eyes so he wouldn’t see her staring at him. “I only know what I learned on the Watch. I’m not very good.”

“You nearly killed that Darkling. I’ve never seen an imp come so close to killing one of them. Not even Wesh can do that and his magic is stronger than mine.”

He dared to open his eyes, but she wasn’t looking at him anymore. She surveyed the town with a critical gaze. 

She was more beautiful than he first realized, but she had a hard, unforgiving air that told him to watch his step around her. 

Her dark hair and eyes gave her a haunted look and she never slackened her grip on her staff. Heaven only knew what she could do with that thing.

The tall wizard that Yann had seen fighting outside came over to the girl. He wore a knee-length grey tunic with a large, decorative gold cross embroidered on the chest.

He wore his shoulder-length grey hair combed straight back from his face. A curved handlebar mustache covered his upper lip and surrounded his mouth to point down to the ground.

“Are you hurt, Eliska?” he asked the girl. “We lost Ines.”

“And Ramon,” she added. “I wonder how many wizards this town has.”

“I think I saw ten just now.” The wizard squinted toward the houses, taverns, and buildings lining Middleborough’s main street. Light flooded the night from dozens of windows.

The light left the slumped houses in darkness. Barely enough light made it to the wall for the Watchmen to see.

The tall wizard had scraggly grey hair and an unkempt beard, but his ice-blue eyes flashed with hidden fire.

Another wizard in a matching grey tunic came over to join them. Yann didn’t see any other newcomers inside the barricade. These three must be the only survivors.

This wizard was a younger man with a burly build. He carried no weapons at all, but magic kept fizzing and sparking from his fingers when he glared around the town.

“You have a bad burn on your shoulder, Mael,” the girl told him. “Let Wesh heal it for you.”

The tall old wizard moved over to Mael’s shoulder. Wesh raised his hand to Mael’s wound, but Mael rounded on him snarling and smacked Wesh’s hand away. 

“Don’t touch me!” Mael snapped.

Wesh raised both hands in surrender. “All right, all right. I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

Mael gritted his teeth and grimaced. “Later. It hurts too much.”

Wesh happened to notice Yann lying there. “Is the boy hurt?”

“He was,” Eliska replied. “I healed him. He just needs to rest. He’s exhausted.”

“You did very well, boy,” Wesh told him. “I have never seen an imp come as close to killing one of the Darklings.”

Eliska sneered down at Yann. “I already told him that, but he didn’t believe me. Maybe he’ll listen to you.” 

Yann didn’t like them talking about him like a specimen under a magnifying glass, but Wesh took a step closer and extended his hand. “Come. You’re strong enough to stand up now.”

Yann held out his hand to accept the wizard’s help, but at that moment, another glaive flashed between them. The shaft knocked Wesh’s hand down and the Watch Commander stepped between them. “Do not touch my son!” Yvan snapped.

Wesh spun around fast. Mael and Eliska both moved closer to Wesh to defend him. 

“We were trying to help the boy,” Wesh explained. “Eliska healed his injuries. He’s fine now, thanks to her.”

“You’re all under arrest for breaching our barricade,” Yvan announced and five more Watchmen moved in to back him up. 

“We defended your town, you idiot imp Watchman!” Mael snarled. “You would all be dead now if not for us. You saw that yourselves. You watched our people die while you remained safely behind the barricade and let us fight the Darklings for you.”

Mael’s broad shoulders stiffened even more. The magic flashing from his fingertips built to a steady crackle.

Wesh laid a hand on Mael’s arm to stop him, and this time, Mael didn’t lash out. 

“We came here to defend your town,” Wesh told Yvan. “We did everything we could to stop the Darklings from breaching your barricade, but there were too many of them. You saw that for yourself. You have no reason to arrest us.”

Yvan raised his eyebrows. He barely came up to the wizards’ chin, but Yvan didn’t back off. “You came here on purpose, did you? So you knew about this attack? How am I to know you didn’t plan this? Maybe you used the incursion to get inside the barricade when you couldn’t manage it on your own.”

“Listen to me, Commander……” Wesh began.

“This is stupid,” Eliska muttered. “We never should have helped them. We should have let them die. The world would be a better place without them.”

Yann couldn’t listen to this. He clambered to his feet and hustled over to his father. “He’s right, Father. They held the Darklings off three times before they breached the barricade. At least four of their party lost their lives out there. I saw it all from my post before you got there.”

Yvan completely ignored him. “We have laws in this town. I have no choice but to arrest you while I investigate the matter. If I find out you didn’t trespass, I’ll release you. Until then, please come with me.”

He waved toward a nearby building. It was just another house that had been converted into the Black Watch’s headquarters. 

The Watchmen lived upstairs. The basement served as the Middleborough jail on those rare occasions when the Watch had to arrest someone.

“You’re making a mistake, Commander,” Wesh insisted. “We can help you defend your town. The Darklings will come back for you. We’re the only people who can help you defeat them.”

“No one can defeat them,” Eliska growled under her breath.

“You can,” Yann countered. “How did you do it? How did you destroy them like that?”

“That’s neither here nor there,” Yvan interrupted. “Come with me, please. Don’t make us use force.”

Three more Watchmen appeared behind Rien and Omer. All the others came armed.

They confronted the three strangers in such a menacing stance that the standoff threatened to explode into another battle.

It wouldn’t be a battle, though. These three wizards could flatten the Watch in seconds, but they didn’t.

Wesh elbowed Mael. “Go with them and cooperate with their investigation. It’s the only way to make them listen.”

“To hell with that,” Eliska snapped. “I am not going to jail because some imp is too stupid to listen to reason.”

“Watch your mouth, girl!” Rien fired back. “You’ll go where we tell you to go and you’ll like it.”

Wesh turned to Eliska. “Go with them. Please. They’ll hear what we have to say and then they’ll release us.”

“I’ll release us,” she snarled. “There isn’t a man in this town who can hold me against my will.”

“We’ll see about that,” Rien replied.

“Don’t resist,” Wesh told the girl. “Cooperate with them—for now. If things turn against us, I’ll let you know.”

She snorted, but she didn’t say anything. Yvan waved toward the house again. Neither Mael nor Eliska moved until Wesh physically shoved them forward.

The Watchmen guarded the party on their way to the house. Eliska and Mael kept glaring at the Watchmen as menacingly as the Watchmen glared at them, but Wesh’s influence prevented the confrontation from disintegrating into another fight.

Yvan stopped outside the house and pulled up the storm doors leading into the basement. The Watchmen gathered in a semi-circle to surround the strangers. Eliska turned backward and brandished her staff at them to hold them off.

Yvan went downstairs first followed by Wesh and then Mael. Eliska went last. She never turned her back on the Watchmen.

Yann stood off to one side and watched the strangers out of sight. He didn’t threaten them and he didn’t help to guard them. 

He didn’t understand why his father would put these people under arrest at all, but Yann wasn’t Watch Commander. 

Yvan was solely responsible for the safety of everyone in Middleborough. He ran the Watch his own way. Yann was his most junior subordinate and not in any position to question his Commander’s decisions.

Yann could well imagine the scene going on downstairs. Eliska alone could blow this house to smithereens. She could probably level the whole town if she wanted to. Locking her up would be the worst idea ever.

Yann didn’t say that out loud—not yet. He waited until his father came out alone, closed the storm doors, and faced the other Watchmen. 

Yvan gave them their orders and the Watch dispersed before he came over to Yann.

“Are you hurt, son?” Yvan asked.

“Not anymore. That girl healed me.”

“You did very well in the battle. I’m proud of you.”

Yann glanced toward the house and lowered his voice so no one else would hear him. “Was it really necessary to arrest them? That girl destroyed four Darklings. We should be trying to recruit her, but she’ll never help us now. She hates you for doing this to her.”

“We can’t recruit her, son. She’s a magic-user. We’re imps.”

“You know what I mean. This town is on its last legs. We need all the help we can get.”

Yvan shook his head. “If we don’t keep the laws, we won’t have a town worth saving. You’re too young to understand this, but you will in time.”

“I’m not too young to recognize an ally when I see her. All three of them risked their lives and lost their comrades defending us. How could you turn them against us like this?”

Yvan turned away with another shake of his head. “Go change your clothes and clean yourself up. Then you can go back on watch at the same post. You did well to raise the alarm when you did. Keep your eyes open for any Darklings coming back.”

He walked off and left Yann standing there fuming. What was the point of keeping his eyes open when the Watch lacked the firepower to fight the Darklings at all? 

Did his father really plan to keep the only three wizards capable of fighting the Darklings locked up in a basement while the Watch went down trying to hold this town? Yann couldn’t think of a more ill-conceived plan.








  
  
Chapter 3




Eliska shifted her weight on a cold stone bench in her bare, bleak cell. She couldn’t get comfortable. 

She’d gotten herself into a lot of dangerous situations, but she’d never been in jail before. She always managed to avoid this until now.

She cursed that idiot Watch Commander for his short-sightedness. Not even him being a powerless imp could excuse him treating her party like this. 

Eliska and her fellow travelers had been the only thing to stop the Darklings from destroying this flea-bitten town. He knew that and he arrested them anyway.

She hated him for that, but at least he couldn’t hold her here. If the Darklings attacked again, she would break out of this house and abandon the town to its fate. That was the least they deserved after this insult.

The Watch Commander took her staff, but he couldn’t take her magic. It worked better when she channeled it through some object, but she could use her magic perfectly well with her bare hands if it came to that.

She could have killed him. She could have killed the entire Watch. 

She wanted to, but that boy stopped her. He stood up for her. 

She couldn’t remember anyone ever doing that for her before. He stood up for her to his own father. That counted for something.

Would she have the guts to abandon him to certain death? She would be if she left him in this town. 

He was an imp. He fought well against the Darkling, but he wouldn’t survive another battle—not without her there to save him.

She pushed those thoughts out of her mind. She couldn’t start caring about some imp boy in some no-name town in a forgotten corner of the Coil. He was nothing. He certainly wasn’t important enough for her to risk her life to save him.

She tried one more time to find a comfortable sitting position when the storm doors crashed open above her head. Sunlight streamed into the basement and she braced herself for another confrontation with the Watch Commander.

She stiffened when the boy climbed down the stairs into the basement. He wasn’t as tall or imposing as his fellow Watchmen. He couldn’t be more than seventeen, but he had a sturdy, solid air about him. He didn’t move fast—not now.

He moved plenty fast during the battle. She wouldn’t have expected an imp to be so quick and ferocious. 

He had cleaned himself up and changed into clean clothes. His dark hair was still wet and it hung over his eyes. They sparkled with a dark light when he studied her through the bars of her cell.

He wore the same black uniform as the rest of the Watch with a small gold insignia embroidered on the upper left shoulder. Other than the insignia, the uniform was solid black pants, shirt, and jacket.

A single gold pip marked the corner of his plain, banded collar buttoned tight around his neck. The Watch Commander wore an oak leaf on his collar. The other Watchmen wore more than one pip depending on their rank, but this boy only had one.

He held up a plate covered with a cloth. “I’m Yann. I brought you something to eat.”

“Leave me alone,” she snapped. “If you aren’t here to let me out, you’re useless to me.”

“I can’t let you out. Only my father can do that.”

“Then go away. I helped you and this is how you repay me.”

“I tried to stop him from putting you in here. You heard me.”

“Do you always do what he tells you? Did he tell you to come down here and interrogate me? He’s a coward if he didn’t come himself.”

“He didn’t want me to come. He wanted to send Rainier to bring you this, but I asked him to let me bring it. I wanted to talk to you.”

“I don’t want to talk to you. Get out. You’re his dog if you do what he says.”

“He’s my Watch Commander. I’m under his orders whether he’s my father or not.”

“Then go lick his boots. Maybe he can save you from the Darklings. I sure won’t.”

He didn’t leave. The way he looked at her was really starting to piss her off. 

He squatted down outside the bars and slid the plate across the floor into the cell. He pushed it as far inside as he could reach, but she didn’t move. She refused even to look at it even though she was hungry.

She hadn’t eaten in four days, but she wouldn’t show him that. This food was another trick just like so many others. 

These imps wanted to manipulate her and then pull the rug out from under her. She’d seen it a thousand times before.

He stepped away and leaned against the opposite wall—far enough away that she wouldn’t see him as a threat—as if he could possibly threaten her.

He put his hands behind his back and rested his weight on one foot. “I’ve never seen anyone who can defeat the Darklings the way you can,” he remarked again. “I was wondering if I could convince you to help us.”

“I will never help you again—ever,” she spat back. “I hope you die out there. That’s the least you deserve. Your father deserves to watch you die in battle against the Darklings.”

He didn’t react to her insults. He just kept studying her. “Who are you? Where do you come from?”

“Why should I tell you—so you can run home and tell your father all about me? I hate you.”

“He didn’t want me to talk to you about any of that. He thinks you’re dangerous.”

She burst out laughing. “I’m dangerous to him. Go home and tell him I’ll kill him the first chance I get.”

“You could kill him now. You could destroy this whole house with the whole Watch inside it. You could kill everyone in town and be on your way into the Coil where you belong.”

She looked away. She didn’t like where this conversation was going.

“Where did you come from, Eliska?” he asked in a much softer tone. “How did you wind up out in the Coil?”

“How the hell should I know?” she grumbled. “I’ve been out there as long as I can remember.”

“Don’t you have any family?”

“Of course not. Do you think I would be wandering around in the Coil if I had any family? I’m an orphan. Is that what you want to hear? Be grateful you have a father who wants to get you killed. It’s better than nothing.”

“You must have incredible magic if you’ve survived out there for that long. Where did you learn it?”

“I didn’t learn anything. I picked up a few things here and there. That’s all.” Her resolve crumbled and she bent over to pick up the plate. She might as well eat if he was going to stand there shooting questions at her all day. “No one ever sticks around for long. I travel with someone for a day or two and then they either die or disappear or I disappear. It never lasts.”

“So you don’t know how you developed the ability to defeat the Darklings?”

“I have to keep myself alive somehow. What difference does it make how I do it?”

She took the cloth off the plate and started eating. He’d brought a hunk of bread, a piece of cheese, and a shaved pile of juicy roasted meat.

Yann didn’t interrupt for a minute. She tore off a hunk of the bread and then started stuffing the meat into her mouth. It tasted mind-blowingly delicious.

“Your friend Wesh said your group came here on purpose to stop the Darkling incursion,” Yann finally went on.

“Wesh isn’t my friend,” she mumbled around a mouthful of cheese. “I don’t even know the guy.”

“You acted like you knew him outside. You and Wesh and Mael stood together and talked after the battle.”

She shrugged. Telling him this wouldn’t make any difference in the end, especially if he didn’t plan to tell his father what she said. 

“I just bumped into them yesterday. I’ve never seen them before in my life. They were on their way here. Wesh said I might be able to get work here so I came with them. Then we got caught in the battle. That’s all I know.”

Yann frowned at her. “My father thinks Wesh and the other wizards who were with you might have brought those Darklings here for some reason.”

She snorted. “Your father isn’t the sharpest, is he? The Darklings came out of the Layers. You were standing right there. You saw.”

He cocked his head the other way. “How do you know I was standing there?”

“Because I saw you, punk! Do you think I’m blind? I saw you through the barricade. You were on watch when the Darklings overran us. They rushed the barricade and we moved between you to defend the town.”

He didn’t answer. He kept frowning down at the floor thinking something over.

“Your father doesn’t think much of you if he doesn’t take the report of his own Watchman,” she went on between mouthfuls. “He said he’d investigate our claim, but he hasn’t done that if he didn’t even ask you what you saw.”

“I already told him what I saw.”

“Then he’s a fool who doesn’t deserve his post. Someone else should be Watch Commander—you, maybe.”

Yann laughed and pushed himself off the wall. His eyes twinkled and his face lit up when he laughed like that. “I’m too young to be Watch Commander. The other Watchmen wouldn’t take me. They wouldn’t listen to me any more than he does.”

“He’s going to get you killed. A Watch Commander is supposed to defend humankind, not put people in danger for no reason.”

He met her gaze, but he didn’t stop smiling. He looked like a completely different person. His whole countenance glowed in an unsettling way. 

She found it impossible to hate him when he looked at her like that—like he might actually like her as much as she was starting to like him.

“I’ll tell him what you said,” he finished.

“You said you already did. What will telling him again do?”

“I don’t mean about the Darklings coming out of the Layers. I mean I’ll tell him what you said about only joining up with those wizards yesterday and about getting caught in the battle when you had no idea where they were going. Even if Wesh and Mael knew the Darklings planned to attack the town, it means you didn’t. My father will release you.”

“You hope he does, you mean. You can’t guarantee he will.”

Yann shrugged. “You’re right, but I’ll still tell him. He’ll let you out and then you can leave us all to our deaths if you want to.”

He waited for her reaction, but when she didn’t give it, he walked away, climbed the stairs, shut the storm doors, and his footsteps got farther away in the street outside.

She turned back to her plate. Half the food still lay there waiting for her to eat it. He didn’t take it away from her for being rude and hateful to him. 

Maybe he wasn’t as bad as all that, but she couldn’t say the same about the Watch Commander or his other Watchmen. None of them stuck up for her or tried to change the Watch Commander’s mind about her. She didn’t owe them anything.

She suffered a pang of guilt about Yann, though. He was right. The instant the Watch Commander let her out of this cell, she would leave Middleborough and go her own way. 

She’d survived in the Coil long enough on her own. She never stuck around anywhere for long.

She didn’t mind leaving all of these other people to die, but she couldn’t feel the same way about Yann. No one had been this kind to her in a long, long time. 

In fact, she couldn’t remember anyone being this kind to her. Would she really leave him to die, too?

He would stay. He wouldn’t leave Middleborough even if she offered to take him with her—which she wouldn’t. 

He was a member of the Black Watch. They didn’t run. 

He would stay and fight and then he would die just like all the others. Members of the Black Watch only died one way. They died on the wall. 

If she wanted to help Yann, she would have to stay, too, but she would never do that. 

She would never die on the wall defending a flea-bag town like Middleborough. 

She’d spent too many years and too much blood keeping herself alive to throw it all away for nothing.








  
  
Chapter 4




Yann strode back to the house, went inside, and found his father and Rainier Terriau in the Watch Commander’s office. Yvan looked up when his son walked in. “Did she say anything—anything she didn’t say last night?” 

“She says she doesn’t know the other two wizards she came in with. She says she just met them yesterday and they traveled together before they got caught in the battle. I believe her.”

“You’d believe anything she told you,” Rainier countered. “You’re soft on her.”

Yann bit his tongue. “You’ll find out she’s telling the truth. She’s a wanderer. She has no family. She doesn’t know those men. She wouldn’t travel with them if she did. She prefers to travel alone.”

“We have more important business to attend to right now,” Yvan interrupted. “You come with us, son. We’re going to interrogate the wizards.”

Yann hung back and let his father and Rainier leave first. Rien joined them on the way out of the building. The men went down into the basement on the other side of the house.

They found Wesh and Mael locked in two adjoining cells. A stone wall separated them from Eliska’s side of the jail.

Wesh sat up on his bench and squared his shoulders when the Watchmen entered. 

Mael lay stretched out on his bench. He didn’t even bother to raise his head when the Watchmen lined up outside his cell.

“What can I do for you, Commander?” Wesh asked.

“What can you tell us about that girl you came in with last night?” Yvan asked.

“I can’t tell you anything except her name and that she has incredible magic. I’ve never seen anything like it before. She can destroy Darklings….but you saw that yourself. She might be one in a million. She says she’s been alone in the Coil for as long as she can remember. She must have unbelievable magic to survive alone for that long.”

“How do you know she was telling the truth about being alone in the Coil?” 

Wesh made a face. “You’ve been behind the wall for too long, Commander. A girl her age doesn’t become so hard and unfeeling and wary of people without going alone in the most dangerous environments. She traveled with us for maybe ten hours. In that time, I saw enough to convince me that she’d been in the Coil for a long, long time. There is nothing out there she can’t handle and she prefers to handle it alone. She shuns people and I don’t blame her. Anyone less powerful than herself would be a liability to her and likely to get her killed.”

“Why did she stay with you, then? Why did she travel in your company?”

Wesh shrugged. “We told her we were coming to this town. She thought she might get work here or maybe supplies. She didn’t say outright that she had nothing else to do and nowhere else to go, but she implied it with her careless attitude.”

“Why did you come to Middleborough? You suggested last night that you came here on purpose.”

“I told you already. The Darklings were sent here to raze this town.”

“Sent by whom? The Darklings are unruly and attack without any direction at all.”

Wesh raised one bony index finger. “Ah, yes! That’s what we all think, isn’t it? You saw for yourselves that they didn’t do that last night. They attacked with a definite purpose. They coordinated their attack to get behind us so they could breach your barricade. Someone was directing them.”

“Who would do something like that? Who could do something like that?” Yvan’s eyes popped wide open. “Did the girl do it? Would she have enough power to do it?”

Wesh smacked his lips. “Use your head, Commander. If she wanted to coordinate the Darklings to wipe out your town, she wouldn’t have risked her neck to defend you. She could have just stood off to the side and let them kill you all and then taken what she wanted.”

“Wanted!” Yvan exclaimed. “Wanted what?”

“That’s what I’m telling you. The Darklings came here for something. The Voyant Mendicat wants…..”

“The what?” Rainier cut in. 

“The Voyant Mendicat,” Wesh repeated. “He’s a sorcerer who lives in the White Spire. He’s said to hold the power to direct the Coil where he wants it to go. They say he can cause it to ripple in one direction or another. He can use the Coil to erase towns and dimensions and even entire lands in one place while he creates Islands somewhere else that give rise to new civilizations.”

“Do you believe that’s true?” Yann blurted out before he thought to stop himself. “How could anyone hold that much power?”

Wesh shrugged again. “I don’t know if it’s true or not.”

“How do you know the Voyant Mendicat sent the Darklings to attack us?” Yvan asked.

“My brothers in the Guardian Templars foresaw it in their scrying visions. They sent me, Mael, Ramon, and Ines to warn you and to defend you if we could, but we left the Temple more than two years ago. We’ve been traveling through the Coil ever since, but it keeps changing and shifting on us. Maybe the Voyant keeps moving it around to slow us down.”

Yvan glanced over at Rainier. “Two years. That’s when the Darkling attacks started to escalate.”

“The Voyant thinks there is a certain element in this town that he wants,” Wesh went on. “He sent the Darklings here to get it for him. He won’t stop until he reclaims it.”

“What is this element?” Rainier asked. 

“I don’t know that,” Wesh replied. “I don’t think anyone knows….except the Voyant himself.”

“How are we supposed to stop him from taking it, then?” Rien asked. “We can’t even stop the Darklings from invading this town.”

“We’ll do what we can to help you,” Wesh replied, “but as you can see, it’s just Mael and me now. Two of us won’t be able to do anything.”

“What about the girl?” Rainier asked. “She can defeat the Darklings.”

“She won’t help us,” Yann interjected. “She’s furious that you locked her up. As soon as you let her out, she’ll leave.”

“She wouldn’t be able to help you anyway,” Mael muttered from his bench. “She might have power, but she’s only one person. She couldn’t defeat them last night and the Voyant will send a bigger attack next time. She won’t be able to defeat them and we’ll all die. She’s smart to leave and save her own life.”

“How can you speak so highly of a useless Coil rat?” Rien growled. “She’s as good as a Darkling herself if she walks away and leaves a whole town to die.”

“She’s no Darkling,” Wesh replied. “I don’t know what she is, but she doesn’t belong to the Dark. She fears the Dark as much as we do.”

“You say that,” Rien countered. “She’s nothing but a….”

Yvan stopped him by laying a hand on Rien’s arm. “She’s blameless. She had nothing to do with this. Maybe she’s right to hate me for locking her up instead of listening to her.”

He walked forward, pulled out his keys, and unlocked Wesh’s cell. “You’re free to go, old man. I would appreciate it if you helped us against the Darklings, but I would appreciate it even more if you could convince that girl to help us, too.”

“Eliska,” Yann interjected. “Her name is Eliska.”

“Right.” Yvan went over to Mael’s cell and unlocked that, too. “I’m grateful for your help, both the help that you’ve already given me and any help you give me in the future, though I don’t know what good it will do any of us.”

“Go tell her,” Wesh replied. “If you can’t convince her, I’ll come with you and try myself, but I don’t think she’ll listen to any of us. She’ll say she’s better off alone and I’m afraid she’s right.”

Yann agreed with him, but he didn’t say so. Eliska would be more than happy to tell the Watch Commander to his face.

Yvan climbed the stairs and paused in the street outside the storm doors. “Rainier, you take Rien back to my office and wait for me there.” Yvan gave Yann a sharp look. “You come with me, son. She listens to you.”

Yann didn’t ask why his father thought that. Eliska wouldn’t listen to Yann any more than she would listen to any other Watchman, but he didn’t argue.

Yvan pinched his lips together the way he always did when he had to do something unpleasant. He marched around the building and pulled open the other storm doors. 

He climbed down and stopped outside Eliska’s cell. She sat with one knee drawn up and her other leg stretched out on her bench. She glanced at Yvan and then her dark eyes sliced sideways to Yann.

“I am Yvan Dilnao, Eliska,” he began. “I am Commander of the Middleborough Black Watch.”

“Do you think I give a damn who you are?” she fired back. “You’re nothing to me.”

He held up his keys. “I’m the person who can release you from this cell.”

“You can’t hold me here. You don’t have any power over me.”

“Your friend Wesh tells me that you only met him and Mael yesterday,” Yvan told her.

She allowed her eyebrows to lift slightly. “Wesh told you that? Not….him?” She glanced over at Yann again.

“I realize now that you didn’t bring the Darklings here,” Yvan went on.

She snorted in his face. “What did you do with my staff?”

“It’s in my office. I’m here to release you.”

“Really?” She glanced around her cell. “And yet I’m still in here.”

“I came to ask you to help us defend this town against the Darklings. Prove to me that I’m not making a mistake by releasing you.”

“If you’re releasing me, then you already made a mistake by locking me up when you had enough information to know I never did anything wrong…..unless I was the one who made a mistake by helping you the first time. You punished me for helping you. I would be stupid to do it again.”

Yvan sighed heavily. “You don’t make it easy to help you, girl.”

“You can’t help me. I can help myself just fine. Just let me out of here and leave me alone.” She turned her head away and pretended to look at the wall.

Yann’s heart went out to her. He agreed with everything she said. 

Why should she help the Black Watch? The Commander made a serious mistake by locking her up like this. He had no reason at all to do that. Now he would pay the price for it.

Yvan unlocked the cell. The door creaked open and he propped it aside. “There you go. You can leave now.”

She refused to look at him. “Where’s my staff?”

He compressed his lips even tighter and scowled at her, but Yann felt no sympathy for his father. The Watch Commander asked for this.

Yvan nodded at Yann and Yann bolted out of the basement. He ran back to his father’s office. 

Rien and Rainier both glanced up when Yann looked around for Elisa’s staff, snatched it from the corner, and dashed back outside.

He slowed down when he spotted his father and Eliska standing outside the building talking to Wesh and Mael. Yann could just imagine how much success Wesh and Mael were having convincing Eliska to stay.

Her eyes lit up when she saw Yann coming back, but she didn’t look at the staff. She was looking at him. Could she soften that much just because of him?

His spirits lifted and he held out the staff to her when, at that moment, another bone-crushing blow struck him across the back of the head. He felt himself going down and a sickening wave of cold nausea swept over him.

He stretched out his hand to Eliska, but she leapt away from him instead of coming toward him. He tried to call out to her to take her staff. She would need that when she left Middleborough and returned to wandering the Coil.

She spun away from him and her hair whipped out from her head. Yann’s blood crashed in his ears and he collapsed onto his knees. 

He tried to call out to anyone, but he couldn’t move. All his limbs turned to water and he felt himself falling over.

He toppled onto his shoulder and stared in blank horror at a dozen absolutely massive Darklings surrounding Middleborough.

He had never seen Darklings this big before. Each one dwarfed the town by many times. They faced inward with their gargantuan fanged mouths gaping to swallow the town.

Howling winds blasted into town….except there was no town anymore. The barricade evaporated and the buildings and houses around the town’s perimeter dissolved in the hazy cloud of chaos.

Shingles, windows, siding boards, water troughs, furniture, and bodies twirled in the wind, cartwheeled past the Watch standing in the middle of the street, and vanished into the whirling darkness.

Dark Layers rotated through town disintegrating everything in their path. The Darklings remained in position facing inward at the points of the compass. 

They didn’t dive in to attack. They didn’t have to. Middleborough was finished. The Coil wiped it out of existence along with everyone in it.








  
  
Chapter 5




Eliska sprang backward and straddled Yann’s fallen body. She couldn’t let him get pulled away in this mayhem. 

“Stand fast!” she roared into the howling wind. “Stay where you are and stay connected!”

“We need weapons!” Yvan yelled over the noise.

“You’ll never survive if you leave now! Stay where you are!” She backed another step until she stood right over Yann. “Give me my staff!”

None of the Watchmen turned around even to look for it. Yann dragged himself off the ground to pick up her staff. He tried to pass it to her, but he couldn’t rise. She didn’t dare to turn around.

She extended her hand behind her groping for it when a Darkling tentacle whipped through town. It unwound between a few of the remaining houses and cracked straight for the party.

The tentacle snapped in Eliska’s face and she struck out with her bare hand. She slapped the tentacle away and it snaked out of sight into the darkness. She didn’t dare to put her hands down again as more tentacles hissed all around her. 

They struck random people running through the street. The tentacles snatched livestock and yanked them away into the storm. Scraps, splinters, and razor-sharp debris peppered Eliska’s skin and she heard screaming in the background.

Someone grabbed her ankle. She dared to glance down just long enough to see the cuff of Yann’s sleeve surrounding the hand holding onto her leg. She didn’t move nor did she try to shake him off. She wanted to make sure he stayed near her.

He crawled over to her and held onto her leg while he hauled himself to his feet. He planted himself between her and another Watchman on his other side.

He wobbled on unsteady legs, but at least he was upright—not that it would do any good. “Why don’t they attack?” he yelled into her ear.

“I don’t know!” she called back. “They don’t have to, I guess.”

“What do they want?” 

She could only shake her head. She didn’t want to take her attention off the Darklings in case they attacked again.

He turned aside, bent over, and picked up her staff, but when he straightened up to hand it to her, the Darkling right in front of them lunged for the party.

“Stand fast!” Yvan yelled again, but it was too late. That one Darkling reared high into the air and dove down on top of the town. Its enormous mouth widened to a colossal size and it crashed down on top of what was left of Middleborough.

The Darkling swallowed the town and an unbelievable force struck Eliska all over. 

The black void enveloped her and she felt herself pinwheeling through space. Bodies and random stuff pounded her from all sides and she slammed down hard on some solid surface.

People landed on top of her grunting in pain and she groaned when they crushed her under their weight. 

She scrambled to get out from under them trying to orient herself in the darkness. Her hand brushed her staff, but when she tried to pick it up, someone yanked it away from her. “No!” Yann yelled.

“It’s me!” she called into the darkness. “It’s Eliska!”

“Eliska……” His hands patted her all over, but she couldn’t find her staff again. “Where are we?”

“We’re in the Coil. Get up—quick!” She picked him up and pawed up to his face. “Is your head okay?”

“I’m fine. Where is everyone?”

She strained her eyes to see in the dark before the howling wind and tornado of debris hit them without warning. 

It started as darkness and widened to include the murky whirling Layers, clouds, and mayhem of Middleborough….except that the group wasn’t in Middleborough anymore.

Wesh, Mael, Yvan, a handful of Watchmen, and a few other townspeople got to their feet in the same positions where they started when the Darklings attacked. 

None of the houses were there anymore. The Darklings were gone, too. Chaos and shadow surrounded the party. 

Eliska pulled Yann into position between herself and Wesh, but she could already see that it was no good. 

She didn’t see her staff anymore. She just had to wait and pray the Coil spat the party out in some relatively safe place.

“Where are we?!” Wesh hollered.

“It looks like….” Eliska squinted into the shadows. “I think we’re in Serenity Valley.”

“Serenity Valley!” one of the Watchmen roared. “You call this serene?! It isn’t a valley, either!”

Eliska remained tense and watchful as the Layers built to a punishing wind.

The townspeople tightened together into a knot facing outward from the center. Sections of darkness gathered into shapes out in the Layers.

“Here it comes!” Eliska yelled over her shoulder.

Yann bumped into her from the side. They both backed up a little more until he stood touching her on that side, but she didn’t want him anywhere else. She didn’t want him to get lost.

He started to say, “What is it…..?” and then he saw it, too.

The shadows collected in certain places with orange, red, and dark purple vapors slashing and crackling all around them.

Those shadows started to take shape and expand into Darklings, but at that moment, the ground under Eliska’s feet caved in. The earth quaked and split apart.

The whole party tumbled into the fissure. Yells echoed out of the darkness and Eliska yelled out, too. She tried to grab out for….anything…..

She cartwheeled through multiple Layers, crashed into things, ricocheted off a few Watchmen, and slammed down hard on a shelf of solid rock.

Her face bounced on the stone hard enough to stun her. She shook the stars out of her eyes and tasted blood in her mouth before she dragged her head up to look around.

Her hair hung over her eyes, but at least she landed on something solid. Wesh, Yann, and the Watchmen writhed and groaned on the same rock shelf near her.

Mael lay right in front of her staring at nothing with his eyes open. He was dead. She didn’t see any of the other townspeople who’d gotten out of Middleborough alive.

Eliska pushed herself up on all fours and crawled over to Yann. “Are you okay?” she choked.

He groaned, hugged his arm over his stomach, and howled through gritted teeth while he grimaced in agony. “NO!!” he gasped.

She extended her hand to touch him and heal him, but right then, a deep rumble shook the rock shelf underneath her.

She glanced around searching for the source of the noise. The shelf extended a dozen yards in every direction from where the Watchmen lay.

Then the rock cliffs plummeted away to nothing with Layers and Darkness on all sides.

The Layers swirled in a torrent of chaotic madness all around the shelf. The Layers whipped against each other and the colors slashed and pelted back and forth, but those howling winds didn’t come onto the shelf itself.

“Where are we?” Yvan asked.

“We’re in an Island.” Eliska turned back to Yann and flattened her hand on his chest. 

She felt right away that he had life-threatening injuries to his internal organs. He would die if she didn’t heal him now.

Wesh went through the Watchmen attending to their injuries while he searched the surroundings, too.

“We can’t stay here,” Eliska panted. “We have to move.”

“How can we when there’s nowhere to go?” Yvan asked.

She made a face at him and then concentrated on sending a rush of magic into Yann’s chest. “You don’t know much about the Coil, do you? It will change soon. This part of the Coil is too unstable.”

“The Islands are supposed to be stable,” Yvan pointed out. “If we’re in an Island…..”

The same deep rumble vibrated the rock beneath the party and cut him off. Everyone stopped what they were doing.

Eliska looked around again, but she didn’t stop sending her magic into Yann’s body. She had to work fast, but his injuries took too long to heal.

The rumble kept getting louder until it built to a thunderous boom. No one could ignore it anymore.

Yann’s eyes snapped to Eliska’s face. He stared up at her in desperation, but she couldn’t work any faster than this.

Tremors pounded the rock until the whole shelf jolted with deep, crushing blows. Without warning, sections of rock around the shelf’s perimeter erupted upward into spikes.

They kept growing into hills and then cliffs and mountains. They grew outward as well as inward. They expanded to take up all the space on the shelf—the only space left for the party to stand.

Eliska lunged to her feet and grabbed Yann. “Everybody up! Get up! Come on! Run for it!”

She took off running, but she couldn’t move fast while she dragged Yann with her. He staggered to his feet, stumbled, and kept going. He barely stayed upright, but at least he was still alive.

The rocky cliffs kept growing and growing and growing. They converged inward on the party.

The walls would crush everyone in the center if the group didn’t keep running.

The shelf wasn’t big enough for any of them to run anywhere. They would have run straight off the edge into the chaos Layers, but the landscape morphed and transformed too fast.

Eliska ran straight into another cliff rumbling, sprouting, and jutting out of the shelf in front of her. She didn’t know what it would become or if it would crush her and the rest of the party any second now.

The Watchmen slowed down when they saw themselves running into a stone cliff. They dropped back, but Eliska sprinted forward.

She raised her hand to use her magic to blast the cliff apart, but Wesh got there first.

He fired a crackling bolt energy from his palm. It struck the cliff face, but the impact only made it expand faster.

Eliska raced to his side. She had to take one hand away from holding onto Yann. 

Wesh glanced over at her, and when he saw her about to unload her magic on the cliff, he raised his hand a second time.

They both fired simultaneously this time. The cliff shuddered and boomed, but it still didn’t collapse.

The Watchmen crowded around for protection from the upheaval. The surrounding cliffs rumbled, pounded, and crashed against each other as they all kept growing out of control.

They chewed up the shelf until no space remained. They would smash in on themselves and crush the party in the center.

“Again, Eliska!” Wesh bellowed over the noise.

She took both hands off Yann and plastered both hands against the cliff face in front of her. He buckled to his knees, but she could only help him one way.

“On three!” Wesh roared. “One…..two……three!”

Eliska summoned every scrap of magic she possessed and channeled it into the rock.

The cliff evaporated in a curtain of falling rock, rubble, and gravel falling right on top of the party standing underneath it.

The Watchmen yelled out. A brick-sized stone smashed Eliska in the head. She screamed in pain and raised her arms above her for protection.

Her magic formed a barrier over her and the others, but only for a second before the walls smashed together and the whole shelf dissolved in a deafening explosion.

What had been a rock shelf disintegrated into the Layers. Rock, dust, and boulders wheeled off into the surrounding chaos.

Eliska lost sight of everyone and everything in the Dark until she hit another solid surface.

This one wasn’t stone. It gave a little under her weight, but only a little. She smelled dirt and pine trees, rolled down a slope, and landed in a puddle of freezing cold water.








  
  
Chapter 6




Yann’s eyes fluttered open. He found himself lying on his back staring at the sky through the tops of some kind of trees. 

He pried himself off the ground and looked around. His whole body ached, but at least he could move his limbs without pain.

He woke up in a clearing in some woods. A small stream ran through the grass nearby.

Eliska sat on a rock near him. All the other Watchmen who survived Middleborough were all in the process of waking up, sitting up, and looking around, too.

Wesh lay stretched out not far away with his eyes closed. “Is he…..?” Yann broke off. Maybe he shouldn’t ask.

“He’ll be all right,” Eliska replied. “He got injured, but I healed him. He just needs to rest, but he’ll wake up soon.”

She eyed Yann for a second and then went back to working on a long tree branch stretched across her lap. 

She passed a knife down its edges to shave off the extra twigs and bark, straighten it, and smooth it into another staff.

A fire crackled at her feet and she occasionally stopped working on the staff to add more dead sticks to the flames. She was the only person sitting up. She must have lit it.

She’d taken off her black cloak, propped some longer branches at angles near the fire, and spread her cloak on top of it. It must have gotten wet. Now she used the fire to dry it.

Yann found himself squirming under her direct stare. She only took her eyes off him to look at her work or to glance around at the other Watchmen.

None of them seemed to be injured—not seriously. Did she heal them, too? How many of them owed her their lives? They might not even realize that she saved them. They could have been unconscious at the time.

Yann definitely owed her his life. He knew he was going to die on that rock shelf, but she saved him then. Did he almost die this time, too?

Yvan distracted him by coughing. The Watch Commander got as far as his hands and knees and then fell back on his seat. Dirt and dead pine needles stuck in his hair and covered his uniform.

Yann crawled over to his father and touched the Watch Commander’s shoulder. “Are you all right, Father?”

“I’m fine.” Yvan coughed again, looked around, saw Eliska sitting there, and glanced up at Yann. “Are you all right, son? Did you get injured?”

“I did…..” Yann didn’t tell his father that Eliska saved him again. Yvan was too smart not to put the puzzle pieces together on his own. “I’m all right now.”

Just then, Wesh jolted upright. He jerked out of a sound sleep, shot into a sitting position, and yelled out in surprise while his wild eyes darted around the forest. 

“Stay calm, Wesh,” Eliska murmured and raised her staff to sight down its length. “You got hurt, but you’ll be okay. We’re in another Island.”

Wesh searched everywhere for a second before his shoulders slumped. He cast his gaze to the ground. “Mael is gone. I’m the last one.”

“We have bigger problems than that,” Eliska told him. “We’re stranded in the Coil.”

“Where are we?” Yvan asked. “What does it mean that we’re on an Island?” Now it was his turn to look around. “There could be towns around here somewhere.”

“Not here,” Eliska told him. “This Island is too small. It will change soon.”

“How can you tell?” Yann asked.

She held up the staff in her hands, rotated it to examine it from all sides, and then held it out so the end pointed at his face. “Do you see that? The growth rings are too far apart. This forest just grew out of the Coil a little while ago. We’re still in the wild Layers.”

“What does that mean?” Omer asked. 

She didn’t outright sneer at him, but she barely looked at him when she answered. “It means the Island can go as easily as it came. Islands are always popping up in the Coil. Sometimes they last a few minutes like that rock shelf we landed on. Sometimes they last a day or a week or a year. Then the Coil shifts again and the Island vanishes and reforms into something else somewhere else.”

“So…..we have no way of knowing how long this Island will last?” Rien asked.

She let the staff fall down on her lap, turned around, and stared at him. “Don’t you know anything about the Coil—anything at all? You don’t even know what an Island is or how it works?”

“Of course I don’t know anything about the Coil!” Rien fired back. “I’ve never been out of Middleborough in my life! Do you think I want to be some worthless lowlife Coil rat like you?”

“Rien!” Yvan snapped. “Stuff it.”

Rien opened his mouth to say something equally insulting to Eliska, but he stopped himself in time, glanced at the Watch Commander once, clamped his mouth shut, and turned his head to look off in another direction.

Eliska scrutinized him for a second before she went back to shaving on her staff. “Don’t worry. I’ll go off alone and return to being the Coil rat that I am. You won’t have to worry about me any longer…..but you might want to think about where you are and what you’re doing here. Middleborough doesn’t exist anymore. You’re stranded in the Coil the same way I am….which means you’re Coil rats just like me. I hope you’re happy. Now you get to find out how I’ve been living for the last sixteen years. So good luck with that.”

She stood up, gave her new staff one last critical inspection, twirled it through the air a few times, and then stabbed it into the soft soil at her feet.

She crossed to her cloak and squeezed it. It must not have been dry enough. She readjusted its position on its drying frame and went back to pick up her staff.

Yvan scrambled to his feet. “Thank you….Eliska….for everything you’ve done for us. I understand why you don’t want to stay with us…..”

“I doubt you understand very much of anything,” she mumbled under her breath. “You and your dopey Watchmen will die out here. The sooner I get away from you, the better off I’ll be.”

“You would really go off and leave us alone to die—when none of us has any magic to defend ourselves?” Barsali Brun snorted. “You really are a Darkling.”

“I’m not leaving you alone,” Eliska told him. “Wesh is here. He’ll help you. He came to Middleborough to save you. He’ll do it if you even can be saved—which I doubt. You don’t need me and….” She glanced at Rien. “You don’t want me anyway. We’re better off apart.”

She took her staff and walked off into the trees. She must not have been planning to leave right away. She didn’t take her cloak with her.

No one spoke until she passed out of earshot. “She’s a wretch,” Rien snarled.

“Did you have to insult her to her face?” Yvan fired back. “The very next one of you who calls her a Darkling or a Coil rat or any other insult will be out of the Watch. Is that clear? She saved our lives—more than once. We’re alive right now because of her. All of you better start treating her with some respect. If you can’t do that, then keep your mouths shut around her.”

Yann didn’t get involved. The other Watchmen didn’t answer at all. Silence fell over the group.

Six Watchmen survived the destruction of Middleborough besides Yann and his father. The Watchmen had a mixture of reactions to Yvan’s order about Eliska.

Neither Rien Dugas nor Barsali Brun would look at the Watch Commander. Rien kept fuming over there, grinding his teeth, and glaring at the surrounding trees on the opposite side of this clearing.

Omer Veco looked straight back at Yvan with clear, direct black eyes. Omer’s sharp, angular features showed no surprise or offense at Yvan’s order. 

Then again, Omer never said anything insulting about Eliska, either to her face or behind her back.

Vidal Rom didn’t treat the order like anything special, either. He squatted down next to the fire, used a stick to stir up the embers, added more wood, and spread his hands over the flames to warm his fingers.

“She’s a resourceful young thing, isn’t she?” he remarked. “She knows her way around the Coil.”

“Of course she does,” Wesh replied. “She understands its ways from long experience the same way you would be familiar with your own hometown. The Coil’s many dangers are no surprise to her and she knows how to survive when things go wrong.”

Neither Niyazi Trahan nor Niels Surette even seemed to hear Yvan’s order. Both of them searched the surrounding forest for something that kept not being there.

“We should canvas the area,” Niels suggested. “We might find a town…..”

“She says this Island only sprang up recently,” Omer pointed out. “It could be too new for any towns to develop.”

“We still might find something,” Niels pointed out. “We can’t stay sitting here forever.”

“If she’s right about the Coil shifting soon and swallowing this Island, then we could wind up somewhere else anyway,” Vidal added. “Canvasing the area would accomplish nothing.”

Eliska came back just then. Everyone stopped talking the instant she stepped out of the trees.

She carried her staff in one hand and the headless body of some furry brown animal in the other.

She sat back down on the same rock by the fire, held up the animal by its back leg, and aimed her staff at the creature.

She fired a fork of magic at the carcass and the hide stripped off in one sudden rip. 

The pelt fell to the ground at her feet while the bloody bare body still hung from her hand.

Yann burst out laughing at the sight. He realized as soon as it happened that he probably shouldn’t have laughed. It wasn’t the appropriate response to the situation.

His laughter slipped out before he could stop it. He stifled it immediately, but the sound startled everyone into spinning around and staring at him. Even Eliska stared at him.








