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      In 2015, the novel Hungry Gods broke into the indie ebook scene with a right hook at super-speed velocity. The Identity Crisis Universe (IDCU) unfolded over the years to follow in a four-book series.

      Then, on the 10 year anniversary of the first book of the IDCU, the Creator (author) came up with a mildly chaotic idea to shake up the cosmos. What if the order of the books changed…?

      The existing IDCU was shattered and forged anew with a restructured timeline configuration. Thus forever altering the way Quantum Observers (readers) perceive this universe and the primary players/characters within it.

      Enjoy.
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        The infamous Eight-Ball Gang has returned and they're blazing a path of mayhem across the Midwest. Silk Spider is the super-powered femme fatale assigned to bring them down.

      

        

      
        Behind the Eight-Ball is a story of noir superhero action, dark humor, and wild entertainment set in the celebrated superhero realm of the Identity Crisis Universe.
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      Northern California - 2015

      Spitball – Luke Gillis. Young hero and apprentice to the Miracle Worker.

      Miracle Worker – William Walter Masterson. “W.” Outlaw superhero.

      Orphan – Liska. “Lisa Booker.” Second android incarnation of Eliska Sadoski.

      

      Belgium – 1941

      Camelot Division

      Merlin – Real name classified. British agent of MI6 and the Secret Operations Executive. Commanding officer of Camelot Division.

      Angelique – Daphne. French resistance fighter turned Camelot agent.

      Konstellation – Konrad. “Konnie.” German ex-patriot turned Camelot agent.

      Vulkan – Sasha. Russian ex-patriot turned Camelot agent.

      Orphan – Eliska Sadoski. Polish teenager and European Resistance fighter.

      Goblin King – Frederick Basserhoff. “Freddie.” Norwegian talent captured by the Nazis.

      Percival Company – British paratrooper commando unit redesignated as Camelot Knight escort. Percival’s Senior Enlisted Leader: Colour Sergeant Abernathy.

      

      Sicily – 1942

      The Underdogs

      Nightingale – Real name classified. American spymaster of the Office of Strategic Services. Commanding officer of the Underdogs.

      Samson – Real name classified. Enjoys being called “Uncle Samson.” American Army sergeant turned Underdog agent.

      Doctor Twilight – Dr. Ervin Booker. “Doc.” American scholar turned Underdog agent.

      Pangea – Real name unrevealed. “Pangie.” American circus performer turned Underdog agent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      September, 1939. Poland.

      With the steady hand of a surgeon, Eliska Sadoski reassembled the tiny metal gears within the silver saucer of the pocket watch. They had to fit together perfectly, miniscule teeth matching teeth, layered atop one another in an intimate dance of unity. Her green eyes, young as they were, hardly felt sufficient for assessing the task. The tweezers, pinched between thumb and forefinger, were almost too cumbersome for the job. Yet she had a natural knack for the work that made up for all inadequacies.

      She finished the delicate work, replaced the circular watch face and hands, then the final glass cap. Resurrected back to mechanical life, the hands ticked with precision.

      Eliska smiled at her own work and at the small circular photograph of her deceased mother at rest in the hinged cap of the pocket watch. The photo was, of course, cast in shades of grey. She had no memories of her mother in the fleshtones of life. She’d died of fever when Eliska was not yet two years old. Now she was just days away from her fourteenth birthday.

      Her father’s shadow appeared over her.

      “Eliska,” her father gasped, his voice colored with (possibly exaggerated) admiration. “You fixed it. That’s amazing!”

      “Papa, please,” she replied modestly. “It is not that amazing.”

      “Well, it is to me.”

      Eliska had always shown a natural aptitude for all things mechanical. Her father, on the other hand, had a very green thumb. Two of them, he always joked when someone commented on it. Although Eliska assisted her father in the flower shop and knew that someday it would fall on her to take over the family business, she held a secret dread for that destiny. Her thumbs were narrow and deft, but not green.

      That inheritance also assumed his death, which she hoped would never come.

      Mikolaj Sadoski was a stocky man with a sun-worn face, heavy moustache, and a bit of a belly. He wore an apron that was even more genuinely green than his thumbs. It went on every morning when he dressed and didn’t come off until he readied himself for bed each night.

      A bed that he would never see again…

      Mikolaj closed Eliska’s hand within his own, simultaneously snapping shut the silvery clam shell in her palm. “A miracle worker,” he told her, squeezed her in his other arm and kissed the top of her head.

      Suddenly, woeful cries sounded from outside.

      People ran by the flower shop’s large front window. Words were shouted down the street, muffled by a clutching panic in the throat that had forced them out. A man and woman across the way were like frightened rabbits caught between a dog and the fence, starting this way, then that, but getting nowhere.

      A bearded man stepped into view just outside the door, placed his fedora over his heart, and stared to the east.

      “It’s coming,” her father gasped, pressing her further into his embrace. “They’re here. I never really believed...”

      Eliska slipped the watch into a pocket of her dress and they both went out to the sidewalk.

      Her father’s rough hand encompassed hers.

      The narrow brick street was choked by a column of soldiers and vehicles. The men were mostly young—not much older than Eliska herself—with short hair and shaven faces, all dressed in the khaki and brown uniforms of the Soviet Red Army. Russian officers and their attendants rode in roofless autos. A few came on horseback or in armored jeeps. There were large trucks and several tanks: armored behemoths like blocks of steel, moving squeakily forward on rotating tracks and bearing a huge cannon on their turrets.

      Eliska was fascinated by the tanks, such powerful machines. She thought of the interlacing gears of the pocket watch and wondered what made the steel monsters work.

      Father and daughter watched as the column continued into their town, filling the narrow cobblestone street. The marching, rolling army curved south, filling the village roads and alleys, and came to a stop.

      Her father’s grip on her hand had tightened to an almost painful level of pressure.

      A man approached them. His uniform boasted more decorations than the others, as well as scarlet shoulder boards and a red-ribboned cap. He eyed Eliska with a smirk on his hawkish face.

      The officer addressed her father. Fear and confusion clouded Eliska’s mind; she did not register what the man was saying, only his tone of unquestioned authority. He spoke as if he had been here all along, empowered by the people of this town, not as a stranger just arrived.

      He summoned more men to his side.

      Now her ears worked again, unhindered by the confusion of how her world was rapidly falling apart. The officer wanted to come into the shop for tea and lunch. And he expected Eliska to serve it to him.

      Her father could cook or leave, the choice was his, but the girl—the slender, blonde-haired girl not quite fourteen—she was to be his personal attendant for the day. She would serve them lunch. And sit on his lap while he ate it.

      A cry of rage and despair gurgled from her father’s throat. She felt the crushing force of his hand on hers and then the absence of it when he let go. Her father was not a big man, never violent, but he was strong that day. He struck down the officer. A single blow to the face that caught the man by surprise and knocked him on his rear there on the sidewalk. In front of his men. In front of the townsfolk he meant to conquer.

      She heard the gunshot and everything else went silent. The terrible crack was the only sound she’d kept in that several minutes of distorted memory. Even her own scream hadn’t registered in her ears or been retained in her mind.

      Two men—boys, mere boys in uniform, barely older than herself—grabbed at her. She fought back, eluded them. Others gave chase.

      She ran into the street, between hulks of steel. Soldiers were everywhere. They outnumbered every man, woman, and child in town. There was nowhere for her to run. She became trapped between them, among them. Some of the youthful soldiers’ faces were scared too. Some were serious. Others smirked at her, a frightened deer on the run from a pack of playful wolves, the way the officer had smirked at her.

      Eliska backed away from those sneering, violent faces and came up against a steel-skinned monster. She pressed her body and hands against its cool, metal surface.

      It was a Soviet tank.

      And somehow, much like the watch, Eliska understood it.

      With soldiers on either side, frothy from the chase, laughing and leering, she felt the tank move. The turret rotated and lowered, peering like a vengeful telescope at those that threatened her.

      Men backed away then. Someone shouted at the crew inside, demanded to know what they were doing. Confusion called back.

      There was a large truck following behind the tank, parked several yards in front of Eliska now. The driver had a chubby face and wide, white eyes. He dove out of the cab but his passenger did not. Nor did the dozen or so men riding in the back. They must not have understood what was about to happen. No one did. No one could.

      The howitzer fired.

      Eliska felt the concussive shockwave more than she heard it. Yet it deafened her.

      The truck exploded. Shards of glass, steel, and stone struck Eliska’s face, arms, and body. Smoke and fire filled the narrow street. Men lay on the ground. Others fled.

      By the time the smoke and chaos had cleared, Eliska Sadoski was gone.
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      “I still don’t understand why I have to be here,” Luke Gillis said.

      He was a young superhero-in-training, after all. (And let’s be honest, after everything his spandex-sporting alter ego Spitball been through in the past year, how much “in-training” still applied?) His time would be better spent back in Opal Bay, thwarting bank robbers and helping old ladies across the street.

      Luke sat in the back seat, watching the wooded countryside of northern California go by his window. The man he called “W”—William Walter Masterson, a.k.a. the Miracle Worker—was driving the shiny black BMW. And Liska—the android embodiment of Eliska Sadoski, a.k.a. Orphan—was in the passenger seat. They had been on the road for more than two hours, headed north toward Liska’s business facility, September Technologies. The ride had been a quiet one, for the most part. Luke figured Liska was deep in thought, anticipating the encounter that lay ahead. W just didn’t talk much. Respect for them—and the radio filling the void—had kept Luke’s usual motor mouth shut for most of the trip.

      About six minutes ago, however, they’d lost reception of the pop station that’d kept his mind occupied.

      “Because at some point,” Liska told him, in answer to his question, “you have to start doing the hard stuff.”

      Her gaze, too, watched the slatted rays of sun go by through the trees. Luke wondered if they were actually seeing the same thing or if her artificial eyes perceived them differently.

      “I thought battling robots, arms dealers, and supervillains was the hard part,” Luke countered.

      “You’re young,” Liska said. “You would think that.”

      “That may be physically challenging,” W added, “but the really difficult battles are the emotional ones.”

      Ha! Luke scoffed inside his head. That coming from the least emotional person I’ve ever known!

      “Relationships,” Liska sighed. “That’s always been the most challenging thing for me. And I’ve had ninety years to get them right. Trust. Loyalty. Love. Sharing your secrets and your vulnerabilities. Those things are difficult. And this thing I face today... If my skin were capable of goosebumps, I’d have them. This will be the hardest thing I’ve had to do in... decades.”

      Through the gap between the seats, Luke could see W’s hand reach over and take hers. Honestly, he was impressed; behind those impenetrable, reflective sunglasses, Walt Masterson just might be a warm-blooded human being after all.

      Is it strange that I expected the replicant to be more emotional than the flesh-and-blood person sitting next to her?

      Liska Sadoski—at least the one Luke had known these past several weeks—was technically an artificial being. Her body was synthetic, advanced technology of her own design. But her mind and memories had been copied over from her previously living body. The real Eliska Sadoski had been eighty-nine years old when she passed away in December, four months ago. This Liska Sadoski—the one staring out the window in deep reflection—had been living an entirely separate life from her creator for over a year. She was a creature out of Japanese anime, an attractive young woman with the physical power of a forklift and the mental capacity of Terminator’s Skynet. She also had warm soft skin, a petite frame, and a face perpetually frozen at about thirty years of age.

      (“What self-respecting woman really wants to be twenty again?” she had asked Luke before. He still didn’t quite understand that attitude, but figured when he was thirty or forty years old himself—or ninety, for that matter—maybe he would.)

      “How many kids do you have?” Luke asked, thinking of the purpose of their journey.

      “Three,” she answered solemnly. “Four grandchildren and five great-grandchildren.”

      “And six great-great-grandchildren?”

      She allowed herself a small laugh. “That would seem to fit the pattern, wouldn’t it?”

      Liska released W’s hand to wipe at her eye, then scoffed at herself. “I expected tears,” she said, looking at her fingers. “I thought I would be crying just now. I felt it emotionally, in my mind, but this body isn’t built to cry. My eyeballs are kept moist—lubricated—so they look shiny and glossy like anyone else’s. But there are no ducts for tears.” She closed her hand into a fist, placed it in her lap, and resumed staring out the window.

      I’m starting to see why this is the hard part, Luke admitted silently.

      W slowed the vehicle and took a left turn down a lonely road into the spring forest.

      To Grandmother’s house we go… Luke thought. Or the witch’s gingerbread house.

      Another hundred yards and the jet-black luxury sedan approached the gate of a large, fenced-in industrial complex. He expected to see a sign reading September Technologies but the place was unlabeled. A uniformed security guard came out of the booth to greet them. W rolled down his window and presented an ID.

      “Well, Mr. Masterson!” the gate guard said, pleasantly surprised. “We haven’t seen you in quite a long time.” He stooped down and surveyed the other passengers. “Miss Booker,” he said to Liska, “good to see you again, as well.”

      He gave Luke a nod in the backseat, called him sir, then stepped back into the booth and activated the gate. The front section of the ten-foot-tall fencing rumbled on its track out of their path.

      “‘Miss Booker?’” Luke asked. “Isn’t that⁠—?”

      “Doctor Twilight’s name, yes,” Liska finished for him. “Ervin Booker and I... were very close friends, once upon a time. In the ‘40s, and especially in the ‘50s. Really, until the politics of the Vietnam War drove a wedge between us. But since my construction and copying into this body, I have been known by the alias Lisa Booker. The staff here know me occasionally, as I come and go. No doubt they suspect that I’m a granddaughter or great niece of some kind. The family, on the other hand, I have been very careful to avoid. Obviously, no one could know that there were two Eliska Sadoskis.” She chuckled quietly to herself. “Actually, there were three us not long ago. But I certainly couldn’t tell Liska’s family that. My family.”

      Her voice took on an even more serious tone: “And now, as they still mourn the death of their matriarch, that’s exactly what I must do.”

      The September compound covered several acres. The majority of buildings were industrial in nature, large steel-walled structures like aircraft hangars. A couple had smokestacks with lazy curls of vapor rising skyward. One smaller, brick-faced building served as the home office. Outside of it were well-kept hedges and a colorful flower garden. Being early April, red and yellow blossoms were in bloom. The BMW eased to a halt there, among several other vehicles already in the parking lot. Most were expensive models that Luke doubted he’d ever be able to afford himself.

      Once the engine was off, the three of them sat in silence for several breaths. Then W’s reflective sunglasses appeared in the rearview mirror.

      Luke frowned at them. “Guess I’m up, huh?”

      They both regarded Liska, who was watching the outside again.

      “I recognize most of these vehicles,” she said quietly. “Looks like everyone’s here.”

      “Are you ready for this?” Walt asked her.

      She sighed heavily—a very human gesture for an android.

      “Yes,” she said at last.
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        * * *

      

      The office lobby was a large rotunda with dark green walls, a skylighted ceiling, and clusters of golden oak furniture. Roughly a dozen people occupied the chamber, ranging from middle-aged and grey-haired to an infant swaddled by a slender blonde in a white dress. Those who were seated sat in small groups, sipping coffee and quietly talking amongst themselves.

      Until, that is, Luke entered through the main double doors. Then the chit-chat quickly died off.

      A man who had been pacing stopped to stare. He had curly, charcoal grey hair and a matching suit and tie. Luke took him to be Liska’s eldest son and heir.

      “Hello?” the man said cautiously. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m, uh...” Luke wasn’t quite sure what to say. Now I understand why this is the hard part!

      “Are you the person we’re here to meet today?” the man asked. It was plain that his nerves were frayed. Luke didn’t know what they had been told, if anything, but they obviously suspected something was up. Dark family secrets to be revealed? Some mysterious majority shareholder popping up to take their inheritance away? Legal troubles following the founder’s death?

      “Sir,” Luke began, “I’m here to break the ice, so to speak. So she’s not the first person you see come through that door. My job is to set you up for a little surprise and reduce the shock a bit, if I can. But I guess I should have spent those last two hours in the car figuring out how I was going to do that.”

      “What are you talking about?” A brunette with Liska’s pointy nose appeared to Luke’s right. She looked to be about forty; maybe a granddaughter.

      Luke cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I came in here to introduce you to someone.”

      Just then the doors opened behind him. Walt Masterson and Lisa Booker entered the room, holding hands. The android appeared as nervous as her son.

      The man stared. Others, who had been seated around the room, stood up. The baby made fussy noises against the quiet backdrop.

      “Who are—?” began the grey-haired man.

      “My God,” the brunette gasped. “You look just like her. I mean, a younger her.” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Who are you? A long-lost granddaughter? Where are you from?”

      “I knew it,” hissed a poisonous woman somewhere in the room. “Shows up months later, out of the blue, just to claim some inheritance! Well, she can’t have any!”

      “Shut up, Sarah,” someone said.

      “Merle.” Lisa Booker came forward and took the grey-haired man’s hand. Her green eyes seemed on the edge of impossible tears and her lower lip trembled. “It’s me. It’s mom.”
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      Luke then embarked on his second mission of the day: to take the youngest members of the Sadoski clan out of the room while the grownups had their emotionally upsetting come-to-Jesus conference. Or come-to-reality, anyway. (Jesus probably didn’t have much to do with digital resurrections.)

      W handed over the car keys with some hesitation.  He still looked strange to Luke without his trademark sooty Santa Claus beard; ever since the bad guys at Brahma’s Oasis had shaved part of it off, Walt had only maintained a dense and continuous five o’clock shadow. He held out the keys in half-curled fingers, a parental warning somehow reflected in the angle of those mirrored sunglasses: Don’t scratch the car.

      “What, you trust me with the kids but not the BMW?” Luke whispered, rather offended, and plucked them from his palm.

      “I’ve seen you drive,” W retorted.

      In his defense, Luke was a super-speedster. He had preternaturally quick reflexes and more than a little experience maneuvering at high speeds. The limitation was in how the vehicle handled, not in its driver. At least not this driver, he thought.

      But safely below the speed limit, he took four of the five youngest Sadoskis out for a healthy Sunday brunch of hamburgers and French fries. (The infant had stayed with his mother.) It was a bit of a drive to find civilization again but, where there’s a highway, there’s always gas stations and fast food. The expedition included a curly-haired, teenaged granddaughter who did look an awful lot like the android he’d come to know. With her along, at least, Luke had someone to talk to and the little ones didn’t fear they were being abducted by a stranger.

      He even got a taste of being a mentor himself, asking the girl about high school and her future choices in life. Not that he was an expert on making great choices after high school, but she didn’t need to know that. To his own surprise, he therefore was an expert on bad choices and could actually counsel her on the pros and cons of community college versus university.

      By the time they returned to the September compound, the hardest part of the conversation was over. Tears were hastily wiped away as the parents hugged their newly returned and confused kids.

      Luke learned that W had resigned himself to one of the research offices in the building and so sought out his mentor there. He joined W and passed the next big block of time by internet surfing and catnapping.

      Sometime later he awoke alone, found that the Sadoski family members had departed, and that a waiting text message on his phone instructed him to locate the pair of superheroes at the “home office.” After a bit of wandering, a security guard informed him that his destination lay at the eastern rear of the compound.

      The two-story house appeared Victorian-style from the outside and served as both home and office to the late Eliska Sadoski. It was painted sandy beige and forest green with red trim and, Luke felt, would decidedly not fit in any California neighborhood. Through the front door was the secretary’s office. Being Sunday, however, there was no secretary present. (Really, there probably hadn’t been since the CEO’s passing.) Luke quickly figured out that the unlocked door to the right led to a meeting room and business suite. The locked elevator door to left rose to the residency.

      Liska buzzed him in and greeted him on the second floor with an unexpected embrace. “Thank you so much for today, Luke.”

      “Oh,” he said, not quite sure what to make of it. “You’re welcome.” He understood, of course, it just wasn’t a side of Liska’s personality that he’d seen in the few weeks of their acquaintance. He’d almost sooner expect a hug from Silk Spider—almost.

      She released him, snatched up her cup of red wine, and invited Luke to make himself at home.

      The second story was a very clean, stylish home in differing shades of soft grey. W sat comfortably at a kitchen table with his own glass of wine, mirrored spectacles resting on the tabletop. Despite the amount of time Luke and his mentor spent together, he rarely saw the man’s eyes. They were a lighter shade of brown than most would probably expect. Liska sat across from him and gestured for Luke to sit, too.

      “Help yourself,” she added. “The bottle’s open over there and the glasses are above. Looks like the family divvied up most of her collection, but Liska kept a few bottles here. She didn’t just buy the stuff to possess it, like most people do. She bought it to drink. All good, expensive vintage. I’m afraid they cleared out all the food. It’d be stale and spoiled by now anyway.”

      “Thanks.” The dry, bitter stuff wasn’t really his thing, but it had been an awkward day and wasn’t getting any less so. He could use a drink.

      The kitchenette merged with the living room where the beige tile met the grey carpet. Luke opted for the living room set versus sharing close quarters at the table with his elders.

      “So you can get drunk?” he asked, sliding into a plush grey recliner, careful not spill a drop on the furniture.

      “No,” she said. “But I can taste it, and smell it, thanks to my chemoreceptors. I still enjoy food and drink, even if it does just pass through my rudimentary digestive system. My body takes out a few specific nutrients and some water, but the rest just comes back out the other end.”

      “Hmm, fascinating,” Luke said, rolling his eyes and taking a sip. Just what I wanted to imagine, he thought, an android popping a squat to release undigested food. Let’s say… chop suey with vegetables?

      And now I made it worse. Why do I do that to myself?

      Liska sighed wistfully. “Food and drink are hard habits to break after almost ninety years.”

      “What’s that like?” Luke asked. “Suddenly living a separate life from… yourself?”

      “Very strange.” She sipped her wine with a far-away look in her green eyes. “Empowering. Crippling. It sets you free to live anew, to break away from the path you’ve felt trapped on for so long. While at the same… It kicks you out of the home and life you’ve spent everything to build. And it separates you from those you love.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      Luke has never been good with moments of silence. He dared ask the hard question—after all, that’s what they wanted him to learn, wasn’t it?

      “So how did that go, if you don’t mind me asking? The whole ‘Lisa Booker’ thing? What should I call you, by the way? Lisa or Liska? I guess there isn’t much difference.”

      “There’s not,” she said. “Verbally or otherwise. You’ve known me as Liska, I’ve always been Liska. ‘Lisa’ is an alias, something to hide behind. I was Liska for almost eighty-eight years before this body was created, so… Does that answer your question?”

      “Sure. Liska it is.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, that’s who I am. I just got a new lease on life to go do things that my fragile mortal coil was not able to. And my responsibilities would not allow me to do. To fight again, like I had been doing my entire life.”

      “And you remember it all?” Luke asked. “I mean, you said before that the process was slightly different from the one that created ‘Manga-Man.’ By the way, have I mentioned that I suggested a much cooler superhero-type name for⁠—”

      “Yes,” W piped up. His usually flat voice had an edge of annoyance to it. “‘Max Overdrive.’ We’ve heard it.”

      “Oh.”

      They all sipped wine. The room was still.

      “I think it’s a cute name,” Liska finally said with a grin. “And I actually don’t remember everything, to answer your question. The process can’t copy eighty-plus years of life into an artificial medium. It couldn’t even copy your twenty-some years.”

      “Twenty-three,” Luke provided.

      “The human brain is a miracle of millions of years of evolution. The cybernetic brain between my ears is just man-made. Or more correctly, woman-made. Although Walt helped.”

      W flashed a smile of acknowledgement.

      An annoyed, non-monotonous tone and a smile? Luke thought. Why, William Walter Masterson, I do believe you’re getting a bit tipsy!

      The android continued: “Only the most important memories and mental aspects are duplicated into the cybernetic brain. Your typical nine-to-five day at work, Sundays spent on the couch doing nothing, hours of sitting in traffic, none of that experience is brought over. It isn’t important. It doesn’t make big enough contributions to what makes you, you.

      “So in Liska’s long life, only the significant memories made it over. The ones that helped create and support the personality that was to be copied. Much of her recent memory came over—recent at the time, of course—but only the biggest and most traumatic events from before that. For Liska, that’s mostly times of conflict and the births of her children. Those are the building blocks, the keystones. Which actually might explain why Orchid and I are perhaps even more militant and fiercer defenders than the original woman was.”

      “I don’t know,” W added. “The original Liska Sadoski was a pretty fierce and independent woman herself.”

      “Orchid?” Luke asked.

      “The first android copy. You may have met her.”

      “I don’t think so,” Luke said. “I’m pretty sure I would remember that!”

      Liska swished some wine around her mouth. Orchid didn’t seem to be a topic she was willing to expound upon at this time. She’d had a trying enough day as it was, Luke decided, so he bounced back to the previous conversation: “So, uh, who decides what memories are important enough to copy over to the cyborg noggin?”

      She swallowed. “Your brain does. Areas of thick innervation and dense neurochemistry draw the machine’s attention. Imagine your brain is a world. The densest, busiest cities on the globe, those are copied over. The ones with the most roads and heaviest traffic coming and going.”

      “So you’re mostly the original,” Luke said. “The important parts of the original.”

      “Yes. My consciousness was an imitation of hers at that time, with the most important scaffolding there to prop it up. Once I opened my own eyes, I was on a divergent path from the one I’d just left. Having my own experiences, making my own new memories in this independent body. Given enough time, I would develop my own personality, too. And I have. Although, one could argue I was born with a subtly different personality already, since I wasn’t an exact copy in the first place. Much of the scaffolding and building blocks that make up me come from Liska’s younger life. She was just a teenager when fighting in the European underground of World War Two. She learned hard lessons, forged in fire. She was a survivor. That’s how she made it to be eighty-nine and die of old age. Plenty of bullets and bad people tried to kill her along the way. But they couldn’t do it.”

      “And that was without a Terminator body,” Luke said. “Now you’re a full-fledged superhero!”

      The blonde android scoffed. “Young man, Liska was among the first superheroes. But back in the war, the squad of ‘talented’ do-gooders didn’t wear spandex. And believe it or not, they got shot at a lot more often than you do.”

      “That’s some cool shit!” Luke said with glee. “Any stories you’d like to share? Do you remember any of them enough to⁠—”

      “Do I remember? Aren’t you listening? Young people today,” she said to Walt. He cracked a smile. So did she. “I have a computer for a brain, Luke, and can access it more readily than the original ever could. While organic memories are there, they get locked in and distorted over time. I don’t have that problem.”

      Her emerald eyes stared thoughtfully again. “Perhaps that’s where the notion of the Golden Age comes from.”

      Walt scowled in concentration, puzzling out her words. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, a ‘golden age’ is often defined as an ideal, often imaginary time of the past where everything was better, perfect even. Men were stronger and more virtuous. Women were more beautiful and adventurous. Until whatever corruption and corrosion got us from then to now. Even Homer in his epic poems talks about a golden age before the time of Achilles and Odysseus. In our minds, we usually remember things from the past as being much closer to perfect than we have now. Virgin, even. Then comes the fall from grace and loss of innocence. That’s what I remember. The loss of innocence that can never be given back.”

      Luke felt it was his nerdly duty to also point out that, “That era—World War Two—is generally considered the Golden Age of comic book superheroes too, you know. That’s what they call it.”

      “Where do you think they got that idea, junior?” she snapped back. “Angelique, Uncle Samson⁠—”

      “Uncle Samson?”

      “That’s right. Doctor Twilight.”

      “Doctor Twilight, too?”

      Both were foundational figures of the modern super-human era. And both had recently had their own falls from grace and innocence. So had Luke and his own alter ego, the super-speedy Spitball.

      But now, apparently, there was more to their stories. Secret history.

      A great giddiness stirred in Luke’s belly, like a kid who was about to be told the real story of Santa Claus. One that, no doubt, involved a lot more ass-kicking and a lot less reindeer.

      “I tell you what, young superhero,” Liska said, jerking her chin toward the kitchen counter. “You pull the cork on that other bottle over there, top off our glasses, and make yourself comfortable. And then I’ll tell you some war stories you can’t get down at the VFW...”
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      Eliska Sadoski sat crammed in shoulder-to-shoulder with Camelot Division’s Percival Company on an American-made C-47 Skytrain aircraft. She leaned against the parachute on her back and cradled her Mark I STEN submachinegun between her knees and the secondary chute bundle on her lap. It was a tight, nervous environment, so many people packed into a large can cruising high through the night sky. While she could appreciate the existence of such a flying machine, she didn’t especially enjoy being stuffed inside of one with so many other people. The cabin was very dimly lit, showing only the irregular shapes of kitted-out soldiers among the foreboding shadows. The ever-present vibration of the plane’s droning engines and the hush of air past an open hatch at the rear drowned out all other noise. Not that there was anything to hear anyway.

      There were fifteen men and one other woman aboard the aircraft—not including the two pilots in the cockpit—and not a soul was speaking aloud. They were all, no doubt, thinking of their imminent deaths. Jumping out of an airplane over enemy territory was generally a bad idea. And for this mission, being so deep into Nazi-held Europe, they were jumping a little higher than normal. If they survived that, they could then get on with their mission.

      First jump two thousand feet to the ground, she thought. And then the hard part begins.

      Strangely, sadly, Liska was not afraid. Despite the fact that she was only fifteen years old. She was definitely the youngest soldier present but, she suspected, she was not the least experienced. Liska had probably seen more action in her young life than half of these British Commandos. After all, England—as far as she was concerned—had been a peripheral fighter in this war. She’d been in the thick of it since the very first day, roaming from one resistance cell to the next, one country to the next country, ever since.

      And, on that very day, a not-yet-fourteen-year-old young woman had decided that she had nothing to live for. If Eliska Sadoski was killed angry and alone in her fight against the Nazis, then so be it.

      That’s what made her such a fierce and fearless soldier: she had nothing to lose.

      The man pressed against her right shoulder belched loudly. It was the warning of an anxious and volatile stomach. Either the flight or the mission was getting to him.

      She glanced sideways at his face. Even under the pale glow of the passenger bay lights, the man was sickly looking.

      Yes, she told herself. I’m tougher than these boys. These men.

      A voice that was not her own popped into her mind: Starboard side, Liska. That para looks green about the gills. Don’t get any on you.

      Her eyes flicked up at the man seated across the narrow compartment from her, their knees separated by maybe thirty inches. He grinned back mischievously.

      Merlin was the commander of the British Special Operations Executive’s Camelot Division. And he had been in charge of its predecessor, the Spirit Host Project, before that.

      After a year and half in various resistance cells across Europe, he had found and recruited her. Liska had joined Camelot just three months ago and already felt more at home than she had with any of those bands of freedom fighters.

      (And in her most skeptical moments, she wondered if this quick bonding with Camelot could really be true, if Merlin hadn’t somehow implanted that feeling of family loyalty inside her. She still sometimes had such flashes of doubt; perhaps it was just another ugly survival instinct born from being on her own for so long?)

      Those resistance groups that had taken her in had all been more like desperate animals backed into a corner, fighting for their survival against a harsh, ever-present enemy. And she’d been on her own, fleeing across a war-torn continent. Trust was a more difficult commodity to come by than food or ammunition. Especially when those resistance fighters saw her more as a naïve, vulnerable girl. Some had tried to take advantage of her… and paid the price. Others had turned their fear and superstitions against her when they saw what she could do.

      Trust was something Liska could never afford to fully give over. You never knew when it would sour with those war bands of irregular troops and victimized survivors. But England’s Camelot Division had been different. So far, at least. Part of an organized, disciplined army. And being with the four of them, specifically, these people that were more like her.

      Merlin’s face was deceptively youthful for a man of such responsibility. He was thirty-odd years old, but his whiskerless baby face and red, wavy hair suggested more of a college-bound aristocrat than an MI-6 agent.

      We must all grow up too fast in this war, she thought.

      Merlin’s smile shrank away. Yes, I’m afraid we must.

      Liska started. She hadn’t actually intended him to overhear that comment, being inside her own head. Of course, she should have known better.

      Perhaps someday in the future, Merlin went on, when this is all over, we might all have the luxury of going backward to be kids again. For a short time, anyway.

      Merlin was a fellow talent. A leader and researcher of talents, in fact.

      That was the term coined for people like them, individuals with special abilities. She certainly liked talent better than witch or freak, both of which she’d been accused of being over the last year and half. Even in a war against monsters like the Nazis, those she’d fought alongside still found ways to be more afraid of her than the army conquering them.

      Liska’s talent was understanding machines, even to the point that she could control them. When she touched something mechanical, it was as if it became a part of her. Her mind explored it, mapped it out, and solved it like a puzzle, at nearly the speed of thought. And once she had done that, she could manipulate that machine like twitching a finger or flexing a muscle.

      Merlin’s talent was speaking with his mind. And more than that. He could read minds; forcibly, if need be. And he could communicate more than just words—feelings, images, battle plans, entire languages! Liska’s terribly broken English had improved dramatically since joining Camelot. She’d learned basically by osmosis; Merlin’s own native language being a constant, gentle pressure pushing into her consciousness. Over the last three months she’d become fluent enough to get by in any conversation. Though she did still retain her Polish accent. Whether that was natural or by force of her own will, she couldn’t say, but she was glad for it. Liska would never give up her heritage or the hint of her father’s voice in her own.

      Of course, Merlin wasn’t the man’s real name. You’d think that if an entire language could seep into her mind that she would know his real name by now, too, but she didn’t. And that was how he preferred it. Liska knew only what Merlin specifically said about himself. Intrinsic knowledge did not flow both ways from mind to mind; Merlin had conscious control of that valve.

      Supposedly he did not open the flow the other way, either. He promised them all that he did not pry into their thoughts or deeper minds without permission. A foundation of trust, he’d explained, was absolutely necessary. If they could not count on some level of normal human privacy from his talents, then how could they depend on one another? How could they ever hope to function as a combat unit? So even though he didn’t share his true name with them, he had told them all as much as he could about himself.

      As Merlin, he held a high-ranking position with MI-6 and SOE, British secret intelligence. He’d been picked at a young age to join his government’s new research department investigating the existence and science of talents in England. That project had been codenamed Spirit Host. And it hadn’t been long before he was running the whole show. Then, soon after England declared war on Nazi Germany, a wartime element was drawn from Spirit Host to join the Special Operations Executive, codenamed Camelot.

      Thus, Merlin took on his own codename.

      All five talented special agents of Camelot Division had designated codenames. Liska was known as Orphan; a fitting name that she wore with pride. She’d become used to hearing it, recognized it as belonging to her, but it still hurt sometimes. Like jabbing a finger into an open wound. But that was okay, too. It stoked the fire in her belly, reminded her that her life was pain now. The name Orphan, along with the purpose that came with it, gave Liska a path to vindication for her father’s murder.

      And although she’d killed her share of Nazis and caused her share of trouble for their occupation of Europe, the war wasn’t over. Far from it. There was more work to do and now that she’d joined Camelot—a guerilla unit of freaks and witches like herself—she was more capable of harming Hitler and his cause than ever before.

      She drew a deep breath and sighed. It smelled of sweaty men, gun oil, and fear.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t be in too much of a hurry to die, after all, she reminded herself. So much work yet to be done.

      If Merlin had listened in on that thought, he showed no sign.
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      The overhead lights in the plane’s cabin came to life, illuminating the huddled, over-bundled figures. The C-47’s copilot—a handsome British airman with a pencil-thin moustache—leaned into the compartment from the cockpit and chopped the air three times with an axe-like hand.

      That was the signal that they’d reached their destination. They were over Nazi-occupied Belgium. Their target was a small village about twenty miles west of Ghent and their designated drop zone was to be another five miles west of that.

      “Alright!” The voice of Colour Sergeant Abernathy dominated even the loud droning of the plane’s engines. It carried the hardened authority of a combat veteran emphasized by a heavy Scottish accent. “Congratulations, boys and girls! The time has finally come this night to prove to old Jerry what Royal Para Commandos are made of. Their weather men called for clear skies, but we’re about to rain Hell upon their ears!”

      The men cheered. Abernathy stood at the rear of the cabin. He wore the same uniform and parachute rigging as everyone else, but it seemed like less of a burden on his stout figure. The open hatch loomed black next to him. One of two small lights came to life above his head, this one red.

      “Grab your gear and get to your feet!” the Colour Sergeant bellowed. “Operation Blackout is officially underway!”

      The soldiers surged from the benches and cheered again in unison. Whatever shadowy dread might have been lingering, the Colour Sergeant’s gusto had blasted it out the back hatch.

      One by one, the paratroopers clipped their ripcords to the static line—a steel cable-like bar that ran the length of the compartment—and shuffled into a crowded column facing the rear.

      Liska stood proud and clipped herself onto the jump line.

      Merlin took one look at her determined expression and chose to lock in behind her, rather than in front of her. Smart move, she thought. Had he gone before her, it might have suggested he was protecting the young girl somehow; taking the hard way first to show her a reassuring example. Liska did not need, nor want, such reassurances.

      She flashed him a small grin, to soften the mood. She didn’t need him thinking her too monstrous a figure, after all. “He’s more colorful than Gawain’s man, wouldn’t you say?” she shouted into Merlin’s ear.

      “I would,” he agreed, returning the smile.

      The title of Colour Sergeant wasn’t one she was overly familiar with. Merlin had explained before that the enlisted rank was equivalent to an infantry staff sergeant but carried a greater, honorary meaning for Camelot’s troop escorts. They referred to them officially as Knights platoons and each had their own appropriate codenames, patterned after the legendary Knights of the Roundtable. When Liska had first joined Camelot, the regulars that served with them had been Gawain Platoon. There had been three squads of men in Gawain, led by a grim but effective Colour Sergeant. Sergeant Abernathy and the paratrooper commandos were Percival Platoon, just recently assigned, specifically for Operation Blackout. They’d all been training together for the past week. Tonight would be the third time Liska leaped out of an airborne plane; they’d made two prior training jumps, at least, so that the real thing wouldn’t be the very first. As far as Liska knew, only one other talent in the bunch had flown through the air before, and she hadn’t needed a plane to do so.

      “Sound off!” the Colour Sergeant shouted over the line of paratroopers.

      Soldiers shouted their surnames and acknowledged their readiness to jump, starting with those closest to the door. There were seventeen Allied fighters in all jumping tonight. As the roll call reached the special agents of Camelot, they too sounded off, giving only their codenames.

      “Vulkan!” called out from near the front, his accent Russian and his fist punching the air.

      The only other female voice onboard was barely audible over the engines: “Angelique!” The French resistance fighter was small of stature but held a large presence. The Knights of Percival had already learned to respect her, no matter her gender.

      “Orphan!” Liska shouted, followed immediately by “Merlin,” whose voice carried less than hers had.

      A few soldiers behind them, “Konstellation!” sounded off with German emphasis. Liska had come to know him better as Konnie or Konrad, his given name. In the last year and half, she had both hated and feared German men, but Konnie’s disposition was easy to like. Of all the agents of Camelot, she regarded Konnie and Merlin as friends.

      “Alright, lads!” Colour Sergeant Abernathy cried. On cue, the red light above him winked out and the green one came on. “I’ll see you on the ground!”

      He slapped the lead man’s shoulder, who then disappeared through the open hatch.

      The line moved forward quickly, shortening as it went.

      Liska swallowed hard. That extra confidence she’d heard in her own voice a moment ago suddenly felt rather doubtful again. She became acutely aware that she was a fifteen-year-old girl who was about to leap two-thousand feet into the night sky above her worst imaginable enemies in the most terrible war the world had ever seen.

      A few minutes ago, I was a hard-as-nails freedom fighter mocking the man next to me. Now, at the moment of truth, I’m a scared little girl who just wants to go home.

      You ready? Merlin’s voice butted into her head just as his hand was gripping her shoulder.

      Always ready, she responded. That had been the standard answer of Gawain Platoon to any challenge proposed to them.

      The familiar response was not wasted on Merlin. She felt his smile like a presence in her mind.

      He patted her shoulder as they shuffled forward again. We’ll be on the ground in just a few minutes.

      That’s what I’m worried about, she joked.

      Then the man in front of her disappeared, leaping out through the rectangle of night air.

      Abernathy stood there, jaw firmly set beneath his thick red moustache. He gave her a nod.

      Liska gritted her teeth, tugged her ripcord again to ensure it was on the static line, pivoted and sprang forward.

      The lights and stable atmosphere of the plane’s cabin vanished, casting her into darkness, wind, and cold.

      She could barely breathe, falling like a meteor to Earth. The air rushed past her, a harsh whisper in her ears: You’re going to die! Shapes of grey and patches of black made unfamiliar patterns far below. Tiny lights winked at her here and there from the ground, welcoming her to a brutal fate.

      She couldn’t decide if being able to see death rushing up at her was better or worse.

      But all of this took only seconds, amplified by anxious awareness. Then her parachute opened, triggered where it was locked onto the static line, and Liksa’s body yanked forcefully skyward again. The harness bit into her ribs and armpits and her hands clenched so tight on those straps that she thought, even if she survived, she’d never get her knuckles to loosen again; she’d be dragging that chute behind her for the rest of her life.

      The instinctual panic subsided. She was not going to fall to her death after all.

      Her lungs relaxed and were able to breathe again.

      Her eyes adjusted to the natural moonlight. The horizon was impossibly far off; she felt as if she could see all of Europe before it met the dark sky.

      It really is beautiful from up here, she told herself.

      Did she believe that or was she just forcing herself to say so? As reassurance that life was about to continue? To cover her embarrassment at the sheer terror she’d just experienced?

      Or possibly to cover up just in case Merlin had somehow witnessed what had happened from inside her mind? Although he had promised them all he’d never intrude on the privacy inside their own heads—that he could not, in fact, even do so—Liska always wondered if he might be “standing right behind her,” as it were, at any given moment.

      She looked around. The moon was full and bright, illuminating cottony grey tufts of cloud here and there in the soft black sky. She was suspended as if in water, still falling but slowly—much more slowly than she has been a moment ago. White blooms dotted the night behind and ahead of her—the open chutes of her fellows, a staggered line of upside-down teardrops with tiny figures dangling at their apexes. The giant hornet that was the C-47 buzzed far above her now, growing smaller and smaller by the second. A second later and she wasn’t even sure if it wasn’t just a mirage of starlight.

      “The hard parts over,” she told herself aloud. “Well, the jumping part, anyway. Just enjoy the view and the trip down. Then… the next hard part begins.”

      But immediately a new buzzing reached her ears. Liska looked back and forth, searching for the return of the C-47. Why was it looping back? Did Abernathy forget to jump?

      But the noise was coming from a different direction. And what had seemed a single droning tone quickly differentiated into two. No, three.

      A patch of black sky lit up with gunfire. Tracer rounds sparked into one dangling paratrooper, shredding him where he hung helplessly in the air.

      Two more machineguns opened up simultaneously, one tearing up a parachute, the other firing somewhere behind her where she could not see the result.

      Three fighter planes broke formation and soared off in a trident’s arc.

      The Luftwaffe!

      Liska’s hands clenched even tighter on her parachute harness. Her legs curled up protectively, as if they could absorb the bullets from a dogfighter’s weapons and keep her organs from being torn to ribbons.

      The trio of dogfighters curled gracefully against the night sky, coming about for another pass. And Camelot and their Knights could do nothing but hang in the air, waiting to die.
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      Messerschmitt Bf 109s, Liska thought. Her affinity with machines recognized the deadly grace of the Nazi fighter craft, even in the dark of night. Even with her pulse pounding in her ears and her heart surging up her throat. At least I’ll die knowing what killed me.

      Rifle reports barked against the empty night. Tiny muzzle flashes flared like distant explosions beneath parachute cones. The Knights were shooting at the Bf fighters, for whatever good it did them.

      Too far away and too dark, she thought.

      Too little, too late.

      But it was better than waiting to die.

      Liska coaxed her hands to release the harness and found the STEN submachinegun dangling from its strap at her side. The weapon’s desperate rattle felt good in her hands. She couldn’t tell if her shots were hitting anything—chances are, they weren’t—but it channeled her fear and rage. Liska’s heart dropped back out of her throat to make room for the furious war cry that leapt against the clouds.

      The three Nazi planes made their second approach, charging the middle of the parachute line. Gun fire sparked from them now, lighting up the fuselage just forward of the cockpits.

      A man cried out, his death filling the night. Another dropped fast toward the ground as his chute was filled with holes.

      The third plane was coming toward Liska.

      It opened fire...

      But Liska didn’t die. It wasn’t aiming for her, but for the paratrooper thirty yards to her left, who was kicking as if trying to swim to safety through the air.

      Bright orange flames flared against the darkness. The next jumper down was a dark silhouette one second and brandishing a flaming sword the next.

      Daphne! Liska thought. “Angelique!” she cried.

      The French talent was a teenaged girl as well, though she and Liska had not become as close as Liska might have liked. Daphne was her given name but in combat she was known as Angelique. And anyone who witnessed her might would know why.

      The yellow and orange flame lit up Angelique’s drab Army uniform, then shined against the polished surface of plate mail armor that appeared on her body from nowhere. A thin circlet of fire hovered over her head, as well—the halo of an avenging angel.

      Eliska Sadoski had been the daughter of a pious Polish Jew. Her faith in God had waivered when her father died and she’d been cast unprepared and alone into war-ravaged Europe. But since meeting and fighting beside Daphne, her faith had been renewed. The girl was only eighteen years old and had differing beliefs than Liska had, but they were damn sure close enough. Daphne believed that she possessed the sword of Joan of Arc herself and drawing it transformed her into veritable archangel from Heaven’s own war host.

      One moment Daphne was another victim waiting at the bottom of a parachute. The next, she drew a medieval sword from its scabbard and became an angel of wrath.

      She swept the fiery blade over her head, severing the parachute rigging. Angelique dropped like an armor-plated stone from the sky—but only for an instant. Blazing wings of flame sprang from behind her and she soared up to meet the oncoming aircraft. The pilot jerked his stick to the right, trying to avoid the whatever flaming figure was coming at him. He didn’t even get a chance to pull the trigger on his weapons.

      But Angelique did.

      With a two-handed over-head swing, the flaming long sword severed the starboard wing from the plane. It dipped hard to the right and instantly went nose-down, then crashed moments later somewhere below.

      Just beyond the new flaming sun, Liska saw a second fighter plane ravaged by blue arcs of lightning as it passed between parachutes. Its fuselage sparked and ignited. The Bf 109 quickly became a fiery comet plummeting toward the earth.

      “Konnie,” Liska whispered. Then shouted, “Konnie!” and laughed with relief.

      Codenamed Konstellation, the German ex-patriot was nearly as amazing as the wrathful angel. His gift was control over the forces of the Earth itself. Electromagnetic radiation, electricity, perhaps even gravity. Even Konnie didn’t know the extent of his powers yet. He’d been recruited into the Spirit Host before the war, sneaking out of Hitler’s Germany while it was still possible to do so under the guise of attending Oxford University, supposedly to study physics. It had, in the end, only been a partial lie.

      The last Luftwaffe fighter disappeared in the night like a shark swimming off into the deep. The pilot was apparently too smart to make a third run against the forces of God and Nature.

      Minutes later, the sky was devoid of parachutes and patterns of soaring flame. Liska landed in a field of waist-high grass and had never been so happy to be on the ground. Her kicking legs gained purchase, then jogged in and fell to her knees, disappearing into the overgrowth. She clicked free the harness and let the parachute drag on without her, temporarily hidden from sight and hugging the earth.

      But what if someone saw the crashes? She thought. What if German troops were nearby too? Liska came up to her knees, eyes and ears scanning the night for movement on the ground.

      She heard the hush and rustle of flames against the air as Angelique landed just a few yards behind her. The petite knight hit the ground far more gracefully than Liska had and her wings winked out in two large fields of black smoke—from phoenix to raven to wisps on the wind, then gone.

      But Daphne still gripped her flaming sword, the blade nearly as long as she was tall, still wore the perfect medieval armor and flaming halo above her head. The petite knight was a couple inches shorter than Liska and yet her presence in battle mode was greater than anyone else on the team.

      Merlin trudged over quickly, wading through the high grass with a handful of paratrooper soldiers in tow. “Damn it, Daphne,” he scolded, “I told you to extinguish those flames! Didn’t you hear me?”

      She started to respond but he cut her off: “That was a rhetorical question, my dear, because I know you could hear me because it was a telepathic message. I know when I’m plugged into your mind and when I’m not.”

      Both blade and halo flared with greater fury, the small girl wearing her anger on her armored sleeve. “I was escorting everyone in,” she insisted. Her throat spoke with two voices at once: her own and an echo of roaring flame. “Or would you prefer that third plane come back and kill someone else?”

      “Everyone in a five-mile radius will have seen a giant flaming bird streaking through the sky,” Merlin retorted.

      Daphne cursed in French, then followed, “In case you hadn’t noticed, you arrogant English ass, someone already knew we were coming!”

      While in the guise of the avenging angel, Liska had often noticed, Daphne’s temper tended to burn as viciously as the flames she wreathed herself with. It must have been the natural handicap of wielding God’s fury, she’d decided.

      “Please, sirs, please!” Colour Sergeant Abernathy came through the high grass behind Merlin. “Arguing now does us no good. We need to gather our forces and assess our casualties.”

      Merlin’s hand gripped the bridge of his nose, then swept down either side of his mouth and pulled at his chin. “You’re right, Sergeant, you’re right.” He eyed Daphne again. “I’m sorry, Angelique. You did well, of course. You saved us. I would just have preferred that you’d done so less conspicuously.”

      Angelique’s flaming halo went out in a puff of ringed smoke. In nearly the same instant, her sword blade ceased flaming and her polished plate armor vanished. She was a petite brunette in an ill-fitting, drab brown uniform again. “Apology accepted,” she stated, sheathing her sword.

      Flames or not, Liska thought, Daphne’s a firecracker.
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      The white plumes of parachutes had landed over nearly a mile of darkened country. Most in grass and fields, though two were snagged in a tree line and another landed on the roof of a barn. It was a private first-class trooper who then sat on the roof’s edge and hopped off, almost suffering greater injury by landing on farm equipment that he didn’t know were there; a ridiculous notion, considering the thousands-foot jump he’d just achieved without dying.

      Others, however, did die.

      Four men were killed in the Luftwaffe attack, shot to death while hanging helplessly in the air. Three more were injured in rough landings, one of those tangled in a tree and nearly hanged. All the casualties were paratrooper soldiers, all “Knights” rather than agents. A voice inside Liska’s head (her own, not Merlin’s) suggested that perhaps that’s what the Knights were for, to absorb the worst of the war so the Camelot talents didn’t have to. She immediately felt guilty for allowing such a thing to cross her mind.

      As they fanned out to gather their survivors, Liska spied the wreckage of a 109 fighter, smashed and burning in next field, just beyond a creek banked by even higher grass and weeds. She hustled through the brush and quickly ran short of breath.

      There was another figure already standing beside the burning wreckage.

      She pulled her STEN up to her shoulder and prepared to shoot if necessary. Was it the pilot? Had he somehow survived?

      The thin figure spread his arms low at his sides. Was he warming himself? He had a rifle slung over his shoulder but seemed not to care for self-defense or watching his own back.

      Then it dawned on Liska and she felt silly for not recognizing him sooner: it was Vulkan.

      The fire whipped and rustled, though there was no increase in wind. The flames shrank as they danced across the smashed fuselage and leaped off toward the man standing next to it. Soon the orange glow that emanated from Vulkan himself outshone the dying light of the crashed plane. The last of the candle-sized flames flickered out and, a moment later, the glow faded altogether. Just he and her stood now in the darkened field. As the moonlight took dominance again, she noticed an arm of the dead pilot lying limp near the remains of the cockpit.

      Vulkan turned around. “Orphan,” he said in his Russian accent. “I did not realize you were there.”

      A quick flash of fear and nerves. Not that she shouldn’t have witnessed Vulkan’s gift in action—the lesser of his gifts, even—but that perhaps she should not be standing in the dark alone with the man, too far from the others. She had learned to be untrusting of most men, but especially the Russians. They had killed her father. A year and half earlier, Hitler and Stalin had made a pact to divide Poland between them. And Stalin still had a non-aggression pact with the Führer. She knew that, rationally, it wasn’t fair to judge Sasha for that. But emotionally... her scars ran deep.

      “Sorry,” she managed.

      “Now there’s no flame to show them where we are, pravil’no?”

      “Right,” she said. “Good thinking. Um, we should get back to the others, don’t you think?”

      He pointed with his chin. “Lead the way.”

      She gestured for him to lead instead, her other hand still on her STEN’s pistol grip.
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        * * *

      

      “How’d they know, eh?” one man demanded. He and another were laced together, arms over shoulders, so that his friend could stand; he’d rolled an ankle upon landing. “How did those lousy Krauts know to send an air raid in the middle of the night to shoot us down?”

      A few more soldiers grumbled their mutual concern. They were all mustered together now. The moon was fading on its downward arc.

      Another man, chewing on a length of grass, stepped right up into Konnie’s face and nearly touched his nose with an accusing finger. “‘Cause somebody bloody well told them, that’s why.”

      “Just a minute—” Merlin began in protest.

      Colour Sergeant Abernathy was louder, however, and was instantly in the accusing man’s face: “That’s enough of that, now, corporal! Every man here—and woman,” he added, sparing Liska a glance, “has been accounted for. We’re all on the same side, no matter what our countries of origin. Isn’t that right, Commander?”

      “It is indeed,” Merlin said. “And I’ll have no one here questioning the integrity of my men!”

      “No one’s doing that, sir,” Abernathy followed. He turned away, assuming the case was closed.

      But it wasn’t.

      “I am,” the corporal grumbled. The green stalk in his mouth bobbed as he reiterated, louder: “I just might be. I say this Kraut,” he jabbed Konnie with his finger, “might just have told his buddies we was coming.”

      Konnie—Konrad or Konstellation to his Camelot teammates—was an easy victim. Or, at least, he appeared to be. The man was skin and bones, an emaciated figure whose army uniform hung loosely as if from a wooden frame. The codename Scarecrow might have been more appropriate for him. He was friendly but often quiet and in no way an intimidating figure.

      But these soldiers were new to this team. They’d only been a Knights platoon for a week. If the hot-headed corporal really understood what powers Konstellation held within that scrawny body, he might not have been so bold.

      “I’ll not tolerate insubordination, corporal!” Merlin insisted.

      Vulkan rushed in and snatched the length of grass right out of the man’s mouth. “Watch your tongue, boy,” he growled.

      The corporal shoved Vulkan away, but the pair came immediately back together. “The Soviet speaks! So the Ruskie comes to Germany’s aid. What a surprise!”

      That phrasing was something Liska might have agreed with, in a dark corner of her mind. Now she felt a shade of guilt for it. Vulkan’s attitude didn’t make him any easier to like, though—generally a stern and bitter disposition.

      But the man did hate fighting. That stemmed from his supernatural talent. “I don’t fear death,” he’d once told Liska. “I fear who I’ll take with me.”

      And here he was, sticking up for Konnie. That meant something.

      Colour Sergeant Abernathy added his own round nose to the face-off contest. Now there were three grown men threatening to beat the hell out of one another. “Corporal Bell,” the Colour Sergeant growled, “if you don’t cease and desist right now⁠—”

      Suddenly the dark field was lit by flickering firelight.

      Daphne had withdrawn just six inches of her sword from its scabbard and the blade shone like a lantern—a broken one, leaking flaming fuel oil. “If all you big, strong men don’t settle down,” she purred, double-voiced with her French accent, “I’m going to show you what fury really looks like.”

      The testosterone contest fell apart. The corporal, sergeant, and Vulkan all turned away in different directions.

      “A bloody good return to discipline...” Abernathy said, mostly under his breath.

      “That girl just saved your life,” Vulkan grumbled. “Which is what I was trying to do.”

      “Oh, really?” Corporal Bell sneered.

      The Russian passed his German companion and slapped him on the chest. “Show him what he missed out on, Konnie.”

      Konrad, his eyes and chest sunken, raised bony hands in front of him. His body rose two feet off the ground, suspended by nothing, and thin blue arcs of electricity danced between his palms.

      The display lasted only three seconds and the field was dark again. Konnie dropped back to earth.

      “Was that the lightning up there?” one man whispered. “That killed that Kraut plane?”

      Corporal Bell may have gone pale at just that moment; it was impossible to tell in the moonlight.

      “Now, if we’re done with all that?” Merlin said. Following those words came a calming wave of warmth, not on the skin but in the mind. Liska recognized it right away as the telepath’s broadcasted influence. The paratroopers probably wouldn’t notice; it wasn’t something they would even conceive as possible, another human being’s hush in your mind.

      Why didn’t you do that five minutes ago? Liska thought, directing the question toward him.

      You know I prefer not to, Merlin replied, but we have a mission and we’ve barely started.

      “Colour Sergeant,” he said verbally, “where’s our radioman?”

      “The man’s here,” Abernathy replied, “but the radio... was another casualty, sir.”

      One of the silhouettes in the darkened field spoke up: “Apologies, sir, but it didn’t survive the crash. I barely did myself.”

      Merlin didn’t think twice about it. It wasn’t even a set-back for Camelot Division. “Konnie?”

      “What would you like me to say?”

      The men looked around at each other, confused.

      “Report our status: four dead, ambushed by a nighttime flight of 109s.”

      “It is suspicious,” Vulkan said. “Why would those planes be right here, in the dark, unless they were expecting us?”

      “I agree,” Merlin said, “but it certainly was not the fault of anyone here.” He reinforced his assertion on a subconscious level as well; Liska felt that come in too, like her own mind reassured of it as fact. “Any of us could have been shot by those planes up there. It’s damned folly to level blame at any one of us standing here and I’ll hear no more on the matter.

      “Tell headquarters,” he continued to Konnie, “that we’re moving on with our mission and expect to reach the village in an hour.”

      “As you say.” Konnie closed his eyes. For a moment, the moonlight seemed to glow around him like a halo.

      “Special Agent Konstellation,” Merlin explained to everyone, “can manipulate the electromagnetic spectrum. Which means be can also modulate his thoughts into radio waves.”

      “Can the German’s hear him, too?” one man asked.

      Konnie spoke for himself: “I’ve memorized a code. I can’t trade cornbread recipes with it, but it gets the point across.”

      There was some easy chuckling among the darkened silhouettes.

      That’s the Konnie I know, Liska thought, smiling to herself. See, once you get to know him...

      The Colour Sergeant cleared his throat and spoke quietly to Merlin, trying not to completely undo the momentary turn of mood. “Uh, sir, we still must see to our fallen…”

      Merlin agreed. “Form a detail and lay them to rest in that barn over there, for now. We’ll have to come back for them at a later time.”

      Then he spoke louder for all to hear: “Let’s make sure our injured are wrapped and splinted as best we can, so they can make the journey onward. We still have more than an hour’s march and Churchill’s business before the sun comes up.”
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      Their mission was designated Operation: Blackout.

      MI6 had intelligence confirming that the Nazis had their own talents.

      Actually, confirming was perhaps a stronger term than was appropriate. As with all things intel—especially regarding the Nazi war machine, their enigma communication encoders, and such a large-scale and one-sided war—there were no sure things, even the existence of paranormal enemy agents. Everything was theory until proven true.

      But according to MI6, the Germans had at least one talent training center, if not several. It was well known that Hitler would like to hardness forces both natural and unnatural to his cause. He was interested in the occult and very much wanted to weaponize it. And if Britain had Camelot Division, it only made sense that Germany would have some kind of equivalent. In fact, MI6 already had a name to go with it: Heidrich. And they believed he was a Major in the German Army. This man would be Merlin’s Nazi counterpart. Liska had seen Merlin fall asleep many nights poring over the files, studying all he could of the man. He saw Heidrich as his shadow, the evil twin that stared out from the other side of the mirror. It was even theorized that Heidrich had psychic talents similar to Merlin’s own.

      The two men had never met, however. Merlin both anticipated and feared the prospect, Liska knew. She didn’t suspect it, she knew; whether this was simply due to living and working together near-constantly, like the wartime family they were, or due to the fact that all five members of Camelot shared an invisible, subconscious mental space created by Merlin’s mind link, she couldn’t be sure. Both, probably.

      She also knew that this mission meant a lot to Merlin. He was, essentially, the step-father of talents, the pied piper of Europe’s witches and freaks. The resident expert and giver of purpose to those lost children who were so different that they couldn’t even be sure that they were as human as everyone else. This mission was huge for him: it could mean expanding his role as a leader and researcher of talented individuals, and meeting his arch-rival of the same capacity.

      It also required jumping out of an airplane thousands of feet above enemy territory.

      Per the intelligence apparatus, multiple signs pointed to a small village hospital in Belgium. The capabilities and exact purpose of this facility were not clear. Was it a training ground? Research lab? Recruiting depot? Had they found a way to manufacture talented individuals? That would be the worst possible scenario.

      Camelot’s mission was to investigate, infiltrate, and “deprive the Nazis of their gifts.”

      Liska had taken her share of lives in the last year and half—it was war, after all, kill or be killed—but, for some reason, the thought of killing fellow talents turned her stomach. She hoped it would not come to that.

      Going in quietly was the plan. Churchill couldn’t launch a full-fledged assault force to storm Nazi-occupied Europe. But he could fly in a small, covert team, drop them into the countryside under cover of darkness, and realistically expect some kind of results. Merlin and his team were the obvious choice, as it would take an expert to recognize such an operation for what it was. And to make the appropriate decision on what to do about it. Plus, it was generally assumed that the best soldier to take on a talent was another talent, or a team of them. With Percival along, of course, an elite platoon of sky-jumping commandos as escort and fire support.

      Operation Blackout, however, was not off to a good start.

      Colour Sergeant Abernathy’s Knights were down from eleven to six, including himself. A fifth soldier had been too badly injured to make the roughly five-mile march. He’d been left behind in the shelter of a barn, along with the corpses of the four airborne paratroopers who’d perished in the jump. He would be there to protect the bodies of the fallen and to smooth over the situation with the Belgian farmer who owned the building. Most likely, that farmer would be friendly to an injured soldier there to help oust the Germans from his country. Though it was always possible that he wouldn’t be. Anyone found sheltering the enemy would likely be executed by the Nazis. But the man would never have made the journey; leaving him behind had been a necessary risk.

      And once again, while they marched through high grass and thick mud toward an unsure destination, Liska wasn’t convinced that these so-called commandos were all they were talked up to be. There were whispers among them. Doubts of the loyalty of some of the Camelot agents. Konnie, specifically.

      “Once a kraut, always a kraut,” she heard one man grumble to another, not trying very hard to go unheard.

      “If he really can think radio waves,” another replied, “how easy would it be for him to tell Hitler we were on our way? Exactly where we’d be?”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” said another.

      Finally, she’d had enough. Liska wheeled around to face the men behind her.

      The shadowy silhouettes of three hardened soldiers stopped in their tracks and shrank away from a one-hundred-and-twenty-five pound teenaged girl.

      “That’s enough from the lot of you!” she hissed, actually trying not to be heard by anyone else, especially Konnie. “The only questionable courage and loyalty right now is yours!”

      One man looked at the ground, another into the wilderness. Only one trooper dared meet Liska’s eyes.

      “And why should we take the word a little Pole girl about who is loyal and who is not? We serve the Crown, not you.”

      Liska stepped closer, her green eyes like a tiger’s in the moonlight. She reached out and seized the middle of paratrooper’s rifle. He flinched.

      “Because, haven’t you heard?” Her awareness raced over and through the mechanism of his standard-issue Lee-Enfield rifle, mapping it out, understanding it, and mastering it in the time it took neurons to fire. Suddenly his weapon was regurgitating ammunition, the ejector discharging one unspent cartridge after the next, throwing them around his boots to shine faintly in the moonlight. Then the empty magazine sprang free like a frightened frog and hit the man next to him. Both soldiers startled.

      “I’m a witch,” Liska purred.

      She stepped back and smiled at them all. “Me and my witch friends are the only thing standing between you and the Nazi’s demon-possessed monsters. So you better decide who’s side you want to be on. Because if you’re not with us, you’re against us.”

      “We’re with you!” one man blurted out.

      “Ssshhh!” someone else cautioned.

      Abernathy appeared from the darkness. “What’s the problem here? Why have you stopped moving?”

      “No reason, Colour Sergeant,” one man offered. “No problem.”

      The bravest man went to one knee and hastily collected his lost ammunition.

      Liska turned and started walking again. “You should be more selective about who you call ‘commandos,’ Colour Sergeant,” she said, without a backward glance.

      She was several yards ahead before the soldiers began following again, giving her ample space. Liska smiled to herself. That felt good.

      But their cowardly accusations did leave one shadow of doubt lingering in her own mind. Her eyes scanned for Sasha—Vulkan—and found his familiar thin back and rust-colored hair. How had the Nazis known?

      Probably some intelligence leak back at headquarters. Some liability that she had never even met. Or an interception of classified communications. Or even a watch post with eyes on the airfield they’d departed from.

      Every argument that cleared Konrad of suspicion did the same for Vulkan. Still... Sasha was Russian and Liska just couldn’t fully trust the man.
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        * * *

      

      The air got colder the further they walked. After the excitement had died down and the mission had become a quiet, monotonous trudge through dark farmland, the chill began to sink into her bones. More than once she caught herself literally asleep on the march; once she startled herself awake by stepping into a shallow hole and nearly tripping face-first to the ground. And she wasn’t the only one.

      “Too many miles,” she murmured. “Too far a drop in the middle of the night. I should have slept on the damn plane.”

      The blocky shapes of buildings were visible ahead of them now. A few small lights burned there, pale compared to the moonlight at this distance. On her left, they were approaching a large, irregular clump of darkness: a forest bordering the farmland. Many of the men in front of her had already entered the cover of the trees. A tall, lanky figure without the slanting stick of a rifle crossing its back stood at the edge of forest.

      This way, Liska, Merlin said to her mind. We’re very close now.

      Good, she responded. I’ve been falling asleep.

      She hustled now at a double-pace and jogged past his smile. I’ll never understand how people can do that.

      “Well, you’re not really doing anything,” she replied verbally, grinning now herself. “If you’re tried enough, the legs can carry on while you nap.”

      The celestial sky lighting they’d enjoyed thus far was all but gone now. The nearly-full moon had been traveling along the sky as they marched, from an overhead spotlight to almost over the shoulder. But now that they were in the woods, its glow was hidden.

      “Can’t see a goddamn thing,” one soldier complained.

      “Watch your blasphemy,” Daphne snapped.

      Abernathy spoke to her from a patch of invisible darkness: “Can you us give some light, lass? A little flame around your earlobes maybe?”

      “They’ll see it,” Merlin said. He was just a few steps behind and to the left of Liska now.

      Two tiny orange lights approached from up head. They bobbed with each footfall of their owner. “Gather up,” Vulkan suggested. His eyes blazed with the fire he’d absorbed from the plane wreckage hours earlier. He could see in the dark by burning a tiny portion of it. “Stay single file behind me. I’ll guide us in and warn those at my back if there’s something to be avoided. Then they can warn those behind them, and so on back down the line.”

      And so they did, six paratroopers of Percival and five Camelot agents, more two-by-two than single file. One of the troopers walked an arm’s length to Liska’s left, hands wringing on his rifle stock as they went. The sweaty squeak of nervous flesh rubbing the wood became annoying after a while. But it was better than listening to the suspicious voice in her head: So the Soviet leads the way? she couldn’t help thinking. Awfully convenient...

      What do you mean?

      This voice was loud and intrusive in her skull. She could feel Merlin’s displeasure at her mistrust.

      Nothing, she thought back.

      And I wasn’t spying, Merlin added, reading the underlying sense of vulnerability that she felt. I’m just trying to keep aware of us all, keep us linked. I can just read some among us better than others. And you and I, Eliska Sadoski, share a stronger bond than I do with most.

      You’re easy for me to read, he explained with a gentler tone. Even when I don’t mean to. I know you have your distrusts, after what you’ve been through, but I’d hoped you’d give Sasha the benefit of the doubt. He’s one of us, Liska.

      I know. She tugged her head to one side, as if hiding her face or pulling away physically could make any difference. She didn’t even know where Merlin was at the moment. He was just another soldier walking in the dark. His body was, anyway. She hoped he couldn’t sense her embarrassment and regret, but feared that he could all too well.

      A conversation for another time, he told her. But I’ve been meaning to broach the topic with you, Liska. You’re so young and you’ve seen so much. Participated in so much... war. I’d like us to try therapy sessions, when this is over.

      This really isn’t the time for this, she thought. Her posture changed. She stood up straighter now. Her own voice in her head was louder, stronger, more dominant. She projected a wall within herself. He’d touched a tender wound and she’d become guarded against it.

      I agree. As I said⁠—

      The thought was torn asunder by audible screams. Two of them simultaneously: one, a man crying out in pain and terror; the other, predatory and inhuman.

      And both came from behind Liska.

      The line of soldiers broke and spun about. Rifles swung to the ready and slapped against palms. Liska raised her submachinegun. Its gunmetal shape glimmered faintly in the pale forest light.

      After the first breath, figures shifted to the rear of their line. One man helped another off the ground, who was panting and grunting.

      “Something attacked me,” he said between ragged breaths. He gestured toward his body; Liska could see the wet glisten of dark blood on his chest.

      “Well what the hell was it?” the Colour Sergeant Abernathy demanded in a harsh whisper.

      The man’s head trembled back and forth. He was visibly shaken. “I don’t know. An animal. A cougar.”

      “Cougar?” one soldier asked. “Mook, are there bloody panthers in Belgium?”

      “Lynxes,” one of the commandos—Mook, presumedly—replied. “Wild cats. Wolves,” he added helpfully.

      “Maybe it was a wolf,” the victim said, picking his rifle off the ground now. “But it sure as hell wasn’t no lynx or little cat. It was big. Big enough to knock me down!”

      “Didn’t sound like a wolf to me,” another soldier said.

      “Sounded like a cat,” Liska agreed. “A big one.”

      As if on cue, a vicious growl issued from somewhere among the shadowy brush to their left.

      Two rifles fired, followed immediately by a third. Their muzzle flashes lit the darkness for brief instants.

      “Cease fire!” Abernathy shouted as loud as he dared, stomping forward and waving his arm. “Cease fire!”

      “The whole goddamn village will hear it!” Merlin agreed.

      Daphne’s petite figure stepped up from behind Liska. “What did I say about blasphem⁠—”

      A lithe black shape leaped from the forest before Daphne could finish, preceded by a terrible, cat-like roar. Daphne screamed as the beast bowled her over and tore through uniform and flesh alike. Liska felt soft fur brush her face as she, too, was knocked to the ground.

      The men cried out, dodged for cover and better firing positions, but thought twice before shooting into their own ranks. The creature bounded off the damp earth and weeds, then pivoted. Liska had spilled backwards then rolled onto her belly. She got a good glimpse as the creature paused before leaping again and tearing its most grievous wound yet into another paratrooper: it was indeed a panther, a large leopard with fur as black as night and paws twice the size of Liska’s hands.

      As the great cat leaped out of sight and into the scrambling soldiers, the branches above Liska suddenly swayed and groaned. Was the whole forest coming to life?

      Merciful God, she thought, it is!

      The tree above her was being pushed aside by what appeared to be another, more aggressive cousin. A towering figure stomped into view, branches sprouting like spears from its head and shoulders. It was a giant, twelve or more feet tall, the texture of its rough bark-like skin visible in the irregular slants of moonlight.

      Someone landed on Liska’s abdomen. The blow curled her up into a defensive, fetal position. The wounded man who’d fallen on her rolled off, groaning in pain. The world above crashed down around her as the giant rained its fury down upon Percival Platoon and the screams of men torn asunder by a wild beast echoed throughout the darkened forest.
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      Liska woke up lying on a cold, hard floor. Her hands served as a pillow and she was shivering in the fetal position. Her survival instincts were stronger than her curiosity: she kept her eyes closed, in case anyone was watching. Or in case she could get away with playing dead.

      The last thing she remembered...

      Outside. In a field. Or forest. The moon.

      Airplanes.

      Fire. Daphne’s flaming sword.

      A panther. And trees. One tree in particular.

      A tree had come to life and crashed on top of them.

      She was no longer outside. The air was stagnant and dry. Beneath her was a tile floor; not soft, damp earth or grass.

      Liska eased open her eyes but was careful not move.

      She was in a darkened room, about twelve feet square. Faint light leaked in along the bottom of and through a small, square window of the door. The window was barred.

      While unconscious, she had worked her way into the corner of the room; her back was against one wall and her feet, another. It was instinctual. And familiar. This was not the first time she’d been a prisoner since fleeing home.

      She straightened herself to feel the wall behind her. Her back contact and the wall gave another half-inch.

      Padded. I’m in a hospital? she thought hopefully.

      But her hope sank in the next instant. No, not a hospital. An asylum.

      That shook her confidence in what she’d seen, what she thought she remembered—in everything she thought she’d experienced in the last year and half. Am I crazy? Is that what I am? No black leopard, no giant tree monster? No psychics, no fire tamers, no mind witches... No war at all? Am I just... insane? A mental patient?

      She unfold herself and sat up, bracing her weight with both hands against the cool tile floor. Her muscles complained as she did so: back, abdomen, and biceps. She was sore. Her body had been battered. And was still dressed in the drab tan fatigues of the British Army, loose-fitting as ever on her slender frame. Spots of it were still damp and dirty from rolling around on the forest floor.

      Not completely insane then. But I don’t know if that’s good or bad. She shook off her previous thoughts. Get your brain in order, then, Eliska! You’re only crazy if you drive yourself there. You’ve lost your freedom, your friends, and all sense of where you are, but it was all real! Survival depends on what you do next.

      Liska stood up carefully and quietly. She patted herself down; she’d been stripped of any gear, all but her clothes.

      “Oh no...”

      She checked her pockets in a panic and found the small round bulge still there. She gave a sigh of relief. It had probably been too small for them to notice. Her father’s pocket watch. Certainly any random German soldier would have kept it as plunder—it wasn’t especially valuable to anyone but her, except for maybe an enlisted private or corporal with nothing else to his name.

      “Merciful God, thank you for small miracles.”

      Aside from general rough care, she was unharmed. Her stomach rumbled, of all things. Who knew the last time she’d eaten anything?

      Liska approached the barred window with caution. Outside was a grey-walled hallway, poorly lit, the feeble light source somewhere down to her right. She could see more doors with caged windows similar to her own straight across the hallway. Pushing her head against the cold bars, there were more barred windows and doorknobs continuing down each way. From her limited vantage point, though, she couldn’t see the end of it in either direction. There might be ten more rooms to a side, or twenty. The air was damp and musty, the only sound an echoing drip of water somewhere out of view. The tone of it suggested heavy drops falling from a great height into an accumulated puddle.

      Underground, she thought. I bet this is a basement level.

      “Hello?” she ventured, quietly. When no response came, she tried again, a bit louder: “Hello?”

      A shadowy face filled a window across the hall. She recognized the bushy moustache beneath the bulbous nose there. “Who is it?” Colour Sergeant Abernathy asked in a husky whisper. “Miss Angelique? Lady Orphan?”

      “Orphan,” Liska replied. Always the gentleman, even imprisoned, she thought, though she sure didn’t feel like a lady at the moment. “Where are we?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Abernathy said. “But my arm... I think it’s broken,” he groaned. “Anyone else here?”

      “I don’t know. I just woke up.”

      “I’ve been up a while, but never actually checked...” Abernathy’s doorknob rattled back and forth. “Damn Nazi’s weren’t stupid enough to leave the door unlocked.”

      Liska tested hers, fully expecting to find it locked. The difference was, she could negotiate that. Her awareness flowed through her fingers, down the iron rods and gears of the inner mechanism, mapping it out in her subconscious, exerting control over it like a muscle.

      It clicked.

      She eased the door open slowly, silently, and stuck her head out into the hallway. Abernathy almost blurted out his hopeful surprise but stifled his noise.

      The scent of mildew was stronger with the door open. A similar but dead bulb hung to her left. The corridor ended just two more doors left into a flat, brick wall with crumbling mortar. Farther to the right, the hall crossed a large puddle and ascended some stairs. A single, bare bulb dangled over the water, its reflection broken into rings every five or six seconds by a new drip from above. With a quick assessment she counted seven rooms on either side of the hall.

      “Lucky girl,” Abernathy said when she rushed up to his door.

      “Luck had nothing to do with it,” she told him. The knobs, she could see now, required a key. But she unlocked his, too, with but a touch. “We can’t be the only ones here. There are too many rooms.”

      Abernathy winced as he backed away from the opening door. His white undershirt exposed the heavy growth of curly red hair on his chest and shoulders. His uniform blouse he’d fashioned into a sling for his left arm. “I’m not sure how much good I’ll be to us like this,” he admitted.

      “Don’t be silly. You’re far more than a pair of limbs, Colour Sergeant.” She gently took his arm in her hands. She ran her fingers along his thick forearm and felt a disturbing shift of bone and swelling about four inches north of his wrist. It did indeed feel broken. “Radius, maybe? Can you rotate your hand?”

      He jerked away from her, shaking his head. “God, no. It’s broken for sure. Useless.”

      “Not useless,” Liska insisted. “Come on. Help me check the other rooms.”

      They started at the crumbling end wall. Both rooms had occupants.

      Abernathy peered into the cell next to his. “Collins,” he said through the bars. “Collins, wake up!” The knob rattled. “I can’t open the door, Miss Orphan.”

      Liska looked into the room across the way and saw a petite, feminine figures seated against the back wall. The head appeared to move slightly, looking up to see who was filling the only source of pale light. But she didn’t say anything.

      “Daphne?” Liska asked.

      The left hand flickered up, reached out with a minimal effort, then lay back down.

      “Miss Orphan.” Abernathy was right over her shoulder now, speaking directly into her left ear. “Can’t open the door, lass.”

      “Okay, okay.” First she clicked the door in front of her and pulled it ajar, then turned around to open the one behind her.

      The Colour Sergeant shambled into its gloom. “Collins, boy, show me some sign of life. Oh, no...”

      Liska didn’t wait to see what he’d discovered. She went straight into the Daphne’s cell. The girl was still on the floor, just where she’d left her, unmoving.

      Liska rushed over, squatted down, and took her hand. She instinctively went to the wrist to find the radial pulse. It was there, slowly thumping away beneath the delicate skin.

      Daphne tugged her arm away. She said something in French—it sounded like a complaint, or a confession.

      “Are you okay,” Liska asked in English. She’d picked up some survival French during her time fighting there, but certainly not enough to interpret the young woman’s mumbling.

      “I’m alive,” Daphne said. “Not that it matters.”

      Liska could barely see the face speaking to her. The basement’s sole light source was too far away. She took Daphne’s chin in her hand and turned it, inspecting her for the dark shape of a head wound. “Of course, it matters. Why would you say that?”

      The French woman batted her hand aside with her own. “I said I’m alright. Nothing that won’t heal.”

      Something behind Liska filled the doorway.

      “Dead,” Abernathy huffed. “Collins... There’s a big sticky puddle beneath the lad. He’s gone. They let him bleed to death.”

      Liska stayed focused on the person in front of her. “I need you to get up, Daphne.”

      “Why? I can’t fight. They took my sword.”

      Liska’s heart sank. Though, of course they would, she realized. She understood the girl’s argument now, but accepting it would do none of them any good. “So what?” she asked Daphne. “You have two hands and two feet. That’s all I need from you right now.”

      Without waiting for more excuses, Liska pulled Daphne’s arms over her own shoulders, then grabbed her uniform and dragged the young woman to her feet as she stood up herself.

      Daphne found her balance but made no further effort. She was a couple inches shorter than Liska, with her brown hair cropped close on the sides in more of a male style. She was a few years older than Liska—eighteen or nineteen—but perhaps not quite as experienced. “I’m not like you,” Daphne said. “I don’t have a talent. Without the sword, I’m just another French girl playing a man’s game.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Liska growled, “and you know it. You’re a soldier and a fighter. And whatever magic is in that sword, it chose you. Hundreds of years since Joan of Arc fought a war—no, led a war—and now it’s picked you to do it again. Something tells me it wouldn’t do that for just anyone.”

      “It’s true,” Abernathy said behind them. “You’re the toughest warrior I’ve ever seen, Miss Angelique, and I’ve been at this quite a bit longer than the both of you.”

      The dark of her irises were only visible against the pale white of her eyes. They rolled doubtfully around and then went to the floor.

      “We need you,” Liska insisted. “You don’t become an agent of Camelot just by knowing a few tricks. Besides, I’m almost out of mine. My talent is of limited use.”

      “Now that’s bullshit,” Daphne muttered. Her white teeth gave a tiny grin against the shadows and Liska gave her a hug. The two women had never been close, despite being the only female Camelot agents in an all-male military. This, however, felt like a breakthrough.

      It shouldn’t have taken being captured for us to become friends, Liska thought, though dared not say it aloud.

      “Are we ready, ladies?” Abernathy asked. “There are more rooms to check, more prisoners to set free.”

      Just as the Colour Sergeant moved back into the hall, Liska heard footsteps splashing through the puddle at the opposite end. Horror bulged in Abernathy’s eyes and he quickly changed course, pushing Liska backward with his body. “Back in,” he whispered harshly, “back in!”

      Shouts in German echoed, followed by rushing boots.

      Daphne backed away from the door and against the wall. Liska and the sergeant waited on either side of the doorway. The door sat slightly ajar.

      A helmeted Nazi soldier filled it seconds later. Abernathy swung his meaty right fist around in a wide arc, slamming it into the Nazi’s face and knocking him clear off his feet. The helmet toppled forward as the man disappeared backward, landing into the arms of the next man behind him.

      “Push through!” Abernathy cried, turning through the doorway and leaning into the charge with his bad shoulder. He plowed the next soldier against the doorjamb of the dead man Collin’s cell, clearing an opening for Liska to follow.

      She burst into the hallway and found a third German there, who seemed surprised either to have met resistance at all or to see more than one prisoner pouring forth from that room. Liska paused, a bit surprised herself, then threw herself at him. She caught his MP38 submachinegun with her left hand and shoved her right into his open mouth. “Ack!” he gagged, stumbling backward. Her mind locked up the mechanisms of his weapon; once it was hers, it’d be useful again but not until then. Both hands occupied, she slammed her knee up into his groin, but the hit knocked him over rather than hit his vulnerable parts. Now she snatched away his weapon away and smashed his face with the metal stock.

      Behind her, Daphne was stomping the first man on the floor and Abernathy was coming out of Collin’s room, where he’d left the second Nazi guard.

      But just as Liska thought things were going her way, she noticed three more figures between her and the stairs at the end of the hall.

      Strutting toward her was a dark-skinned woman—darker than any person Liska had ever seen before. She wore the grey uniform of a Nazi SS officer, though the jacket was open and loose with a black undershirt beneath. Her hair was like ebony wool, thick but cut short. The sharp planes of her cheeks were striking, but not as striking as her eyes, which had become brilliant yellow in the space of three steps. That glowing hue of reflected light connected in her mind with that last fight she remembered—against the giant cat in the forest.

      Liska raised the MP38, subconsciously freeing it to fire, but she never pulled the trigger. The woman was on top her impossibly fast. She bounded against the wall and impacted Liska, knocking the wind from her lungs and throwing her to the floor. Liska spun and fell face-first, cracking her cheek and jaw against the harsh tile. The submachinegun skittered away.

      Noise of a struggle erupted behind her. Daphne squeaked as she was taken out and Abernathy gave a terrible cry of pain when his broken arm was used against him. Liska didn’t have to see the fight to know the result.

      Instead she stared toward the exit, where a confident German officer stood with a Luger pistol relaxed at his side. He held it but had no apparent intent to use it. Peeking out from behind him was an even more perplexing figure: that of a boy, younger than Liska by years and wearing a proportionally-sized SS uniform.

      By the time she could breathe well enough again to fight, the fighting was over. A booted foot stomped on Liska’s back. “Stay down, chère,” the woman purred above her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Colour Sergeant Abernathy was executed by firing squad that afternoon. He had taken the blame for their failed escape attempt, claiming to have a key that he’d since swallowed.

      None of his fellow prisoners were invited to the ceremony.

      Two men brought the news to the dim hallway where the prisoners had been returned to their rooms. One was the SS officer Liska had seen with the Luger pistol. He introduced himself as Major Heidrich, commander of this garrison and this facility. It was the same name Merlin had mentioned many times before. Their intelligence had proven correct: the Nazi’s did have their own version of Camelot, and Heidrich was its commander.

      Where is Merlin now? Liksa wondered.

      The major was accompanied by another man, a hulking figure who wore a relaxed uniform as well, as the African woman had. His lacked the formal jacket, leaving him in a sleeveless undershirt, thick arms and round shoulders bare. Liska thought that perhaps they didn’t make a jacket big enough for him.

      “I had kept the man alive out of professional courtesy,” Heidrich said, addressing them while pacing the hall outside their padded cells. “He was only a noncommissioned officer, but an accomplished man of his station, nonetheless.”

      The major’s hulking companion was quiet, trailing him at a more leisurely step with his hands behind his back.

      “I cannot, however, forgive insubordination,” the major went on. “You are my prisoners. For now. In time, who knows? Perhaps you will see the error of your ways and join the Reich.

      “But that is all for now. I am sorry for the bad news, but please know that it was necessary. I look forward to speaking with each of you during our interrogation sessions. Very soon.”

      Liska listened to the steps through the puddle and up the stone stairs.

      Once they were gone, she leaned her head against the bars of the tiny window and stared at the empty room that had been Abernathy’s hours before. She was surprised to feel tears rolling down her face, vaguely unaware that they’d even formed in her bleary eyes.

      Then she heard a voice, faint and far off.

      It was an echo. Heidrich’s voice. The meter and pattern of it... it sounded like he was perhaps giving the exact same speech somewhere beyond the stone stairs at the end of the hall.

      She blinked the water from her eyes and wiped her cheeks. Determination formed in her mind. Liska needed to confirm what she had just heard, that she hadn’t imagined it. She had to know if Heidrich had just been addressing more prisoners, her missing companions: Merlin, Konnie, Vulkan, maybe more Percival paratroopers.

      Is Vulkan even a prisoner? she wondered. Had the British commandos been right? Had someone, the Russian, perhaps, betrayed their mission to Heidrich? Maybe Sasha wasn’t in a cell at all, but had his own officer’s quarters somewhere in the building?

      Her rage and suspicion was pushed aside by a reminder of guilt and mourning, thinking of the Colour Sergeant and the sacrifice he’d made to protect Liska’s secret.

      I can leave at will, she thought, her finger tracing the circumference of the cold, tarnished brass knob of her cell. Anytime I want. But I have to be careful. Percival Platoon’s greatest hero isn’t here anymore to be killed for my carelessness...

      New tears broke and ran down Liska’s face. Her knees buckled and she slid against the door to the cold tile floor. Some soldier, she thought. A fifteen-year-old girl, far from home, who lets braver men be killed for her mistakes. On her own, once again. An orphan, lost to the wolves.
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      Hours later, her suspicions were confirmed.

      She and Daphne were gathered from their cells by armed German soldiers, one of whom was the man whose mouth she’d shoved her hand into and beat up. He kept it closed tight now, scowling at her with watchful blue eyes. He prodded her with the muzzle of his MP38, driving her toward the stairs that led out of the dungeon. Daphne trudged along compliantly, eyes scarcely leaving the floor. It seemed all her fighting spirit had been taken with the sword.

      Liska’s head turned from side to side as they slowly passed the other cells, ears open for breathing or moaning or any other signs of life. Finally, just at the end of the hall, something stirred inside a barred window to her right, seeming to leap away from it. But when she followed, throwing herself up against the door to see which survivor was trapped inside, what she saw there only confused her. There was a man slumped on the tile floor, back against the padded wall, with his socked feet straight out in front of him. His lazy posture and position suggested he’d been sitting there a very long time; there was no way he could have peering out the window only a second before.

      The window’s square of light was now choked by her own shadow, and so she saw very little inside: non-uniform trousers and unbuttoned shirt, unkempt grey hair and a matching beard. This was not a knight of Percival or agent of Camelot, but some other prisoner entirely.

      The guard behind her cursed in German and poked her back hard with his weapon muzzle.

      As Liska turned away to comply, something else moved in her peripheral vision, in the corner of her eye and the unnatural darkness from the corner of his cell. He’s not alone in there, she thought. Something impacted the padded wall and her head jerked back—but the man hadn’t moved.

      Who is he?

      “Vorrücken!” the guard snarled behind her.

      They splashed through the collected water at the foot of the stone steps and marched up to the next landing. At that point there were two options: up again and out of the basement or down the steps on the other side. Their escorts indicated they were going down again.

      I was right! There is a second wing to this dungeon. Or asylum.

      That must have been where she’d heard Heidrich giving his speech again. So that could mean the others...

      This wing was nearly identical, at least for the first half of the hall. There were more barred windows on padded room doors. Seven doors extended down to the dead end along the left, but there were only four doors on the right. The third lacked a window and the spacing suggested it was smaller than the twelve-by-twelve cells. The next door to the right was open. Their rude escorts indicated that this was their destination.

      And there were people inside awaiting their arrival.

      Major Heidrich spared them a smile as they reluctantly came in.

      “Welcome, ladies,” he said with his German accent.

      For the first time, Liska finally got a good look at the man: thin and fit, dressed in the impeccable grey uniform of a proud Schutzstaffel officer. The stylized “SS” runes on his collar seemed fitting with his hawkish nose and cruel eyes. His head was as bald as a stone, but for the almost invisible halo of fine white hair that circled just above his ears.

      His companion was the lithe African woman. Her skin was almost night-black, which made the whites of her eyes all the more intense and unfriendly. Liska stared at those eyes a moment longer, to be sure they were black in color, rather than yellow. Had she imagined that? The woman’s hair was thick and soft but cut close to her skull.

      She’s practical, like us, Liska thought, referring to the way she and Daphne also kept their hair. Not all the fighting women she’d met wore their hair short; some found to their advantage to appear as feminine as possible in their underground operations. But when serving alongside rank-and-file soldiers, and risking capture by the enemy, there was some reasoning in downplaying your femininity.

      The Nazi woman also wore a grey SS uniform, tailored to fit her shape. Liska had to admit, she made it look even better than the major did.

      The room itself was large—at least as long as three cells combined and as wide as two of them. The light was provided by a large, electric candelabra hanging from the ceiling, as well as a few tall lamp posts stationed around the room. The lights were dully reflected in a very large mirror that took up much of one wall. An operating table draped with a white sheet sat in one corner and a bare, metal gurney another. In the middle of the room were three heavy wooden chairs, sat in a semi-circle, their arms and legs adorned by leather straps with iron buckles. Two sat empty. As the ladies were brought further inside, they could see that a lanky man with red hair was strapped into the third.

      “Merlin!” Daphne shouted.

      Their commander’s eyes were bloodshot and the pupils were tight. He looked confused, drunk even.

      Merlin, can you hear me? Liska cried in her head.

      There was no response.

      The girls were led to the empty chairs and strapped in at the wrists, ankles, and waist.

      “Herr Merlin,” the Major said, “has received some morphine to help him relax.”

      Liska noticed now a small metal instrument tray next to Merlin’s chair. There was, among other things, a glass syringe tipped with a needle and three small medicine vials.

      “We’ve been chatting,” Heidrich went on. “He and I really have quite a lot in common. Don’t we, Herr Merlin? We’re both scientists, explorers of new realms. Students of the mind. And what lies beyond.”

      Liska felt something now, the presence of someone else in her head. She feared for an instant it might be Heidrich himself, but it felt too familiar. Are... you...? Familiar but blunted. Foggy. As if Merlin were trying to write a message with a pencil wrapped in wet paper.

      “Are you alright?” he finally slurred aloud, his tired, red eyes darting from Liska to Daphne and back again.

      Heidrich smiled, strutted over to where Merlin was seated and playfully patted his face. “A little slow to respond, isn’t he?” he chuckled. “The morphine will do that. It clouds the mind, doesn’t it, mein freund? Which is especially important when keeping a man of his talents... contained, shall we say.

      “But where are my manners?” he said. “Let us all be friends here. I am your host, Major Axel Heidrich, trusted advisor to the Führer on all things übersinnlich—as you would say, ‘supernatural.’ You’ve met my companion,” he indicated the African woman, “Fräulein Bast. Bast is not her real name, but it is what I call her. The feline goddess of the ancient Egyptians. I’m a bit of an Egyptologist,” he smiled, “but who these days is not, eh? The mystery of the pyramids has captured the world’s attention in the past two decades.

      “And you’ve met Corporal Windom and Private Shultz,” he said, waving a hand toward the two soldiers who had brought them from their cells, now stationed on either side of the room’s only exit.

      “And now, let us get to know the both of you, eh?”

      “Codenames,” Merlin slurred, fixing the women with the best stare he was able. “Don’t tell him anything else.”

      “Well now, that is not very friendly.” Heidrich stalked over to stand in front of Daphne and leaned in for a closer look.

      The French resistance fighter fixed him with a hateful glare. “Angelique,” she growled. “And this is not the first time I’ve been a Nazi prisoner.”

      “Yes...” Heidrich stared and stroked his chin. It would be easy to take his assessing her as an older man’s perverse interest in a young girl. But Liska knew it went well beyond that. “I’m very interested in your link to a mystical object. Tendrils through Astral Space, perhaps?” He wiggled his fingers at her. “I am a student of the Astral Plane above all else. And of ancient artifacts that may be of use to me.”

      He stared on intently for several seconds. Daphne squirmed in her bindings and her hard expression cracked; confusion and vulnerability showed through. “You...” Her brown eyes flicked to Merlin. “Are like him,” she said.

      “Hmmm, similar,” Heidrich admitted, “but not exactly. I dare say my perceptions are deeper, as are my interests.” He stood straight again. “As I suspected, there is very little light beneath the surface. A flicker of potential, more mystic than psychic, I would judge. A tiny beacon that lies beyond the Astral Plane... This is how she connects to the sword.” He cleared his throat and tugged his uniform coat straight again. “But without the sword, she is not a threat. It remains a mystery as to why the artifact would choose her. Perhaps in time it will learn to choose me.”

      “Non! Elle ne t’aimera jamais!” Daphne roared.

      Heidrich flicked a finger toward his subordinate, Bast. “Record as I dictate, please.”

      The African woman took up a clipboard and ink pen from a nearby tray and scratched out some notes.

      Heidrich’s finger waved in the air as he wandered back toward his male prisoner.

      “You see, Herr Merlin, it is as we discussed earlier. First comes the plane of the mind, the Astral Realm.” His hands came together, then spread wide. “I believe you, as what we may call the telepath, you may freely reach out across this plane. You are not strictly bound by what you perceive as your own body, as most everyone else is. Beyond the mind, however, there must lie more dimensions still. Think of the Astral as a great sea. Then imagine what shores may lie beyond it. And when I say ‘dimensions’ do not think that I am not referring to mathematics, but further planes of existence. Just as this physical plane is ruled by matter and physical law...” He touched his chin then corrected himself: “But not to an absolute degree, as the individuals in this room are testament. No. This plane, the physical, it is mostly subject to the laws of matter, except where there are those with extreme gifts. They know the back door. They know the secret exits and entrances, they know how to bend the rules without breaking them. Like my dear companion, Fräulein Bast.”

      The woman gave a sinister but satisfied grin.

      “You met her in the forest last night, though you would probably not recognize her now. She was my great find from the primitive wastes of Ethiopia and the Sudan. A predator of the highest order, dominating the food chain there. For physical form is simply a rule to be bent, eh, mein freund?

      “Even if they don’t know how, they know. That is why we call it gabe, begabung—they are ‘gifted’ or, to use your choice, they are ‘talented.’ They have talent and so knowledge is not required. One who is naturally talented in art can paint beyond their experience and they do not know why. They do not need to know why, they simply do it and love it. This is like us. But our talents and gifts, they supersede the physical universe, they bend its rules. They reach into the plane of the mind. And some, beyond even that.

      “Do you not agree, Herr Merlin?”

      The British talent only scowled, refusing to participate.

      “You and I, mein freund,” Heidrich went on, “we perceive into the Astral Plane. But what lies past even that realm of non-physical existence? Heaven? Hell? Is this what sorcery and necromancy is, tapping into the next plane beyond that great Astral Sea? Where we go after death? Or come from before life? And what is even beyond that plane? The primordial design, perhaps? The scaffolding upon which all else in the universe is built and modelled?

      “I consider myself to have some talents toward the occult, what we might call sorcery. I am intrigued by it. Perhaps Fräulein Angelique’s sword comes from there or, more likely, is linked to a source of power there. There may be artifacts throughout history with similar origins. Your own legend of Excalibur, Herr Merlin, from which you even derive your own professional moniker. I wonder if perhaps you and I will be so close of friends, one day, that you will even tell me your true name? What does your mother call you? Your father?”

      “Fuck you,” Merlin growled.

      “Not very loving parents then, hm?” Heidrich joked. The guards at the door chuckled. Liska doubted that they were able to follow the conversation in English, but as soldiers they were probably versed in the curses of the enemy.

      “We have a common friend here,” Heidrich said, returning to his earlier subject, “a member of our strange but extended family, who I believe also is talentvoll into the mystic realm. You will meet him someday soon. We will be ‘three peas in a pod’ together, as you say. And we will all explore the many universes together under the scientific morality of the Third Reich.”

      “There’s nothing moral about your Third Reich,” Merlin spat.

      “No? You will change your mind. And speaking of minds...” Heidrich’s casual wandering placed him now in front of Liska’s chair. She struggled against the leather straps but they gave less than an inch. “And what brings you to me, junge dame?”

      Liska sucked in a quick breath and launched as much spittle as she could muster in his direction.

      The facade of the smug prophet faded from Heidrich’s face, giving way to sour disappointment. He turned back to Bast. “Why is the lowly act of spucken always their first choice of defiance?”

      He responded to her rudeness with cruelty. In a flash his hand was over her mouth, fingers and thumb clamped roughly onto her cheeks and jaw. Liska tried to force her head away but could not break his grip. She heard Merlin shouting angrily but that sound faded into the background. Her field of vision was consumed by Major Heidrich’s face. She could see the dry creases of his skin, the flare of his nostrils, the deep azure flames in his crystal blue eyes.

      And then she felt his presence in her mind.

      She knew she couldn’t let him discover her talent. She had to keep it hidden or their chances of escape would all but disappear.

      So she threw hatred at him and violence. She flooded her mind with terrible memories: the armored columns of German soldiers who invaded her home in Poland; children screaming in the streets and forests as she snuck into Slovakia; the knife she thrusted into the soldier’s belly who thought he would rape her in Vienna, the warmth of his blood flowing over her hand, and the look on his face, like a fish gasping for water; the ambush in Lyon, the flicker of flames and stink of black smoke after a German jeep exploded from the bomb she’d planted, the bullets whizzing past her ears as she ran for her life.

      Heidrich backed away after twenty seconds, his eyes still studying her but his mind no longer encroaching on hers.

      “Nothing more than a treacherous little girl?” He considered it doubtfully. “No, there is more here. I sense a spark in you, mädchen, but I know not yet what it is. But we have time. Perhaps I have brought you out too soon. I thought that the death of the sergeant would soften you up but... you are made of ‘sterner stuff,’ as they say.”

      He clapped his hands together and the two men at the door responded like summoned dogs. Heidrich issued orders in German. Each soldier took a chair and began unbuckling the girls. They would be returned to their cells.

      Daphne tried to put up a fight but had the spirit slapped from her with a strong blow across the face. Heidrich chastised her in French from across the room where he lounged against the draped operating table.

      But there was something in his voice, his expression... fatigue. A hint of exhaustion.

      I wore him out, Liska thought as the soldier undid the final strap and yanked her to her feet. She glanced at the major again over her shoulder. He gets tired using his talent. Not like Merlin. Not like me. For all his talk and superior thought, he’s more philosopher than mind witch. And I am strong. Stronger than even I thought.

      This isn’t hopeless. And our mission isn’t over.
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      Liska had no way to clock time, but surely a couple of hours had passed before she saw the guards again. This time they brought their prisoners supper: sparse hunks of ham and plain pasta, passed through the slit beneath the bars of her window on a small metal tray. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until it came; she gobbled it up ravenously. By the time all the trays had been passed, the guard came around to collect them again. He then stuck the long neck of a water pot through the bars and tipped it up. The stream hit the floor first. The hard, steady splash was deafening to her, the sound a tragic waste. Upon realizing what was happening, she instinctively got herself under the stream and opened her mouth. She got two big gulps down before the swan neck tipped back again and disappeared, moving down to the next occupied cell.

      In the final course, there was a screech of metal, a latch being pulled, and a small door opened up at the bottom of the cell door. A porcelain basin was shoved inside.

      “Zwei minuten,” called the voice outside. Two minutes.

      Again, her instincts—more specifically, her bladder—took control. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen the basin come in and she knew time was short and precious. Liska slid the basin off to a forward corner, out of sight from the window, dropped her trousers, and relieved the pressure she’d been holding for so long.

      The contents sloshed about as she slid it back through the trap door.

      Liska appeared at the bars. “Danke,” she said, thanking him. This was a new soldier, a freckled young man she hadn’t seen before. Probably the lowest ranking man in the asylum garrison, to be charged with piss pot duty. She gave him a small, desperate smile and said again, feigning shyness, “Danke.”

      Doesn’t hurt to make friends, she thought. It wasn’t the first time she’d used her youth and beauty to her advantage for survival in man’s cruel world.

      He returned a smile and blushed more than she did; he hadn’t even been the one to pee in a bowl. She watched him pour her waste into a bigger pot on the top shelf of a wheeled cart, place the basin on the bottom shelf, and then relock the hatch at the bottom of the door. He smiled shyly again through the bars, quietly replied, “Kein dank nötig,” (no thanks needed), and moved on to the next prisoner’s full bladder.

      “Guten tag,” she called after him. Good day.

      “Gute nacht,” he replied. Good night.

      So it was night. This was, no doubt, the last activity of the evening.

      She’d allow another hour or so to pass and then go exploring...
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      She’d fallen asleep, but it couldn’t have been for very long. She couldn’t imagine being relaxed enough as a prisoner to achieve sound sleep here.

      A touch to the knob and the door unlocked.

      She listened first for signs of activity. Only the heavy drip of water could be heard, plunking into the big puddle every six seconds.

      Six seconds… ten drops is a minute. Six-hundred drops is an hour. I could drive myself crazy trying to count the time. Maybe they let it drip for that very purpose?

      She eased the door open, stuck her left eye to the gap, then opened it all the way, slipped out, and closed it again behind her. Liska checked Daphne first. She, too, was sleeping and Liska decided not to wake her. There was no need. This was only a survey mission. Tonight Liska was just a scout, mapping enemy territory. She no intention of fighting and no need to endanger anyone but herself.

      Besides, she thought sadly, without her sword, the confident, powerful woman that Daphne had been was even more a prisoner than Liska was. That’s an objective for tonight, too, then, she told herself. Locate the sword.

      And without Abernathy around, she reminded herself, with a bit of self-loathing, there’s no one to take the fall for my escape. They’ll know what I can do. Then I’ll be the one doped up on morphine all the time.

      The grey-bearded captive three doors down from hers was not in his cell. Had he gone for a walk, too? Or was he being interrogated at this very moment? Or something else, something worse?

      The bare bulb’s light struggled to get past Liska’s own head as she peered into his cell. There was no man apparent, and yet... the small, shadowy room didn’t feel completely empty, either. She lingered a moment, waiting to see if anything would move inside...

      There came a tiny rustling in right rear corner. Then the slap-slap-slap of small feet padding against the hard tile floor.

      “Hello?” she whispered.

      Silence again.

      “A pet?” she whispered. “Are you a pet? Is he permitted to keep... a cat, maybe?” Though it didn’t sound like a cat. Cat’s were quiet and graceful; whatever was in there wasn’t.

      Liska leaned back and considered the trap door at the bottom of the door that had allowed the piss basin to slide into her own cell. There was a tiny latch there. Or, what if she opened the entire door? Would whatever it was come out? Was that even a good idea? She’d likely spend her would-be scouting time chasing an animal around instead of completing her self-assigned mission.

      No, she decided.

      “Sorry, pussy cat—” she started to say, looking back inside, but what she saw caught her words in her throat. Or what she thought she saw, for it was gone again in an instant.

      Were there really two tiny red eyes glowing in the dark, or had she just imagined them?

      Liska stepped back. Her eyes nervously, instinctually shot down to ensure that the trap door was locked, and shook off whatever she had seen.

      It was either my imagination or... it closed its eyes? Doesn’t matter. Forget it, Liska. More important things to do.

      The other rooms on this hall were also empty—or at least appeared to be. Her hallucinations in that one cell made her doubt her own senses, but there seemed to be no other prisoners on this wing.

      So either the eight rooms on the other side are all packed with captives, or...?

      Where were all the paratrooper commandos, their Percival knights? All dead now? Did Heidrich only keep the gifted alive? Perhaps he had them sent to another prisoner-of-war camp? That’s what was supposed to happen. The rules of warfare dictated taking prisoners over slaughter if captured, for whatever good rules were in war.

      She stepped lightly in the big puddle, careful not to splash or make noise. The cold, wet stimulation both confirmed she was alive and made her feel miserable.

      Up on the landing, a decision to make: up again into the unknown or down the other side? She knew the interrogation room was there—or laboratory or treatment room or whatever it had been in medical practice—but she didn’t know who or what was in those eight other cells. She might assume Merlin, but she also hadn’t seen Konnie or Vulkan yet. They had to be here somewhere.

      Unless they’re dead, whispered her own grim voice in her head. Or were both traitors after all.

      “I don’t believe either of those things,” she whispered to herself aloud. “But I need to find out.”

      As she began her descent back toward the interrogation room, her ears detected the arrogant, droning soliloquy of Major Heidrich’s voice, though it was severely muffled.

      He’s in that room, she thought, giving another speech to other prisoners. But the door must be closed.

      She crept down the quiet, stone steps and peeked around the corner. The door at the end of the hall was closed and light glowed around its perimeter.

      She saw no one else in the darkened passageway.

      Then she remembered the giant mirror in that room.

      Counting the doors again: two with barred windows on the right, followed by one without a window before the main chamber.

      Heidrich’s voice paused for only seconds at a time. She hoped he kept it up long enough for her to explore the entire passageway.

      All of the padded cells were currently empty, two of the doors hanging slightly ajar. Whoever the occupants had been were probably the major’s captive audience now.

      The last windowed cell on the left had been converted into a small office. There was a simple wooden chair, a writing desk, and a two-drawered cabinet, all cluttered with papers and several pencils of various used lengths. She guessed it was basically a note-taking room, probably used for official medical business before the Nazis had perverted the purpose of this building. Dates on the doctor’s progress notes were two and three years old.

      Next to this room was a large supply closet with linens, towels, bars of lye soap, a mop and bucket, and similar items.

      The largest room down this corridor was, of course, Heidrich’s laboratory and interrogation chamber. And between it and the last padded cell—just as she had suspected—was a small, windowless door.

      Liska’s heart was in her throat as she checked that door, worried she’d open it and be discovered by whoever might be inside, but the room proved empty. It was a narrow chamber, only about six feet wide and twice as deep, with two rickety wooden chairs inside. But its most important feature was the left-hand wall, which was almost entirely a sheet of one-way glass.

      This was an observation room into Heidrich’s lab.

      And the lab was in full use.

      Heidrich was pacing animatedly and had removed his uniform coat. One of the three nameless guardsmen in the room held it, folded neatly over his arm. The big man Liska had seen in the hall from their previous escape attempt was also there. He again dressed only in uniform pants and a sleeveless white undershirt. A large uniform she presumed to be his was cast over the metal table in the corner. His face and body were brutish: brow and chin very pronounced, six-and-a-half feet tall and heavily muscled. His hair was perfectly parted and oiled, his face shadowed with a full day’s whiskers. He stood with both hands behind him, at parade rest, grinning at whatever the major had been saying.

      Three men were strapped into the heavy interrogation chairs.

      Merlin retained his seat from earlier; Liska wondered if they’d given the poor man a break all day. Had they even brought the stinking basin to him to empty his bladder?

      The grey-haired man missing from the cell down from her own was in the next seat. The cat owner, Liska dubbed him. He was similarly dressed as the big guy: dirty slacks and stained, yellowing undershirt that showed his knobby shoulders and thin arms. The man did not seem particularly out of shape or elderly—she guessed his age at late forties or early fifties—but she doubted that he had been a soldier. He had marks on the exposed skin of his arms. It was difficult to tell if they were tattoos or dark branding scars perhaps caused by Nazi torture.

      In the last chair, nearest to where Liska was hidden from those inside, sat Sasha—better known as Vulkan. He, too, was underdressed, though in a totally different way: Sasha’s drab British uniform had been partially burned off of his body. His uniform blouse had been reduced to charred scraps hanging around his neck, the remains of the sleeves slinked down around his wrists and forearms, halted where they hit the straps of the chair.

      Guilt struck Liska like a slap across the face. I was wrong about him. I judged him as a Russian, not as a man. If I couldn’t blame Konnie for being German, why didn’t I trust Sasha just the same?

      Strangely, the whitening chest hair on his thin body was still there, untouched by whatever flames had destroyed his clothing. While the other two prisoners appeared glossy-eyed, probably due to drugs administered by his captors, Vulkan looked haggard and stressed, as if he were bearing a heavy burden and tiring from it.

      Liska’s hands clenched. She thought she knew what that burden might be.

      They don’t know what they’re doing, she thought. Heidrich’s experimenting, playing games, and it could kill us all!

      Major Heidrich sipped a glass a water. Was he soothing his overused vocal cords or just teasing Vulkan?

      “So the Astral Plane, then,” Heidrich said, “is the next room, shall we say? Beyond a wall that most of us cannot see, but it is there. Every mind is a small room on the other side of that wall. Some very few, like you, like me, we can traverse that barrier, see through that wall. We can enter rooms other than our own.”

      Liska swallowed nervously. Heidrich’s metaphor seemed dangerously close to her present reality; in a small room beyond the wall that not everyone could see. Did he know she was there? If so, he made no overt actions to do anything about it.

      “As big as this house is, this physical dwelling that we and our bodies all inhabit, the house beyond is a hundred times greater.” The major wrapped his left hand around his right fist. Then he removed that fist from the middle and placed on top of the other. “But what is outside of that? If the physical is a house within the larger house of the mind, what house contains them both? Perhaps the universe is layered, as an onion is. Or perhaps like Russian nesting dolls, eh?” He gestured toward Vulkan, who sat sweating.

      He sipped the water, swished it, swallowed.

      “Sorcery is a… hobby of mine. The study of ancient science, the science of reality. Magie, zauber—magic—we call it, although I believe this is something different. Magic is illusion, fantasy, tricks up the sleeve.” His finger played with the smoking remains on Vulkan’s arm. His cronies laughed. “Sorcery is much deeper. It is a practiced discipline. A studied delve into the workings of the universe. The mechanics, the rules. Understanding how the layers of these houses are interconnected. To understand it is to control it, yeah? To manipulate the workings by pure mental willpower.” He tapped his own temple.

      “And Herr Basserhoff is an expert on such things.” Heidrich came to stand next to the grey-bearded cat owner. He indicated the man’s bare arms with a wave. “Do you see here, Herr Merlin, the markings dear Frederick has inscribed in his own flesh? This is the sacrifice of the sorcerer. You see, it is a greater dedication than that the physician or the astronomer, is it not? To give yourself bodily and spiritually to your pursuit of its mastery.”

      Heidrich now glanced up at his large champion and held out an open hand. “Messer,” he demanded.

      The big man produced a switchblade knife and handed it to his commander.

      The major waved the blade around tauntingly. He passed it just under the man’s left eye without touching the flesh, beneath his bearded chin. He scraped the point down his Adam’s apple, but not with enough force to draw blood. The prisoner—Basserhoff, Heidrich had called him, and Frederick—simply waited. Despite the narcotic glaze in his bloodshot eyes, they were wide but not with panic; instead his eyes showed strength and defiance, daring his captor to hurt him and ready to take it as necessary.

      But Heidrich’s intent was not to cut the man. Instead, the knife slid under a strap of Basserhoff’s undershirt and stretched the fabric until it sliced against the blade’s edge. The other side was cut, too, and the front of his shirt curled over. Beneath it were more tattoos and brands of scarred flesh: perfect circles, harsh lines, geometric shapes, runes and symbols that Liska did not recognize from any language.

      Heidrich’s voice resonated with actual respect: “A dedicated practitioner of his science. And its art.”

      He’s a witch, Liska thought. Some people called me that, after seeing what I can do, but this man really is a witch! Does that mean he actually has a black cat in his cell? Or some other creature entirely?

      “Science and art,” Heidrich continued. “Magic and the mind. Fate and evolution. All of these factors, such a strange puzzle. A mystery waiting to be solved by anyone with the courage to do so. But it will take sacrifice. And pain.” He chopped two fingers toward Vulkan.

      Another soldier entered Liska’s field of vision, stepping in from corner beyond the one-way glass. The weapon in his hands appeared to be a rifle with tubing instead of a magazine, a large blue teardrop of flame burning at its mouth. On his back was a tank of fuel.

      It was a flamethrower.

      The weapon belched a great gout of orange fire. Vulkan cried out, but the burst of flames disappeared, apparently swallowed up by his body. The charred scraps of uniform he still wore flickered with candle flames and he smoldered there in tiny black trails of smoke, but he was otherwise unharmed.

      But it hurts, Liska knew. And a flamethrower inside a single room… if Vulkan were not absorbing the gout of destructive energy, who knew what other harm it would wrought? He might very well have been protecting the man in the next chair by sucking up the flames.

      All the Nazis in the room laughed. It was terrible entertainment.

      The flamethrower roared again, this time sustaining the attack for a full two seconds. The big man at the back of the room shied away from the heat while Vulkan had no choice but to absorb it as best he could. His clothes burned more, the front face of his heavy wooden chair blackened and smoked, but Vulkan himself would not burn. Instead, he moaned.

      Liska sucked her clenched teeth. Her first thought was for Sasha. Her second was for everyone else. She knew his power sometimes came at a cost.

      They don’t know what they’re doing. They’re going to kill us all.
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      “Amazing, my friend.” Heidrich patted Vulkan on the shoulder, then recoiled and shook his hand, as if he’d touched a hot stove. His cronies laughed again. It might have been a joke or Vulkan’s skin might very well have been scorching hot; Liska didn’t know if that was a side effect of his absorption of heat or not.

      “And we will be friends,” Major Heidrich added. “All of us. For we are the same breed and we should fight the same fight. But first we must learn.” He nodded to his large companion, who nodded back. “This is our freund Herr Gestalt. Again, just as you all have secret names, Gestalt is not the name given by his mother, but by me.”

      The large man pulled the sheet off the metal surgical table and hefted a sawn tree branch onto it instead. Then he wheeled the table out for everyone to see. The specimen was fresh, its raw ends glistening with sap and a twig on its length still bearing green, spearheaded leaves.

      “Earlier I spoke of bending the law of physics and biology,” Heidrich said. “Just as Fräulein Bast can alter her shape, so can Herr Gestalt. Another mystery of metaphysics. As he will now demonstrate. Although most of you have seen this particular demonstration before.”

      Gestalt smiled at that. Then he reached down and planted his fingertips onto the rough bark of the tree branch. It took Liska a moment to notice that those fingertips had taken on the grey-brown color of the bark. No, not just the color but the texture as well—his fingers were taking on the properties of the wood! It climbed up into his hand, then wrist, all the way up to the bend in his arm. A tiny branch extended from the tip of his elbow, grew quickly to finger length and sprouted two fresh, green leaves.

      “The tree!” Liska gasped.

      Her hand clamped over her mouth and her mind frantically reviewed to determine just how loud those syllables had been coming out of her mouth. Barely a whisper, she assured herself. No one beyond the glass seemed to have noticed her words. They were all entranced by Gestalt’s transformation.

      The tree monster in the forest. Heidrich had even said they’d seen this trick before. When Gestalt had mimicked a tree out there, though, he must also have borrowed its size because it had seemed to her to be much more than six feet tall.

      Gestalt then added a new component to his trick.

      He laid his other hand on the metal table and it, too, began to take on the properties of what it touched. Fingers, hand, and wrist quickly became silvery and shiny. The man peered out from beneath his heavy brow and gave them all a sinister grin. His teeth were clenched, though; perhaps taking on two different substances was difficult or painful for him?

      Every weakness, she told herself. Watch for anything that can be to our advantage.

      The major may have seen it too, for he then called for an end to the demonstration.

      Liska felt anxiety crawl into her head. I’ve seen enough. I can’t be here when they all decide to end the show and come out of that room. Then, silently to the three men beyond the glass: I’ll come back for you. I promise.

      Even the tattooed sorcerer; if he was a fellow prisoner, then he was on their side.

      She eased open a crack in the door and inspected the hallway. The door to the lab was still closed and there were no other sounds in the passageway.

      She crept to the stairs quickly and quietly, wishing she had some form of weapon the whole way there.

      From there to the landing and she paused. Back to the “safety” of her cell, or upstairs on a scouting mission?

      Might as well ask, Do you want to be a prisoner here forever or find a way out?

      The stairs going up were dark. Her hands led the way, groping cautiously until bumped into a solid surface in the blackness. It felt like... cold, metal doors with irregular patches of rust and decay. She quickly found a pair of knobs, cool to the touch. They were already unlocked.

      A line of dim, grey light split the darkness as she pushed open a door. The scenery immediately changed from a darkened, wet dungeon into a facility almost recognizable as a hospital. The flooring was clean, grey linoleum. The walls were painted white. The overhead electric lights were dimmed, she guessed for sleeping. A long hall stretched out before her and opened into a bigger room.

      Liska darted from the basement threshold and ducked immediately under another stairwell, which led upward with wrought iron bars topped by a smooth, wooden handrail. Where she hid now was, in fact, the end of a long, ground-floor hallway. Several doors, opened and closed, ran down either side until the passage opened into another shadowy chamber. Idle German chitchat echoed quietly from two or more conversations happening along the way. The faint smell of tobacco smoke lingered in the air.

      Barracks rooms, she guessed. The garrison soldiers here must have been using the regular hospital beds as sleeping quarters. It was nighttime, past lights-out, and the off-duty men were in their bunks, probably smoking cigarettes and playing cards.

      Down at the far end, a uniformed figure stepped into view, rife slung over one shoulder. He was talking to someone down there. Liska imagined that the hospital lobby lay at the opposite end from her. The reception desk no doubt served as the guard post for the sergeant-of-the-watch. That lobby was probably the busiest room above-ground, if two men talking casually could be considered busy.

      The guard and his rifle continued talking and stepped right out of view.

      If Heidrich and his monster are in the basement, and the sergeant-of-the-watch is way down there, smoking and joking with another guardsman who is definitely not making his rounds at the moment….

      She eyed the stairwell above her head.

      Then I go up.
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      The asylum’s third and final level—the second story above ground—was deathly quiet. Her ears detected no movement and her eyes found only ambient moon glow from windowed rooms with open doors along the darkened hall.

      Liska made her way carefully. She surmised that, if the ground level was the garrison’s enlisted barracks, then the top floor must have been the offices and living quarters of Heidrich and his officers.

      The floor was largely abandoned. Most of the rooms were empty, housing only empty iron bunks with bare, stained mattresses. Many of those had leather restraints buckled to the bedframes, ready for patients. Moonlight shined in through the southern windows, illuminating one side of the building and leaving the other in dire darkness. Rectangles of faint moonlight reached the hall’s checkerboard linoleum flooring where south-side doors hung open.

      One north-side door sat ajar. Liska crept up and listened carefully before chancing a peek around the doorframe.

      The chamber was empty but lived-in. The bed bore sheets and a blanket, partially turned down and wrinkled from use. There was a face on the wall: an elongated wooden mask, almost teardrop shaped, rounded at the top and narrowing to a near-pointed chin. A wardrobe with chipped grey paint stood in the corner, its hatch slid open. Three pressed Nazi officer’s uniforms hung inside, looking rather narrow for most men’s fit.

      The cat woman’s room! Liska thought.

      Then a flash of panic set her eyes desperately searching the shadowy hall up and down—was the metaphysical enforcer here now, watching, waiting to pounce?

      Liska slid into the room, held her breath, and listened intently.

      And heard only her own heartbeat.

      But if the African woman can become a night-black leopard…. She could be stalking the halls right now, and I wouldn’t know it until she killed me.

      Her breath escape in a long sigh, no longer able to hold, not even aware that she’d still been doing it. She shook her head at herself.

      I don’t have time for doubt. This may be my only chance to explore this level. I’m here now and must take advantage.

      A quick inspection of the room found nothing of value, other than the uniforms. She removed one from the wardrobe, tossed the hanger under the bed, and rolled it up tight—jacket, shirt, slacks, and all. Yanking a pillow from its case provided her with a makeshift knapsack with which to carry it.

      She preceded down the dark corridor, heart even more present in her throat than it had been before. She was even more certain that the panther woman would kill her if found, now that she’d stolen something from her.

      Liska’s next challenge came at the center circle of the floor. Winding stairs came and went on either side of this level’s lobby area. The black-and-white checkboard floor was furnished with an abandoned reception desk, upholstered chairs, and a couch. A few tall, potted plants stood watch here, which was apparently being watered and maintained by the Nazis. Compassion for plants, she thought, but no one else.

      No soldiers were present but the idle chatter of the sergeant-of-the-watch and his companion on duty drifted up from the story below.

      She treaded very lightly through the area, catching wisps of cigarette smoke and boastings about girls the men downstairs claimed to have left back home.

      Into the east wing now. The first door to her right was open, a sign mounted there reading DIRECTEUR.

      Inside was an office more than twice the size of any other room she’d seen, well lit by southern exposure to the waning moon beyond its double-bank of windows. A large desk dominated the center of the room, cluttered with papers, dossiers, and manila folders. An immaculately made bed and lacquered chifferobe occupied the right side of the room, the latter filled with uniforms and personal effects. More official furnishings and gear sat on the left: an oak sideboard, one of its drawers ajar and bristling with file folders. On top of it sat three pieces communications gear: a telephone, a radio, and an Enigma cypher machine.

      Merciful God, Liska thought. If I could get that Enigma out of here and back to England…

      On the wall above these were three maps: one of the Eastern hemisphere with several pins stuck in Europe and Africa; one specifically of Egypt with a few pins south of Cairo along the Nile River; and a topographic map of a very specific region of high and low ground. Written in black ink were the words “Tal der Könige.” She knew könige meant king in German but didn’t know tal.

      Heidrich’s office, she thought. Her eyes surveyed the whole of the room again, looking for anything of command-level value that could aid her quest⁠—

      A long, thin plane and crossbar among the shadows caught her attention. An object propped in the corner, half-hidden behind the bulky oaken furniture. Liska’s breath caught in her throat: Could it be…?

      It was the familiar medieval sword, its cross-guard a pair of lions leaping in opposite directions, the pommel like a huge coin bearing a Maltese cross.

      Liska snatched up the weapon and clutched it against her chest.

      This one thing could be the key to our freedom.

      Right now.

      Her hand slapped the hilt and her fingers curled tightly around it. Her palm pressed against the smooth leather strip that wound the steel beneath, stained and cured by centuries of sweat, oil, and blood. And though she willed to inherit its divine power, she felt nothing flow from the inert length of steel.

      It wasn’t her sword. It was Daphne’s. Angelique’s. It was the instrument by which she became Angelique and, as Liska understood it, the sword was a conduit to a holy power. Daphne claimed the sword had once belonged to Joan of Arc herself. The anger and wrath it granted her certainly seemed to match that story. Did the weapon, centuries old, really connect Daphne to a just but wrathful God? Was it also Liska’s God, the same she and her Jewish father had prayed to? When was the last time Eliska Sadoski had prayed? She had quite often during those first few weeks after becoming an orphan. But she hadn’t been a resistance fighter long before she’d been too afraid and ashamed to speak to God. What would He think of her, of the people she’d killed, of the creature she’d become?

      If this sword truly was a means of contacting God or one of His agents, what would happen if she withdrew the blade from the boiled-leather scabbard? Would she become a flaming angel of death too? If so...

      If so, they might all be freed this very night.

      Liska licked her lips, rolled her fingers again tighter on the leather-coiled grip... and pulled.

      Three inches of the dull grey blade slid free⁠—

      And her awareness left the asylum. The dark and stagnant air of Heidrich’s office vanished, replaced by an infinite space filled with white light... and fire. There were eyes upon her, immaterial eyes of pure flame, probing her mind, her soul, burning her from the inside out. Though she suffered no harm; its intent was not to incinerate her, not to purge her soft flesh from the immortal essence underneath. The fire was an ethereal, purifying element. It was an alien intelligence, an angelic presence. And it was searching her, judging her.

      It found her wanting.

      She was not the owner of the blade, was not approved to wield its power. Or its power—that of the flaming angel, the blessing of terrible wrath and justice. For whatever reason in its superior judgment, the creature refused countenance.

      Eliska Sadoski would not and could not bear the power of the flaming blade.

      The blinding white light and purging fire vanished from her mind, returning her to the quiet stillness of that Earthly room. Back to the prison of hate and stone and flesh.

      The silence was deafening.

      The sudden solitude, by comparison, left her cold and shivering.

      Liska had had the indescribable experience of having another consciousness inside her being. Merlin, a true telepath, had spoken and even probed her mind many times in the past three months. Even Heidrich had invaded the very personal space in her head since she’d been captured. But those experiences had been nothing compared to what had just happened. Merlin and Heidrich had been mere visitors. The being of the sword... Had it been inside her or had she been inside of it? Liska had felt as if she no longer even occupied this world, this Earthly realm, during those long few seconds, so total and enveloping was the dimension of the fiery angel. Or whatever it was. Had her own mind and soul left her body to visit the sword? Or had it God’s Heaven? Or perhaps even His Hell?

      Finding herself suddenly back within her own small and stifling body was a shock, despite the fact that it had been all she had ever known for the entirety of her life up until that moment. It took her several breaths to reorient herself back into the shadowy office of the prison asylum.

      “I can’t use the sword,” she told herself aloud. It was both a relief and a terrible disappointment. Even though whatever she had just merged with was terrifying to her, to know that she had ultimately been rejected by it felt as if she’d just been denied the immortality of God’s covenant.

      “The only good thing,” she whispered, forcing the blade back into its scabbard with a click, like a door closing, “is that if I can’t use it, I know Heidrich can’t. Bast, the cat woman... maybe. But I think if she could, it would be strapped to her hip now, not half-hidden behind the furniture in Heidrich’s office.”

      Still, her hands did not want to let it go. To leave such a powerful artifact here, in Major Heidrich’s possession. That was unthinkable.

      And yet, that’s exactly what she told herself she must do. What if simply giving Daphne her power back was not enough to escape this place? Even if the fiery knight Angelique could defeat the entire garrison of Nazi troops, Major Heidrich, the monstrous Gestalt, and the she-cat Bast all by herself (which Liska doubted—she was inhumanly powerful, but probably not that powerful), even if Angelique could wield all the offensive power by herself, how would Liska get the others out while Angelique was fighting off the garrison? She was a teenaged girl who weighed less than any of her surviving teammates. She certainly couldn’t carry out their morphine-sedated bodies all by herself. And she hadn’t even found Konstellation yet. Was Konnie even here? Was he still alive? Had he been killed in the fight in the forest?

      No, it was not time to take the sword. Not yet. There was planning still to be done. She had come here to scout out the asylum, gather intelligence, and form a plan. And when Heidrich returned to his office, there was no doubt he’d notice the sword missing. One does not casually discard a weapon like that. Maybe the angel hadn’t even appeared for him. Maybe it had even burned Heidrich’s soul when he’d tried to draw the sword. Who knew? But no matter what secret result he’d experienced, Liska was sure he knew the value of that sword. If she took it now, the whole place would be on high alert the instant he discovered it missing. And that would make their escape very much more difficult, if not impossible.

      No, she had to leave it. For now.

      She carefully replaced it in the corner, snuggly fit between the sideboard and the wall. As her fingers released the firm leather scabbard and she backed away, Liska again felt the scorn and loneliness of being rejected by its higher power.

      So self-consuming was that dismal disappointment that she had yet to even notice the person watching her from the office’s darkened doorway.
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      The shock of finding a silhouette in the doorway threw Liska off balance. She stumbled backwards into the sideboard. Her arm desperately flailed for the weapon she’d just put back, banging up against the Enigma machine and knocking the telephone receiver off of its cradle. Finally, she turned enough to find the sword, seized it, and held it up in front of her, still in its sheath. (Pulling the blade free might have left her standing dumbstruck and vulnerable as her mind was whisked away to whatever fiery realm the being inside occupied.)

      She held the sword and her ground for a long moment, breathing heavily and regaining her nerve. Then she noticed that the figure in the doorway was smaller than she was. It held both hands out and stepped carefully into the darkened room.

      “Please,” he said, accented German. “I am not going to hurt you.”

      The voice belonged to a child.

      The boy from the hallway, Liska thought. I saw him hiding behind Heidrich during our first escape attempt. When Abernathy was... She couldn’t finish that thought.

      He came further into the office now, close enough for her to see better. The boy was only ten or twelve with heavy black eyebrows and a bowl of raven hair. He wore a custom-made uniform, too, Nazi grey. Though unlike most others, his jacket bore no medals or pins of recognition.

      “Who are you?” Liska demanded. Her brain told her she could relax but her soldier’s survival instincts weren’t quite ready to yet. She took two steps closer to him, arms and sheathed sword still held taught in front of her. Heidrich’s big desk was between them but she was prepared to dash around it to intercept him if need be. She felt confident that she could take this boy down to prevent his raising the alarm—barring any shapeshifting abilities that he, too, might have, like the other Nazi talents.

      “My name is Peter,” the boy said. “The Major calls me ‘Orakel.’”

      Her elbows relaxed just a bit. “What the hell are you doing here, Peter?”

      “Like the rest. I was recruited...” The boy’s voice cracked. “I was taken from my family...”

      Liska heard tears in his throat. She dropped the sword, moved swiftly around the desk, and saw glistening streaks on his cheeks an instant before scooping him into an embrace.

      She hadn’t thought about it, there was no conscious decision to move; on pure instinct, Eliska Sadoski recognized a fellow orphan of this war and ran to intercept.

      They squeezed each other, strangers yet sudden siblings, for several breaths. The boy was crying. Liska found that she was too.

      “I’m sorry,” he begged. “I’m sorry.”

      Liska pulled away, went to one knee, and brushed the dark hair from his forehead. “Sorry? For what, mein bruder? You didn’t do anything. You are a prisoner, like us. He dresses you like one of them, but you’re not.”

      “No,” he said, sniffing up wet. “I don’t want to be, but in a way, I am. I told him you were coming. I’m sorry!” He buried his head in her shoulder again. “Forgive me,” he sobbed against her.

      She jerked him away by the shoulders and focused her intense eyes on his. “What do you mean? Explain.”

      He couldn’t look at her now. His dark eyes probed the floor between them.

      “I see things. I know things. That’s why the Major has named me Orakel. I saw planes coming here, passing by the full moon.”

      “You did? So, no one betrayed us? Vulkan? Konstellation?”

      “No,” he sobbed. “It was me. I did not mean to. But it is why he keeps me here. And if you did not come, if you were not forced to come here... You could not save me.” Fresh tears broke from the boy’s eyes.

      She pulled him into another embrace—and squeezed him harder than she should have. A mousy squeak escaped his lips, but he didn’t struggle.

      Men died for this, she wanted to tell him. Color Sergeant Abernathy and probably all his paratrooper commandos. Because you told Heidrich we were coming. Because you were selfish!

      She wanted to scold him, shake him by the shoulders until his little neck snapped. But, of course, she couldn’t. He was only a boy, a scared child, and a prisoner of sorts, too.

      “It’s not your fault,” she told him, and also accepted the truth of it herself. Still...

      “But we were coming anyway, Peter. Investigating this place and taking other talents home with us, that was our mission. You didn’t have to...”

      Let it go, she told herself.

      He backed up and wiped his drippy nose on the forearms of his sleeves. “Your friend,” Peter said, perhaps deliberately changing the subject. “The one called Konstellation. You are looking for him? He is here.”

      “Where?”
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        * * *

      

      He led her down the gloomy hallway to another patient room, this one lit by a faint tableside lamp. A thin, familiar figure lay in the bed, secured there with leather straps on his wrists and ankles.

      He wore the grey slacks and unbuttoned jacket of a Nazi officer.

      Liska paused upon realizing that. “What the hell is going on here?” she whispered, to herself, to the boy, and to Konrad.

      On the table, next to the lamp, were three small, glass vials and a hypodermic needle.

      Peter stepped aside, already knowing he was about to get trampled. Liska rushed to the bedside and went down to one knee. “Konnie,” she said, shaking his left shoulder. “Konnie, wake up. Talk to me.”

      His eyes opened. The pupils were pinpoints of black in windows of blue, set in bloodshot orbs of white. “Wer ist da? Mutter?”

      “No, I’m not your mother, Konnie, it’s⁠—”

      “Bitte, Mutter. Bitte. Bring mich nach hause, Mutter!”

      Liska shushed him and placed a hand over his mouth. “Sein, Konnie! Be quiet.”

      “You speak German?” Peter asked her.

      “Only a little.”

      “He wants to go home,” Peter translated, tearing up again. “I want to go home, too.”

      “Close the door,” Liska commanded, “and lock it.”

      He obeyed but added, “These doors do not lock. They would not want a patient to close themselves inside where the doctors and nurses could not get to them.”

      Liska made more soothing sshhh sounds now and smoothed Konnie’s thinning hair. “Still sein, Konrad. Quiet now. Tell me what’s happened.”

      Konnie’s face crinkled, looking more distraught than even ten-year-old. His tiny pupils stared blankly at the ceiling. “No more, please. I wish to return to London now. No more, please.”

      “I want to take you there, Konnie,” Liska said.

      “But not to do your work, please,” Konnie begged. “No more. I wish to be friends there. I have friends there. No more work for you.”

      “We are your friends, Konnie. It’s me, Liska. Eliska Sadoski.” She took his hand now. He squeezed it instantly but continued to stare up at the ceiling. “I want to go back to London, too. With you.”

      “But no more secret work,” Konnie insisted. “I left Germany. You let me leave. You sent me away. I’m Briton now. You made me so. Do not make me betray my friends now.”

      Liska’s hand lost all strength. She pulled it away and retreated from the bedside. Konnie’s lips trembled. “Where are you going?” His dark eyes stared on, as if blind. “Don’t leave me here. You said you would send me back.” His hand tried to lash out to find hers but was held taught by a buckled leather strap.

      “I’m right here,” she whispered as loudly as she dared. “Be quiet, please!”

      Konnie sobbed loudly, like a child.

      Liska turned to the actual child in the room. “What is he talking about?”

      Peter’s dark eyes were apologetic. “It was before me, before Major Heidrich took me as one of his special soldiers.”

      “What was?”

      “Konrad, before he came to England, he was German.”

      “I know that. He was a farmer. But Merlin got him a visa and a scholarship to become a physics student at Oxford. That was his cover. That’s how Merlin got him out and into Spirit Host.”

      “That was only part of the story,” Peter said. “You did not know the other part. Merlin did not know. Heidrich had already recruited Herr Konrad.”

      “That’s not true,” Liska snapped. “How the hell would you know? That was years ago. You were still pissing in your bed at night!”

      The boy cringed and shrank away from her.

      Take it easy, she told herself. It’s not his fault!

      “I’m sorry, Peter. You didn’t do anything wrong. Please, tell me more.”

      The boy still kept a safe distance in the small room. “I’ve been here, listening. In the room. Heidrich wants me to be here, in case I can help him, or tell him more. He thinks I can ‘see across the Astral Plane’ and help Herr Konrad remember. The Major gives him drugs and asks him questions. He goes into Konrad’s mind with his own. He... He sent Konrad to England years ago, programmed to be his secret agent. The Major put dreams and ideas in his head. He sent him to be a spy.”

      Konnie moaned and cried, strapped into his hospital bed. The boy wiped away his own tears. It was all Liska could do not to start crying herself, but more because she felt betrayed than for any other reason.

      She knelt again and took Peter by the shoulders. “Tell me, truthfully now. How did Heidrich know we were coming? How did he know to send those Luftwaffe fighter planes to shoot us down? And to send Gestalt and Bast to ambush us in the woods?”

      “Me,” Peter insisted, his lips trembling. “I did it. I killed all those people. I told him you were coming.”

      “Not Konrad? Not Konstellation, the double agent?”

      “Nooo.” The boy’s denial was the whine of a young hound, guilty for the hunt. “I did it. I killed them. I’m sorry.”

      She wiped his tears. “I’m not mad at you. It’s not your fault.”

      Still, she couldn’t quite bring herself to hug him, to embrace him like a lost brother again.

      She stood and faced Konnie.

      The bed dropped and banged hard against the floor. It had been hovering inches off the linoleum.

      Liska flinched, startled by the noise and fearful that someone outside of the room may have heard it.

      Konstellation had the powers of the cosmos: gravity, electricity, magnetism. He had the power of a star bottled up inside a frail human form. If Heidrich had control of that power, or perhaps worse, if he somehow drove the man in possession of those powers mad with his attempts at mind control...

      Konnie looked at her now for the first time, his eyes bloodshot and begging. “Liska,” he squeaked. His hand strained against the leather binding, trying to reach her. She got low and took it. “I’m sorry, Liska. Please believe me. I didn’t betray you. I betrayed him.”

      “I believe you, Konnie.”

      “Someone is coming!” Peter gasped.

      The doorknob turned and clicked. A soldier pushed it open and peeked inside, a rifle slung over his shoulder.

      There stood a boy in an officer’s uniform and another man strapped to the hospital bed. The patient stared at the ceiling and softly moaned. Liska pressed herself into the corner of the room, out of the guard’s current field of vision.

      “Orakel, was machst du da?” the soldier asked.

      Peter answered in German. There was a brief exchange Liska didn’t understand. The soldier lingered in the doorway, silently regarding the young talent. “Ganz gut,” he said at last and departed.

      Peter quickly closed the door behind him. “I said I was questioning Konrad and trying to make him remember, as Major Heidrich had told me to do.”

      “We can’t stay here,” Liska said, coming out of the corner. “And by that I mean, not just this room but this whole place.” She moved back to Konrad, who insisted on holding her hand again. “I’m going to get you out of here, Konnie, back to London. And you, too, Peter. We’re all leaving. But I’ll need your help. Both of you. All of you—everyone’s help. I can’t do this alone. But as long as he keeps you and Merlin and everyone else drugged...” She snatched a vial from the bedside table and examined it. “I have an idea...”

      Peter gasped again, startled.

      Liska spun on her heel, expecting to find the soldier had returned, standing in the doorway with his rifle trained on her heart. But the door was still closed. The boy looked up at her with shock and fear in his eyes.

      “What is it, Peter?”

      “Tomorrow. We can’t be here.”

      “Obviously we don’t want to be, but what choice do we have? I can’t get us all ready that fast⁠—”

      “No, sister!” Peter marched forward and seized her hand, almost pulling her off balance. “Tomorrow this building will fall. I see it!”

      “What do you mean, ‘fall’? What causes it? What time does it happen?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t see everything. I never can. I only know: this building will fall tomorrow.”

      “Will people die?”

      He nodded, eyes moistening.

      “Then we have to act fast.”
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      The asylum basement was silent when Liska crept back downstairs. No voices reverberated behind doors or walls. No extra lights burned with revealing light, just the lone bare bulbs at the stairwell landings at each wing of the dungeon.

      She peeked through the barred windows of the east wing and found two dark shapes sleeping on their hard floors. Merlin and Vulkan, she assumed. There were no other men in any of the cells. Either none of the paratrooper commandos had been left alive or they had been shipped off to a prisoner-of-war camp elsewhere. Normal human beings had no place here, it seemed. Perhaps that’s where the African Bast had gone, escorting the prisoners to their destination? Liska hoped the woman would be gone for days, long enough for them to escape without having to contend with her, as well.

      Then she checked the narrow space behind the mirror. It was just as dark and silent as the hallway, and the interrogation room—or torture lab, if all were honest about it—was just as black and empty. The session had ended. Somehow she had avoided Major Heidrich and his men afterward; she chalked it up to the size of the hospital and pure luck.

      The basement was dark, quiet, and empty. She was free, then, to prepare for their escape.
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        * * *

      

      A soldier was standing in the darkened hallway when she came back out of the interrogation room.

      His was a thin silhouette, not much taller than she was, cast against the faint, ominous glow from the stone-stair landing. The sharp line of a rifle cut his shape diagonally.

      Liska caught her breath as her heart leaped into her throat. She raised her empty hands slowly in surrender.

      He leveled his weapon toward her, perhaps delayed in realizing what he’d just happened upon—an escaped prisoner.

      Liska eased forward very cautiously. “Guter abend,” she said—Good evening. Her mouth was dry and her voice trembled slightly.

      She slid her feet half a step closer to him. Now she could see that this was the freckle-nosed young man who’d been pushing the piss pot earlier. His face was as pale and smooth as a baby’s behind. His dark eyes were wide and dilated and almost as nervous as her own.

      Liska ventured a smile.

      He smiled back, glare flicking quickly to and from the floor.

      Feet scuffed down the stone stairs behind him, accompanied by German complaints and mumbling.

      The first young man’s eyes widened, panicky. Liska’s heart responded, beating even faster.

      The new soldier stopped suddenly upon finding the scene, cursed, and clumsily pulled his own rifle from where it was slung over his shoulder.

      Liska’s would-be boyfriend looked back at his watch partner, around to her again, then drew up his weapon and bashed her right in the face with the rifle butt.
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        * * *

      

      She came to in a heap on the floor of her cell. Her hands were bound behind her back by a pair of chain-linked manacles. The door was open with a hand-held electric torch shining in. The light stung her eyes. Its glare was coming over the shoulder of a man in uniform.

      “Secrets.” It was Heidrich’s voice. He leaned down and seized her by the left arm. Liska struggled but the major only tightened his grip. “Nein!” he commanded. “Hold still, fräulein.”

      An imagined scorpion stung her left shoulder while its pincer held her arm. The stinger sank in deep.

      Liska realized that the image had been suggested by Heidrich’s own mind.

      “Full of secrets,” the major said whimsically. He withdrew the long needle from her deltoid. “We shall discover them yet, you and I. Herr Merlin doesn’t bring a teenaged girl on a combat mission without reason. And now, we get a glimpse of why, eh? Secret gifts…”

      The injection site burned deep inside her muscle. Liska’s head ached all through her skull and her nose was very sore.

      “In the meantime, a little medicine to help a restless girl to sleep. And to stay put. Everyone gets medicine here, fräulein. This is a hospital, after all…”
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