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Chapter 1




An explosion went off right next to Yann Dilnao’s head. A spray of rock shards blasted him in the face and ear on that side. 

He ducked under his arm, but he couldn’t protect himself from flying debris and granite slabs hurtling at him from all directions.

A blast of seismic force ruptured to the soil to his left. It ejected tons of rock and dry mud into the air from somewhere underground.

A towering spire of jagged stone stabbed through the hole and kept rising into the air. Its size fractured more of the mudflats underfoot. 

Yann dodged to the right to get away from the earthquake, but more tremors jolted the earth under him. He stumbled and almost fell.

His father lunged for him, seized Yann by his uniform jacket, and yanked him closer to the Black Watch. All the Watchmen ran for their lives across the mudflats as the landscape erupted in mayhem all around them. 

The mountains ringing this valley erupted out of position, shot to massive heights, and then collapsed on themselves. 

The rock didn’t bounce and roll when it landed on the ground—not the way it should have. Blocks and boulders hit the ground once and levitated into the air. Gravity didn’t work the same way.

The blocks smashed together, reformed into shapes of creatures, monsters, and animals, and shattered apart. 

Other piles of rubble on the ground jointed together to form new mountains or gouged deep into the mudflats to carve fissures, riverbeds, and valleys that weren’t there before.

The Watchmen swerved right and left trying to avoid these obstacles. Niyazi Trahan ran in front and sprang over a river getting wider by the second, but he got trapped on the other side when it spread too wide for the rest of the Watch to cross.

Yvan Dilnao, the Commander of the Watch, rushed down the bank and thrust out his hand. “Niyazi!” Yvan yelled, but it was too late.

A massive torrent of water rushed down the riverbed, but the flood didn’t overflow the bank. It scored a deeper channel that plummeted into a gorge.

Niyazi’s side of the river sprouted into a high plateau with him still on top. The Watchmen couldn’t get him back.

At the same time, the mountains behind the Watch’s position stretched too high, flattened themselves into a cliff wall, and the wall curved over on itself to loom over the mudflats.

The wall kept curling until it crashed down in a breaking wave of granite. All the slabs and boulders washed over the mudflats rumbling closer to the party.

The Barbarian Servant Anríq sprang between the wave and the Watchmen, unhooked his club, and planted himself there.

Yann shot out his arm to call his friend back. “Anríq—no!” Anríq wouldn’t be able to stop that tide without his magic.

Yvan grabbed his son by the jacket again. “This way!” Yvan took off running down the river dragging Yann with him. 

The wave of stone coming closer didn’t cross the flats quickly enough. Anríq waited for the Watchmen to go first before he spun away and followed them.

Yvan ran down the river. In a few seconds, the massive expanse of water changed again. Grass sprouted out of it and then giant trees thrust their crowns through the surface.

“Now!” Yvan yelled and dodged into the trees. 

Yann didn’t know what to expect, but the river changed into a forest with a solid floor and leaf litter covering the ground.

Yvan hurdled fallen tree trunks, veered around rock outcroppings that sprang up in his path, and burst out the other side of the forest.

The landscape over here looked like the plateau where Niyazi got trapped. He ran along the top, and as soon as the Watchmen came out of the forest, a shriek of pelting wind hit the plateau from farther down the valley where the river had been flowing.

The wind scoured the plateau and started to erode it. Niyazi bent his head against the wind and ran straight into the hurricane. He ran down the slope just in time to meet up with the other Watchmen.

“This way!” Yvan called and kept running in that direction—away from where the river had been.

Yann didn’t see anything over there that his father might be running toward, but that hardly mattered. Everywhere in this landscape would be equally unsafe.

The plateau shrank under the endless driving wind. The plateau retreated up the valley and left the flats clear.

The landscape kept rupturing all around the fleeing party. Parts of the terrain grew into new mountains while others imploded and vanished into bottomless pits. 

Yann got lost in the mayhem. His father kept yelling at everyone to keep going.

Eliska wound up on the outside of the group. Another blast of exploding mud went off right next to her. She screamed when a million projectiles hit her in the face.

Yann grabbed her, pivoted her inward to the center of the Watchmen’s cluster, and he rotated to the outside to keep her between himself and the other Watchmen.

They all closed the circle with her at the center….and then, somehow or other, Marine wound up in there, too.

Yann didn’t see her running with the others, but she migrated farther forward as the landscape disintegrated. Neils Surette, Vidal Rom, and Omer Veco parted and slowed down. Then they closed their formation behind Marine to bring her into the center with Eliska.

Debris and falling missiles kept pelting down from the sky….and then all those bits of cracked mud and gravel turned to stinging rain.

It fell harder than it should have. Every droplet stabbed Yann’s skin and burned his scalp. He yelled out in pain, but the rain only got stronger.

Eliska screamed again and so did Marine. Yann yanked his jacket off and threw it over his head for protection. Instinct made him move inward to cover Eliska with the jacket, too.

“Take off your cloak!” he yelled. “Spread it over you and Marine!”

He used his jacket to protect her while she tore off her cloak. All the Watchmen copied him, ripped their off jackets, and connected their corners together to make a tent over their heads.

“Keep moving!” Ivan roared. “This way.”

He veered farther in the direction he had been going. Yann almost stopped running when he saw his father heading for mountains in the distance.

They kept detonating in more transformations. Rock jetted out of the skyline and morphed into towering Darklings that collapsed in on itself just as fast. Yann didn’t want to go over there.

Long training kept the other Watchmen moving forward no matter what. Yvan didn’t slow down or even check over his shoulder to make sure his men followed him.

That left them no choice but to keep up with him. He took off his jacket to protect him from the rain, but he didn’t drop back to join the rest of the group.

Anríq ran behind everyone else. He took off his vest to cover his head, but it wasn’t big enough to protect the rest of him.

He didn’t try to join the rest of the group, either. He could have overtaken them in seconds, but he always stayed the same distance behind the others.

The mountains got closer—or maybe their constant growth made them look like they were getting closer. They crumbled at the center while the two outer ranges rose higher and higher without stopping.

Yvan just kept running straight into the heart of the worst mayhem. He headed for the gap between the two ranges, but that only brought him closer to the two sides exploding apart.

Avalanches of rock pounded down on the ground right in the group’s path. Yann considered calling out to his father to stop.

None of the other Watchmen said a word, but they all slowed when they saw the danger. Giant boulders smashed down in the middle of the gap. No way could anyone survive going in there.

Yvan dove straight into it. “FATHER!!” Yann yelled out and started to draw back.

That was the moment when he saw a flash of something green on the other side. A beautiful landscape of grass, trees, and even tall buildings crowded with people spread beyond the gap.

Yvan vanished into the avalanche. The other Watchmen saw the other landscape at the same time, charged forward, ran into the mayhem to follow him.

They tightened their cluster. Their arms holding their jackets together formed a lattice over the two girls. Anríq ran closer behind and closed the space between him and the others.

Huge boulders smashed down on either side, in front of, and behind the party. By some miracle, those boulders never hit anyone in the group.

Yann didn’t dare to check where he was. His father was on the other side of this mess.

Yann didn’t ask himself how Yvan knew about this other landscape. That didn’t matter. The party had to get through to safety.

Without warning, they ran under another torrent of falling granite and the whole mass of stone smashed into the gap behind the Watch. 

Everyone stopped dead in their tracks as the rock fall closed the gap behind them. All the men of the Watch turned their eyes to the landscape in front of them.

Yvan stood there staring at everything. He didn’t venture deeper into this new Island.

Grass, fields, trees, and tall buildings crowded with people did not spread out before him. Whatever he saw or Yvan saw from the other side of those mountains—it wasn’t here anymore. Maybe it never had been here to begin with. Maybe it was all an illusion.

The group emerged in another massive expanse with not a single sign of human habitation anywhere.

Yann couldn’t even see what kind of landscape it was. His feet crunched on a carpet of bones covering the ground. 

A cold iron-grey ceiling of cloud cast the Island in shadow. A foul wind blew over everything. The bones shattered and resettled themselves every time one of the Watchmen took a step.

The bones stretched to the farthest horizon—which was as flat and barren as everything else in this place. 








  
  
Chapter 2




Eliska shivered and rubbed her arms together. 

The air in this Island didn’t chill her. The chill came from the inside. She couldn’t stop jumping and glancing behind her every time one of the Watchmen stepped on the bones underfoot.

Every step they took in this wasteland startled her out of her skin. None of them could take a step without a bone snapping, crunching, or shifting in place.

Yvan led the way. Eliska no longer had a staff, but she wouldn’t have been able to use it anyway. Her magic was all gone.

She cringed when she thought about how helpless she was. She didn’t even have the magic to get out of this Island if she really needed to.

Marine jumped and screamed more than usual, too, which unsettled Eliska even more if that was possible.

The Watchmen didn’t have the same problem. They didn’t notice anything—apart from all these bones.

The lack of magic didn’t affect them at all. They didn’t miss what they never had.

Eliska hugged her arms more tightly around her. Yann took a step closer on that side. He’d been hovering over her ever since it happened.

She would have pushed him away before, but she couldn’t do that now. Relief overwhelmed her when the Watchmen moved her to the inside of their circle to protect her. 

How did they know? How did they automatically understand that she was helpless without her magic?

The memory of all the rude things she’d said to them made her sick to her stomach now. She would never be able to take those words back.

Yann and the other Watchmen put their jackets back on. That rain didn’t seem to damage the fabric. The group had nothing else to do but walk and keep on walking.

The sky never lightened or darkened. No one could see the sun through the dense cloud cover. This place didn’t seem to have any day or night.

Yvan didn’t explain to anyone where he was going or why he was going there. He just kept on walking. He didn’t check if everyone followed him.

He stepped on bones for more than two hours before he came to a river. The bones lay in mounds right up to the water’s edge. The cloud and the desolate landscape made the water in the riverbed look black. 

Rien Dugas stumbled forward gasping in relief, but Yvan stopped him. “It could be another Dark river.” He turned to Eliska. “Can you tell if it’s a Dark river or regular water?”

She turned her head away so she wouldn’t have to look at him. 

She shook her head. Everything hurt right now. “I can’t tell….but there are Dark forces here. You saw the way the rock falls turned into Darklings. They’re here, too.”

Yvan glanced around, but before he could ask, Anríq stepped forward, went down on one knee at the water’s edge, and scooped some of it into his mouth. 

“It’s safe to drink,” he announced. “You should all drink some before we move on.”

Yvan scowled at him. “You shouldn’t have done that. It might have been dangerous.”

“I wouldn’t have done it if it was dangerous,” Anríq replied.

Yvan clamped his mouth shut. He didn’t stop glaring at Anríq while the Watchmen came forward and cupped the water into their mouths to drink it.

Yann touched Eliska’s elbow. “Come on. You drink some, too.”

Eliska didn’t want to stop searching the countryside for…..what was she even looking for?

The horizon closed in on her even though it always stayed the same distance away. Her magic should have told her when something got close enough to threaten her. She didn’t even have that anymore.

Yann wouldn’t leave her alone until she went forward and drank some water, too. He kept watch over her every second, but she couldn’t resent him for that.

Her skin crawled with some unnamed horror lurking just beneath the surface. She would fly apart into a million pieces any second now—and not from any Dark forces stalking her. She couldn’t stand this.

Yvan drank last and then straightened up to narrow his eyes at the countryside down the river. God only knew what he saw down there. Eliska didn’t care where the group went and no one else asked. The party was stuck here—probably forever.

Eliska really hoped none of these people asked her anything—like where they were or where they should go or what the hell they should do in this hellscape.

Yvan didn’t turn around to ask her anything, which actually made her feel worse. She was useless to these people like this.

Everyone jumped when some of the bones resettled nearby. The Watch spun around only to see Yann rummaging in the mountains of bones lying everywhere.

He found a human skull, used his glaive to crack it in half, and scooped the skull into the river. He used the skull as a bowl to gather some water and took it over to Marine.

She retreated from him shrieking and snarling. “Leave her to die,” Rien grumbled. “She’s a fiend.”

Everyone ignored him. Yann held out the skull bowl to her. “Do you want some water, Marine?” 

She only screeched and bared her teeth. He finally left the skull bowl on the ground near her and went back to sit down next to Eliska.

Marine waited for him to leave and then scuttled to the bowl, picked it up, and guzzled the water.

Eliska turned her face away and gulped down the sting in her throat. She couldn’t even take care of Marine. Someone else thought of that. Some friend Eliska turned out to be.

“I don’t see any towns or anything,” Yvan remarked. “We’ll follow the river. At least we won’t have to go looking for water. If anything is still alive in this place, it will come to the river to drink, so we’ll be able to find it. Let’s go.”

The Watchmen stood up and formed a single-file line heading down the river. Eliska wound up near the back of the line with Yann and Vidal behind her.

The group had to clamber over thousands of bones to make any headway. A vast carpet of human, animal, and what looked like Darkling bones all jumbled up together underfoot.

Stepping on the uneven surface made everyone stumble, including Eliska. Yann came forward every time this happened. He held out his hands to her like he wanted to steady her and help her keep her balance, but he didn’t usually have to.

His behavior both touched and infuriated her. He couldn’t hide his caring nature, now that she really needed someone to care for and protect her. He didn’t try to hide what he was doing and none of the other Watchmen treated his behavior as anything unusual.

The same actions enraged her. She hated herself for needing help and she hated him for being the one to give it. She shouldn’t need help, especially from some imp Watchman.

He was the helpless one. He was the defenseless one. If he was that, she must be a complete waste of space. 

Now she didn’t even have the magic to vanish herself off the face of the earth. That’s what she should have done to spare these Watchmen the burden of taking care of her.

She revolted even against the empty feeling in her hands. If she lost her staff in the Coil, she could have picked up any of these bones and used them instead. She could channel her magic through a twig, a piece of broken furniture, or even a rock.

Her skin crawled at the feeling that her magic was gone. She kept trying to look around and find it to make it come back.

She wouldn’t be able to leave this Island, which meant she would never get her magic back. She would be an imp for the rest of her life. She couldn’t imagine a worse fate.

Marine trailed the group at the end of the line. She kept her distance as usual.

The party traveled for two hours. The sky stayed the same color. It never lightened or darkened to show the time of day.

The river curved around a few corners. The group had to climb over mounds and down them to follow the river’s contour.

The Watchmen stumbled along in a dazed trance. Eliska couldn’t relax for anything. She would never be able to relax ever again.

The group topped another rise. Everyone stopped at the top when they heard bones rattling and the group saw movement ahead. 

A cluster of ten waterbuck came down to the river to drink exactly the way Yvan predicted. No one moved or even breathed while the group watched in silence.

A large buck led a herd of three females, three tiny fawns, and two junior bucks. The two young bucks were fully grown but not as big as their stag leader.

Niyazi broke the silence by whispering, “I’ll go. Stay here.”

He raced away down the rise in the direction from which the Watch had come. He vanished behind another mound.

The waterbuck spotted the Watch and glanced up at the hilltop where everyone stood waiting in breathless silence.

The Watch must have been far enough away because the waterbuck didn’t run. They kept a wary eye on the Watchmen, but the waterbuck continued to drink until they all got as much as they wanted.

The waterbuck raised their heads again, studied the people in the distance, and then left the river one by one.

The creatures started to pick their way over the bone piles heading away at a right angle to the riverbank.

They made it fifty feet before Niyazi sprang out from behind a different mound. He must have skirted the area, used the mounds as cover, and come out behind the herd.

The creatures startled, but not fast enough. He hurled his battle axe end over end through the air and struck down one of the junior bucks. 

The others bolted into the landscape and left Niyazi there with his prize.

He waved up the hill to the rest of the Watch. Yvan started the long climb down the hill.

Niyazi wrenched his axe out of the fallen buck, hefted the creature onto his shoulder, and carried it back to the river to meet up with the Watch.

He squinted at the bone fields when he got back to Yvan. “Where do you want to do this?”

Yvan checked the sky. “It’s impossible to tell when night will come and we’ve already been out here for hours. We might as well do it here.” He kicked some of the bones away. “Some of you get to work gathering the larger rib bones. See if you can use them to construct some kind of shelter for us—and clear a flat place here by the water for Niyazi to work.”

Yann passed Eliska to join his fellow Watchmen in following Yvan’s order. Eliska hung back. She didn’t want to get in the way and she had no idea how to help the Watchmen construct a shelter.

If this ever happened to her before, she would have just aimed her staff at the bones and magicked them into a shelter. She could have constructed an entire house in a few seconds.

She didn’t even know where to begin to construct one without magic.

The situation got even worse when Niyazi dropped his buck on the ground next to the river, pulled out a knife, and started skinning and gutting the animal right there in front of her.

She didn’t help construct the shelter and no one asked her to. She stood off to one side, completely useless. 

That left her all the time in the world to watch Niyazi slice the hide away from the creature’s legs and start skinning down the body.

He stripped off his uniform shirt and jacket and laid them aside to keep them clean while he gutted the animal. He cut open the belly and scooped out all the entrails onto the ground.

He got blood all over his chiseled arms and smudged it on his face when he wiped the sweat off his forehead.

Eliska tried to look away, but fascinated horror made her keep watching him. She never would have been able to do something like that. 

She never would have been able to stick her bare arms all the way up inside a dead carcass, cut its esophagus and windpipe, and then gather the internal organs in her bare hands to pull them out.

She’d hunted for her survival almost every day of her life. She’d never gotten a speck of blood on her hands or her clothes. 

The sight made her sick, but it also made her admire Niyazi in ways she never would have dreamed before.

He didn’t shy away from any of it. He even got blood and muck in his hair. 

He eventually had to move the buck onto the bone piles to keep it clean while he finished butchering it.

He noticed her watching and grinned at her, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t joke around about how he could do this just as well with his hands and a knife as she could with her magic.

The process took a long time, but in the end, he wound up with exactly the same result.

He went down to the river and started washing his hands. In the end, he stripped off completely naked, dove in, and washed his whole body before he climbed out and put his clothes back on.

Eliska tried to look away from that, too, but she wound up watching him anyway. She couldn’t get over the fascination of this whole process.

These Watchmen did know how to survive. They knew more about how to survive than she did.

Niyazi shook the water out of his hair while he pulled on his shirt. Now the party had something to eat tonight, thanks to him.








  
  
Chapter 3




Yvan walked over to Eliska. “Are you all right, young one?” 

She jerked away so she wouldn’t have to look at him or see him looking at her. “No!” she growled more harshly than she should have.

“Come over here and sit down.” He raised his arm like he might want to put it around her, but he stopped himself. “We need to talk.”

She didn’t want to talk to him or go anywhere with him, but what choice did she have?

Her survival depended on these men. Their positions reversed in a matter of seconds. Now she was the one who wouldn’t last a minute without these men protecting her.

He guided her to the river’s edge and sat down on a stack of bones. He waved at the pile next to him. “Sit down.”

She sat down and stared into the water for lack of anything else to look at. She sure as hell couldn’t look at him.

Out of nowhere, he rested his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “I know you aren’t used to this,” he murmured. “Just remember that you saved all of us many times before. We owe you our lives and that didn’t change when you lost your magic.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you really knew how to survive in the Coil,” she choked. “You can’t afford to drag around a liability who will only jeopardize your men even more than they already are.”

“You aren’t jeopardizing us,” Yvan murmured. “Something might happen where we would need you again. If Wesh is right about the Voyant coming after us—and if you’re right about Dark forces inhabiting this landscape—then the Darklings will come after us here, too.”

“And I won’t be able to do anything!” Her voice spiked. “I’m as likely to get you all killed.”

“No, young one,” he breathed. “The Darklings would shatter this landscape and we would fall into the Layers the way we did before. Then we would need you as much as ever. This is all just a moment in time—a brief moment that will pass as quickly as it came.”

She gulped down the lump in her throat. She hated him for trying to make her feel better—and at the same time, she wanted to bury herself in his care and protection. 

Now she understood how Yann got to be the way he was. What would it be like—to be raised by someone like this?

He squeezed her shoulder again. She stiffened every time he did it. She always avoided touching anyone.

Now her heart and soul screamed for his touch—for any sign from him that he might care about her. She didn’t want him to stop—and yet she just couldn’t bring herself even to respond to it.

He took his hand down immediately. “You can do more than you think you can if you only try. Standing off to one side and letting the men do everything will only make you more afraid and helpless.”

“But I don’t know how to do anything—not without magic! Don’t you see? I would never survive out here.”

“Then it’s time for you to start to learn. Try. That’s what I’m telling you. If you start to try, you’ll stop being afraid. It doesn’t matter what you do. It doesn’t even matter if you fail and make a mess of things, but you have to do something—not for us but for yourself. If you got stuck in this Island, you would need to learn, so you might as well start now. Come on. You can start by helping the men build the shelter.”

He stood up and walked back to the rest of the Watchmen.

The men worked steadily to gather as many of the largest bones as they could find. Some of what looked like Darkling bones were massive.

Eliska stayed where she was staring into the water. She didn’t want to break out of this stasis of fear and helplessness.

She definitely didn’t want to fail and make a mess of things—not in front of the Watchmen. That would be worse than doing nothing.

Yvan’s words drove her to her feet. He might by some miracle care about her as much as he pretended to.

If he did, she couldn’t let him down. She had to do something if for no other reason than to prove herself worthy of his consideration.

She never thought she could be before—not without her magic. Her magic was the only thing making her worth the Watch’s time. They wouldn’t keep her with them for any other reason.

Wesh was the first person she’d ever met who ever acted like he wanted her to stick around. She told him and everyone else that he was the more powerful wizard, but they both knew it wasn’t true.

He was the first older wizard she’d met with anything close to her power. Meeting him tempted her to hope he might be able to teach her a few things she hadn’t been able to learn on her own.

The idea of actually learning from someone—of developing some kind of mentor relationship with him—it intoxicated her into investing too much feeling into him.

She started to care about him, too. Now he was gone along with any hope that he might be able to help her.

He wanted to. She knew that, now that he was dead and out of her reach. He really wanted to help her the way Yann and Yvan did.

Every instinct told her to push them away to protect herself. She couldn’t let them see her needing help.

She couldn’t push them away—not anymore. She needed them—all of them. She needed all these men—even Rien.

She needed Wesh, but he was dead. He would never be able to help her ever again. 

She couldn’t stand the pain of that, so she shook it off and turned away from the river. She started to climb over the bone mounds to where the men were busy rummaging through the piles.

Just then, Neils came walking back from somewhere. Eliska didn’t notice before that he wasn’t with the others. Even Anríq helped the Watchmen gather bones to make a shelter.

Neils pointed across the landscape in the direction the waterbuck herd ran. “There’s almost an entire Darkling rib cage over there,” he told Yvan. “The ribs are still attached to the backbone. We should use that as a shelter.”

“Excellent.” Yvan clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go. Bring your buck, Niyazi. We’re moving.”

Niyazi hefted his skinned carcass back onto his shoulder. He carried the hide in one hand.

The Darkling skeleton lay on top of the bone fields a few hundred yards from where he killed the buck. He laid it nearby and left for some reason.

The rest of the party got to work stacking more bones around the rib cage to close in the walls.

Eliska hesitated watching them, but after a few minutes, she realized that they weren’t doing anything too exceptional. They mainly gathered up the ribs from different skeletons lying around.

Vidal took over and directed everyone to stack the ribs around the Darkling skeleton to close in the gaps. Eliska could handle that. She didn’t even have to decide where to put each bone. Vidal told her what to do.

The process took a long time, but Eliska kept working alongside the others until they finished. Even Yvan helped and obeyed Vidal’s orders on where to put everything.

The walls started to rise off the ground. The party built the walls to head height before Marine came over. She scampered between the Watchmen, darted inside the skeleton shelter, and stayed there while the group finished working.

“Great,” Rien muttered. “She’ll keep us awake all night with her howling and muttering.”

“Leave a gap at the top for air,” Vidal ordered.

The group got close to finishing their shelter when Niyazi came back carrying an armload of dry brush.

He grinned at everyone when they made a big deal about it. “Where did you find that?” Neils asked.

Niyazi jerked his chin over his shoulder. “We need some way to cook this meat and I figured those bucks must be eating something, so I followed their tracks. It wasn’t hard. They left a path of disturbed bones knocked out of place by their hooves. There’s another branch of the river over there with vegetation. We should go over there tomorrow. It isn’t much, but it’s better than this river.”

“Good idea,” Yvan replied. “Well done.”

Marine shrieked when Niyazi dumped his armload of brush inside the shelter. He left everyone there to finish work while he went back for a second and third load.

The group put the finishing touches on their house by the time he came back. Eliska glanced inside.

Marine huddled in a corner watching Niyazi squat in front of his pile of sticks. He snapped a bunch of them off, arranged them into a cone, and then used three others to construct some kind of bow.

“What are you doing?” Eliska asked.

“I’m lighting a fire.” He shot her another grin. “I bet you never did it this way.”

“How do you do it?”

“Watch.” He extracted a twisty vine from the stack of brush, hooked it around his bow and another stick, used the bow to saw the stick into a different piece of wood. Smoke billowed out of it.

He blew on it and it ignited. “Whoa!” Eliska breathed.

He laughed at her. “You didn’t think you were the only one, did you? You make a spit for the meat while I do this.”

Eliska fumbled through the pile looking for sticks big enough to make a spit. Her first three efforts fell apart just in time for the other Watchmen to come in and see her making a fool of herself.

None of them even mentioned it. Rien sprawled on the floor to one side and threw his arm over his face. “Wake me up when we have something to eat.”

“We should have brought water from the river,” Vidal remarked. “None of us will want to walk all the way back there every time we get thirsty.”

Yann stood up. “I’ll go get it.”

He left. Niyazi went outside and came back with one of the buck’s legs quartered off the rest of the carcass. He boned it right there in front of everyone with his knife.

Eliska found herself marveling at the expert skill with which he did….well, everything. She never gave any of these men a chance to do anything before. She just did it with her magic first.

He put the meat on the spit and warmth filled the shelter.

Almost as if someone made it happen that way on purpose, the sky started to darken as soon as the group got under cover.

The sky turned black by the time Yann returned. He’d used his glaive to split open a much larger skull and turned it into a bowl to carry water.

He set it in the corner. “That should keep us going until morning if we all use it only for drinking.”

“Well done, son,” Yvan told him. “Good thinking—all of you.”

“So what’s the plan for tomorrow?” Omer asked. 

“We have no way of knowing how long we’ll be stuck in this Island,” Yvan replied. “We could be here for years. We’ll go over to this other river Niyazi mentioned and see what it’s like. If it looks somewhat habitable, we’ll set up over there and plan to stay as long as we have to. That will give us time to scout the terrain and see if we can find any other resources. If we can find a place with food, water, and shelter, I don’t see any reason to go tramping across the countryside searching for anything else.”

“If there are any people in this country, they’ll be near food and water, too,” Vidal pointed out. “Which could be a good thing or a bad thing.”

“We’ll just have to deal with them,” Yvan replied. “We can’t go without food and water, so we would have to go there anyway.”

Niyazi took the first piece of meat off the spit. Neils unfolded his hog hide on the floor and Niyazi put the meat in front of him. Neils divided up the food while Niyazi got to work cooking the next haunch.

Neils went around the circle handing out meat to everyone. Yann left again while Neils worked.

Yann returned with another smaller skull fashioned into a bowl. Neils deposited Marine’s portion into that.

Yann placed the bowl halfway between Marine and the rest of the Watch. Then everyone turned their backs on her so she could eat without them watching her.

The Watchmen talked while they ate. They kept it casual, discussed different options for directions they could go, and also related waterbuck habits that could lead the party to more plentiful hunting grounds.

Eliska listened in silence. She chewed her food to make it look like she couldn’t interject.

The men knew a lot more about the outside world than she realized. Vidal, Omer, and Niyazi knew every detail of waterbuck behavior and activity. 

The three men even discussed previous hunting trips they’d engaged in when they hunted waterbuck over multiple different types of terrain.

Eliska took in every word. These three men must have gone outside of Middleborough sometime or other. From the sound of it, they’d spent a lot of time outside Middleborough—maybe even years.

Their talk trailed off eventually and Niyazi turned around to put some more wood on the fire. “We should take turns staying up to keep this going,” he suggested. 

“You did all the work of bringing it here,” Omer told him. “I’ll go first.”

Vidal shifted in his seat to move closer to Neils. Vidal glanced over his shoulder to where Marine sat hunched against the back wall.

For some reason, she didn’t snarl and hiss and gnash her teeth and invisible enemies. She just sat there with her face turned toward the wall so she wouldn’t see anyone.

“You could come over here and lie down,” Vidal told her. “You would be warmer here.”

She didn’t respond.

Yvan did the same thing on his other side and moved closer to Barsali. “You lie down, too, Eliska. Lie down right here next to the fire. Take off your cloak and use it as a blanket.”

She couldn’t look at him. Yann scooted farther away on her other side. Both of them made a space there for her to curl up.

She distracted themselves from their attention by taking off her cloak and covering herself with it. She shut her eyes so she wouldn’t see if the others were staring at her.

She must have been a lot more exhausted than she realized. She fell asleep the instant she shut her eyes, but not before she became aware of where she was and with whom.

All those men stopped talking stopped talking when she lay down. Only the faint crackling sound of the flames filled the little shelter. 

The Watchmen’s presence cast a protective halo over her. They were still there. Nothing could happen to her as long as they were still there.








  
  
Chapter 4




Yann woke up and stiffened when he heard high-pitched, childish laughter nearby. He frowned at the surroundings. 

He lay on his side in the skeleton shelter he and the other Watchmen built last night. The other Watchmen all lay asleep inside the shelter, too. No one should be laughing in this hellhole.

He pushed himself up into a sitting position. Rien had been the last man assigned to stay awake and keep the fire going, but he’d fallen asleep on the job. Cold, black charcoal lay in the circle where the fire should have been. 

Eliska no longer occupied the place between Yann and Yvan where she fell asleep last night. Marine wasn’t inside anymore, either.

Right then, he heard Eliska talking to another woman outside. The second woman had a high, musical voice and she said something that made Eliska laugh.

Eliska had a softer, more reserved laugh. She tried to keep it to a quiet chuckle. The first laugh Yann heard must have been someone else’s.

He left the shelter as carefully and quietly as he could to avoid stepping on any of the other Watchmen. He walked outside…..and his world stopped when he saw Eliska talking to Marine.

She’d cleaned herself up as well as she could under the circumstances. Her dress hung in dingy tatters the way it did yesterday, but she must have gone to the river to wash her face and hair.

She was still smiling at Eliska when Yann came outside. Marine’s cheeks glowed with light. Her eyes twinkled and color washed over her face when she burst into a huge, mischievous grin.

Yann stared at her in stupid disbelief. This couldn’t be the same person. That wasn’t possible.

Her eyes darted to him and she blushed. Damn, she was beautiful!

Eliska turned around to see what Marine was looking at and Eliska saw Yann’s reaction. “I told you she was beautiful, didn’t I?”

Yann opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

Marine bit her lips to stop herself from smirking so much, but it didn’t work. “Maybe he thinks I’m a changeling and I spirited the other Marine away to take her place.”

Her voice rose and fell in a musical wave. She exaggerated the word, spirited, and raised her hands to simulate flying.

“Your dress gives it away,” Eliska replied. “It’s too bad you can’t use your magic to fix it. That dress sure was beautiful.”

“I suppose I can always get another one somewhere.” Marine glanced at Eliska once and went back to returning Yann’s stare. “Anyway, it’s like the Watch Commander says. We might wind up back in some magical Layer soon enough.”

“But then you’ll go crazy again,” Eliska pointed out. “Isn’t there any way to protect yourself from the Dark?”

“I don’t have to commune with the Dark,” Marine replied. “I’m not communing with Darklings now. I do it when I want to and need to.” She made a disgusted face and stuck out her tongue. “I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t have to. Pew!”

Eliska laughed again and Marine joined in.

Yann blinked at both of them. This….this was the real Marine—the Marine who had been hiding under all that dirt all this time? He didn’t dare to believe it.

The two girls regarded him while he scrambled to come up with some reaction other than just slack-jawed shock.

Eliska snickered again, leaned close to Marine’s ear, and murmured again, “I told you so.”

Marine giggled like a little girl. Her dark eyes kept flicking upward to meet Yann’s. Every glance from her made his stomach flip.

Eliska took a few steps away from her. She had to pass Yann to go back into the shelter. “Tell your father I’m going back to the river to get some more water for the men when they wake up. Tell him I’ll be back in a little while.”

She ducked into the shelter and took out the two skull bowls Yann made last night—the large water bowl and the small bowl Neils used to serve Marine her share of the food.

Yann stood rooted to the spot while Eliska passed him the second time, murmured, “Come on, Marine,” and walked off toward the river.

Yann was still standing there with his jaw on the ground when the two girls walked away together and vanished behind the bone mounds.

Just then, his father came outside. “Where are the girls? I just heard them out here.”

Yann pulled himself together as well as he could. “They went over to the river to get water for the men. Eliska said they would be back in a few minutes.”

Yvan glanced around and frowned. “Where’s Marine? Did she disappear on us again?”

“She went with Eliska. They went together.”

Now Yvan frowned at Yann. “I don’t understand. Did Marine follow her or something?”

“Marine regained her sanity sometime during the night,” Yann explained. “She says she doesn’t have to commune with Darklings all the time and I guess she doesn’t have to do it now. She’s back to normal—back to being funny and helpful and beautiful and friendly the way Eliska said she was in the other Layers. Remember?”

Yvan furrowed his brow at his son. “Are you sure? That shouldn’t be possible.”

“I just saw her. She’s……” Words failed Yann. “You’ll see when she gets back. She and Eliska were just out here talking and laughing and joking around like old friends.”

Yvan wouldn’t stop frowning. “Are you sure?”

“I saw them with my own eyes. I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see it for myself. Just wait. They’ll be back in a little while.”

The rest of the men woke up while the girls were still away. Yann tried to explain the situation to them as best he could so they wouldn’t be too shocked when Marine showed up looking like….well….like a princess.

He just flat didn’t believe Eliska when she told the Watch that Marine was a princess. 

Now he understood—now that he’d seen her himself.

She really was one. She had to be. He’d never seen any woman who matched his idea of a princess more than Marine. She only needed a beautiful, expensive gown to complete the picture.

The men went through a mixture of reactions when he told them. Omer only nodded, but Yann saw right away that even he didn’t fully comprehend the profound change that came over Marine.

“I don’t believe it,” Rien countered. “I don’t care what you say. I just don’t believe it.”

“I don’t think I fully believe it, either, to tell you the truth,” Yann replied.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Yvan added.

Neils brought the leftover buck meat outside. The men were in the middle of eating breakfast when the two girls came back.

The men heard Marine laughing before she got close enough to see her clearly. Her voice rang over the landscape and then Eliska’s quieter laugh joined in.

The two young women talked non-stop from the minute they came over the farthest rise. They didn’t stop talking until they returned to the skeleton shelter and rejoined the men.

“And then he skidded around a corner, crashed into the butler, and the cake flew up in the air,” Marine blurted out in a breathless rush. “He was running so fast that the cake sailed across the passage and splatted into an oil painting of Great-Grandpa Leopold Heinrich Von Schtuben. The cake hit him right in the face!”

Both girls exploded in laughter….and then they noticed all the men staring at them.

Marine blushed. Eliska clamped her mouth shut and tried without success to get serious.

She squatted down, set the bowl of water in front of the men, and put the smaller skull bowl next to it. She kept coloring and lowering her eyes so she wouldn’t look at anyone.

Marine stood off to one side and didn’t come near the group, but her cheeks still glowed with life. Her eyes danced with laughter and her lips twitched up into little smirks when she saw the way the men were looking at her.

Yvan broke the uncomfortable silence by clearing his throat. “Marine…..”

“Yes, Sir,” Marine replied, threw back her shoulder, and shook her long, dark hair out of her eyes to face him.

He frowned when she called him that. He cleared his throat again. “Um….how long can we expect you to stay like this?”

“I’m sorry I can’t tell you that, Sir. I’ll probably have to commune with Darklings again while we’re in this Island. I’m sorry I can’t predict what will happen—and I can’t predict whether I’ll be one way or the other in any other Layer we wind up in.”

“So…..there are Darklings in this Island? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied. “There are a lot of Dark forces in this Island. I’m surprised we haven’t run into any yet.”

“What have you been communing with them about if you can’t convince them to leave us alone?” Rien demanded. “What’s the point of communing with them at all? You might wind up attracting them to us.”

His questions didn’t offend her in the slightest. “I don’t commune with them to make them leave us alone,” she replied. “I don’t think anyone can do that, especially not if the Voyant is the one sending them after you.”

“Why do you commune with the Darklings?” Yvan asked. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“She does it to get information about the Voyant’s plans and activities,” Eliska cut in. “She’s a member of the Guardian Templars. Her order dedicated themselves to stopping the Voyant and stabilizing the Coil. She’s been traveling through the Dark Layers trying to find out why he’s destabilizing it and what we might be able to do about it.”

Yvan scowled at her. “I was asking this young lady here. I think she can answer for herself this time, don’t you?”

Eliska cringed, turned bright red, and looked away. Fortunately for her, Neils held out a handful of the cooked buck meat just then and scooped the food into her hands.

She stared down at her food while she ate. She didn’t look up or get involved in Yvan’s conversation with Marine again.

Yvan turned back to Marine. Now it was her turn to clear her throat. “I commune with the Darklings to get information about the….”

“I heard her, Marine,” Yvan interrupted. “Thank you very much.”

“I also commune with the Darklings to find out what the Voyant wants from you and why he’s coming after you to get it—if that helps,” she blurted out. “I don’t know if that helps or not, but…..” She trailed off when she saw the expression on the Watch Commander’s face.

“Have you found anything out?” Omer asked. “Do you know what it is he wants?”

“I’m sorry. No, I haven’t. My whole order has been working on almost nothing else for the past few years.”

Yvan searched the bone fields and muttered under his breath. “There must be some way to find out what it is.”

“We’ve always assumed it was something magical,” Marine went on. “Something that would increase his power.”

“Then it can’t be any of us or anything we have,” Vidal pointed out. “None of us is magical. The only people here who have magic are Eliska, Anríq, and you—and we’ve already determined that the Voyant was sending Darklings after us before any of you joined us.”

“I know!” Marine exclaimed. “It’s a great mystery.”

“If it’s a mystery the Guardian Templars can’t figure out, what chance do we have?” Yann asked.

“We don’t—which is why we aren’t going to try.” Yvan stood up. “Pack up. We’re heading for the other river Niyazi found yesterday.” He turned to Marine and examined her a little more closely. He took in her torn dress and her shiny hair. “So…..there’s no steps we can take to keep you like this?”

“I’m afraid not, Sir. If I thought it would help you at all for me to stay like this, I would do it.”

“It would help us for you to stay like this. It would be so much more helpful to travel with a sane person than a wild thing that keeps shrieking and snarling and spitting at everyone.”

Her jaw dropped. “Did I really do that?!”

“All the time,” Barsali told her. “It gets really annoying after a while.”

“But….wouldn’t it be more helpful to find out what the Voyant is doing and why he’s hunting you?” she asked. 

Yvan grimaced and turned away. “I suppose so.”

The other men stood up and got busy getting ready to leave. The process didn’t take long at all because they had no baggage except their weapons.

Eliska put the small bowl into her shoulder bag and tucked the larger one under her arm to carry it that way. She looked up, made eye contact with Marine, and the two girls smiled at each other.

Yann and the others gathered their weapons. Neils wrapped what was left of the buck meat in his hog hide to take with them.

No one else had to do anything. Niyazi led the way farther inland. The group began another grey day of clambering over the bone fields.

Marine joined the line with Eliska. Yann took the same place behind Eliska, but the two young women spent most of the trip exchanging glances with each other. Neither of them paid any attention to Yann or any of the other Watchmen.

Yann spent most of the trip staring at Marine trying to understand how she could have just fallen from the sky like this. She walked straight upright like a normal person now.

She had a tall, willowy frame and stood at least five inches taller than Eliska. Marine carried herself with a regal bearing. 

Her posture really did make her look like a princess. Her dress did absolutely nothing to dampen that impression.

The two girls posed such a stark contrast to each other. It staggered Yann’s mind to think how different they were from each other—and yet they made friends.

Marine’s warmth and outgoing personality would win anyone over —but it went further than that. These two young women understood each other at a deeper level.

They both had powerful magic. They both faced the same dangers and now they both carried out the same mission to find out the Voyant’s plans and try to stop him.

Eliska brightened up so much around Marine. Yann had never seen Eliska so happy and unguarded, not even around him.

She smiled much more easily. Her eyes sparkled with a new kind of light. She actually looked excited about all of this instead of barricading herself behind granite walls and driving everyone off at the point of her staff.

The whole unfolding situation astounded Yann too much to feel jealous—of either of them. He could only marvel that Marine was here—that she really had replaced that crazy woman who followed the Watch from the Dark river.








  
  
Chapter 5




The group traveled for a mile of the vast bone fields. The same iron-grey clouds covered the whole sky. No sun shone through except a faint light for the travelers to see where they were going. 

Yann felt himself slipping into a trance when a howl like strong wind snapped everyone to high alert. 

The group turned to stare across the countryside at a funnel of fast-moving air spiraling down from the clouds.

It dipped out of the solid grey cloud cover, revolved into a cone, and then extended a long, curved finger toward the ground.

The tornado spiked into the bone fields a dozen miles away. For some reason, the wind didn’t change around the party.

The wind definitely changed around the spiral. It kicked up bones from the ground and sent them spinning and wheeling in wild circles around the main funnel.

The spiral caught all those bones, whirled them together in the center, and they started to take shape.

More bones lifted off the ground—either from the wind or from something else. The bones came together in bizarre configurations. They formed into giant bodies towering over the landscape and then disintegrated.

All the bones fell apart and crashed down to lie where they were before.

The twister traveled across country heading away toward the first river.

More shapes of Darklings erupted in the twister’s path. The funnel caught bones and put them together in the air before the shapes split apart and collapsed into piles where they’d been lying before.

The small hairs stood up on the back of Yann’s neck when he saw Darklings in the storm.

“I told you they were here,” Eliska murmured. “They just need the right combination of Dark power and a shifting landscape before they come out of the Layers to take this Island, too.”

“How can we fight them without magic?” Marine asked. 

“We’ll just have to fight them hand to hand.” Anríq stepped forward for the first time, unhooked his club and axe, and moved behind the party. He jerked his chin at Yvan. “Keep going on to the river. Take everyone with you.”

Yann moved out of line. “I’m staying with you.”

“I’ll stay, too,” Barsali offered.

“We can’t all stay,” Yvan pointed out. “Eliska, you and Marine move up to the front with Neils and Niyazi.”

“Yes, Sir,” Marine replied. 

“The rest of you fall in line and keep moving,” Yvan ordered. “Son, you and Barsali stay behind us with Anríq, but don’t stop unless the Darklings attack. Understand? As long as they hold off, you keep moving and don’t fall behind.”

“I understand,” Yann replied.

Anríq bowed and shut his eyes. “I will serve.”

Yvan scowled at him once and then waved for the others to keep going.

Neils and Niyazi went in front with Niyazi leading the way. Yann didn’t see any sign of the river ahead.

Did the landscape shift overnight? The river with all that vegetation and animal life might not be there anymore.

The Watch could wind up wandering around out here forever. They could be walking farther away from the one reliable source of water they knew already about.

Yann had his orders and so did everyone else. Eliska and Marine took their places behind Neils and Niyazi. Yvan, Rien, Omer, and Vidal filed after them.

Yann, Anríq, and Barsali stayed in the rear. Yann didn’t want to turn his back on that twister in case it changed direction and rushed the party unawares.

He kept swiveling back to face the twister. He kept his glaive between it and himself—as if he could fight that twister with his glaive.

Anríq and Barsali reacted the same way. The three of them continually took turns walking backward. One of them would warn the others if the twister rushed them.

The twister migrated farther away toward the other river. The funnel kept shooting bones into the air and forming Darklings, but they never stayed Darklings for long.

The funnel made it as far as the river before it shrank back into the clouds. All the bones fell out of the vortex, hit the ground, and bounced back into place.

The twister left the landscape quiet and the bone fields as flat and empty as ever.

The minute the twister vanished into the clouds, another rumble shook the ground from the group’s other side.

Yann and his two comrades spun around. Everyone ground to a halt again starting at more Darklings coming out of the ground a mile to the Watch’s left.

These Darklings didn’t need a twister to assemble their bones for them. Bones shifted on their stacks, snapped their ends together, and started to grow out of nothing.

They got taller….and taller….and built on top of each other to make bodies, heads, teeth, and every other body part they needed.

Their deep, booming roars echoed across the landscape. All the Watchmen closed in formation to meet the things, but they didn’t come this way.

Anríq took a few steps out of line toward the Darklings. He still held his axe in one hand and his club in the other.

He wouldn’t be able to do as much damage without setting off those magical explosions, but he would still be able to do a lot. He still had all his strength and fighting ability even without his magic.

The Darklings assembled themselves at a distance—and more kept locking together around the same area.

Five of them put themselves together within a few dozen yards of each other. They didn’t seem to notice either each other or the travelers—not at first.

The Darklings lumbered around, smashed bones under their enormous feet, and kicked bones out of the way. The Darklings roared at the inconvenience….and then the inevitable happened when one of them noticed another.

The first Darkling rounded on its neighbor in a rage even though the second Darkling had just been standing there minding its own business.

The first one charged it and they clashed in another tempest of flying bones.

The Darklings didn’t fall to pieces this time. The collision knocked their bones out of position, but they magically sailed back into place, stuck to all the other bones making up each Darkling, and they battled on as before.

They bellowed at each other, grappled with each other, and tried to throw each other to the ground. More bones whipped from the Darklings’ sides, jointed together at their ends, and formed tentacles to slash and strike.

Long, curved, pointed bones jutted from the Darklings’ mouths to gnash and chomp.

The noise and commotion attracted more Darklings. They assembled themselves out of the bone fields and charged inward from all sides to join the fight.

They clashed, exploded each other apart, reassembled, and did it all over again. 

Yvan pulled everyone away. “Keep moving,” he ordered. “We have to keep away from them.”

The Watchmen backed off. Anríq backed away last. He stayed where he was with his weapons ready until the two girls and all the other Watchmen headed off across the countryside. Then Anríq took the very last place in line.

Yann fell back to join him. Yann didn’t want any of these Darklings getting the jump on the group.

The Watch barely got moving before more Darklings started to assemble a few miles to the right. They grew out of the bone fields, fitted their joints together, and went through the same process of trundling around oblivious to each other.

Then the moment came when two of them tripped over each other and it was all on.

Two Darklings fighting seemed to magnetize more of them out of the ground—or maybe their Dark power acted on the surrounding bones.

The fights escalated in brutality. The noise boomed across the landscape. The tension built to the breaking point.

All that gathering power brought more bones together. The pressure crackled in the air and pulled the Darklings out of the ground.

They attacked each other on both sides. “Pick up the pace!” Anríq called from behind. “They’re moving in!”

Yann glanced behind him to see what Anríq meant. 

The two groups of Darklings kept getting bigger. They flanked the party’s track. The Darklings of each battle didn’t notice the other at first.

The two groups of Darklings kept swelling as more Darklings gathered by the minute. The outer edges of both battles crawled across the landscape closing on the travelers from either side.

Everyone set off walking faster, but not fast enough. The Darklings left only a few dozen yards between the two battles.

Neils and Niyazi burst into a run. The rest of the party followed, and at that moment, almost as if the Dark sensed the travelers running from it, the two Darkling battles rotated inward and rushed each other.

Anríq sprang backward and raised his club as Darklings closed on both sides. Yann tried to stand his ground, but he wouldn’t be able to fight Darklings made out of bones—not with a single glaive.

Anríq swung his club and shattered a Darkling to smithereens. All the bones that made up its body flew apart—and then all those bones zoomed together into exactly the same shape. Anríq’s blow accomplished absolutely nothing.

He turned from one direction to another striking thunderous blows with his club. He hacked his huge axe and snapped bones, but he couldn’t make a dent in the Darklings.

Yann lunged for him and grabbed the back of his vest. “Come on! We gotta get out of here!”

Anríq stumbled away and finally turned and ran after the others. The Darklings were too busy fighting each other to come after the group. 

That moment delayed Yann and Anríq and the two boys got caught in the confusion. Yann didn’t see the rest of the Watch until he and Anríq staggered between a few more battling Darklings and broke through into the bone fields.

The Watchmen ran for fifteen minutes before Yann spotted trees ahead, but more Darklings erupted out of the ground and closed on the party from both sides.

The Darklings put themselves together almost instantaneously now. They shot out of the bone fields and charged inward to attack each other with the fleeing travelers trapped in the middle.

The travelers’ route set off a domino effect in the landscape. The Darklings appeared on either side of the traveler’s path. Yann didn’t see Darklings shooting out of the ground anywhere else but right on either side of the Watch.

The emerging Darklings appeared faster and faster. The chain reaction swooped ahead of the travelers until Darklings ejected out of the mounds in front of the group.

Darklings crashing together and fighting each other blocked the party’s way. Bone fragments and splintered shrapnel bombarded the fleeing Watchmen.

Eliska and Marine both screamed, threw their arms up to protect themselves, and would have stopped running.

Yvan rushed them from behind, grabbed Eliska, and pushed her forward. “Don’t stop!” he yelled over the noise. “Keep going! Follow Niyazi—whatever you do!”

Omer caught up with Marine and got her moving with the rest. Yann and Anríq dropped back more than once to break apart Darklings that got too close from behind.

Vidal and Rien wound up defending the girls from the middle of the pack. Neils and Niyazi had to fight their way through battling Darklings just to keep the party going.

So many bones and broken shards pinwheeled through the air that Yann couldn’t even see any Darklings anymore. A hurricane of bone fragments and random trash revolved in front of his eyes.

He and Anríq moved together, held onto each other to stay oriented, and pushed closer to the group from behind. Neils and Niyazi slowed trying to see where they were going. No trace remained of the trees ahead.

The Watch packed together into a tight cluster for protection. The men ringed the girls with every weapon pointed outward, but no more Darklings came after the party. They didn’t have to. They submerged the Watch in a whirling mass of Darkness.

Niyazi bent his head, squinted at the terrain in front of him, and held his hand in front of his face, but he couldn’t have seen anything over there, either.

Yann didn’t understand when Niyazi yelled over his shoulder, “I see it! This way! We’re almost there!”

Yann strained to see anything in the chaos. He and Anríq had to lean into the wind just to keep their balance. Yann didn’t bother to raise his glaive now. There was nothing here to fight.

Without warning, Niyazi walked through some invisible barrier and vanished. Neils disappeared a second later and then the rest of the Watch evaporated one after another.

Yann and Anríq were holding onto each other and the other Watchmen too tightly to stop themselves before they fell through, too.

The wind died instantly. No more bone shards whistled through the air. In fact, Yann didn’t feel any breeze at all.

He straightened up and blinked trying to get his brain to accept where he was. He and the other Watchmen looked all around them at a peaceful river valley winding through scrubby woods on either side.

No dark clouds blocked out the sun. It shone out of a clear blue sky. Not a single bone lay on the ground.

Yann and Anríq both looked behind them. They couldn’t see the bone fields anymore. Rolling countryside and low bushes stretched out behind them.

Niyazi caught his breath. “This is it. This is the river I saw yesterday.”

“You didn’t say it was like this!” Vidal pointed out.

“No, it wasn’t like this,” Niyazi replied. “That barrier wasn’t there. The bones came all the way down to the river….and there was less vegetation….and the dark clouds were still there. It wasn’t sunny like this….or as beautiful.”

Yvan frowned. “I don’t like it. Something must have changed it.”

“Does it matter?” Rien asked. “We’re here now. This is where we wanted to go. You said we would stay here, so let’s stay here.”

“Spread out and see if we can find a good place to camp.” Yvan pointed at everyone. “Niyazi, you take Omer, Vidal, and Barsali upriver going that way. The rest of you come with me. We’ll go downstream.”

Niyazi, Omer, Vidal, and Barsali walked away. The two girls joined Yann, Anríq, Rien, Neils, and Yvan heading in the opposite direction.








