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​Dedication
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In memory of my Grandma Jean.

She taught me that it's not a crime to be silly.

Her memory lives in my heart and my laugh every day.
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​Foreword
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Thank you for joining me on this journey across the barrier. Over the past five years, the world of the Midnight Guardian has grown by leaps and bounds. These characters have transformed into family, and I've enjoyed watching them grow into their own. 

My intent in these words was to tell the story of a girl who could be a good role model. It wasn’t because of the decisions she made. Of course, Keira didn't always make the right decision. And sometimes good intentions aren't always, well—good. Regardless, she is a worthy role model because when she did mess up, she felt the full weight of the consequences and faced them as best she could just as we must in real life. She is a good role model because she is loving, yet strong and independent. She is not defined by her relationships, but nurtured by them. 

This series will always hold a special place in my heart, and the memories I made during its creation will last for all time. From every one of Mikey's outrageous getups to every one of Brun's close whispers, I loved the ride. Even the night when each word poured out of me with sobs as I wrote of the day they lost Jumper.

While it's hard to say goodbye, it is time. 

With deep appreciation for you, the Midnight Guardian readers, I present the final installment. Enjoy.
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​Prologue
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My name is Keira Ryan. 

Guardian. High School Graduate. Child of Sun and Moon. 

Not necessarily in that order. 

Weird on a college application, but that's what I am. I'm the girl who has a destiny to fulfill. And just what is that destiny? Why am I here?

My destiny involves another world. Hundreds of years ago, the continent of Atlantis was banished from our world for the safety of humankind.  You see, Atlantis was home to a gremlin-like species of creatures called mogdocs. Only their hatred of humans surpasses their want for human blood.

And now, they're trying to claw their way back into our world. My destiny is to stop them. It's the How that's been eluding me.

The prophecy says that I will "impart a human gift to bring forth the fall of the house of Gammen." 

The fall, well, that's more complicated than it seems. Brun Gammen is the last in the line of Gammens, the current emperor of the Mogdoc Empire. 

And he’s sorta obsessed with me. He believes that my destiny means that we will marry and the human gift will be our child. 

He is not the only one who believes this. A radical group of guardians and mogdocs, called the Unionists, believe the same. They have proven their dedication to their cause, willing to deceive and even kill to make it happen. "Forward to the Fall,"" they always say. I'm totally sick of hearing that phrase.

Me? I don't believe in the sacred union. Come on, I'm eighteen. 

Still, Brun and I have sort of a history. Half human, the only physical trait he inherited from his mogdoc father was his brilliant green eyes. He's gorgeous. More than gorgeous. Insanely hot. If he didn’t have a black mogdoc heart beating in his chest, I could absolutely picture myself with him without a second of hesitation. It's not hard. I just have to tug on a memory. After all, I used to be with him. Long before I knew who he really was, I was his girlfriend. He broke my heart to protect me from his secret and his family. 

Whether I believe in the union or not, Brun is right about one thing. If I don't promise myself to him soon, the Unionists will come after those I love. Strike the heart first. 

My oldest friend, Colby Hayes, would be at the top of that list. I'm sure of it. Maybe he'd see it coming. Sometimes he can see small bits of the future. Still, I'm not willing to take the chance. If anything ever happened to him, I...I'd...I just couldn't imagine what I would do.

Maybe I would disappear like Ann. 

My time traveling protector and friend, Ann Martin, lost the love of her life, Jumper Johnson. When I refused Brun, mogdoc assassins seized the opportunity. They made a play for the throne and swept in for the kill. Ann wouldn't leave my side, and of course, Jump wouldn't leave hers. He should have known it was a fight not meant for humans. But he didn't, and now he is dead. Ann is gone, grieving somewhere in time. 

I stayed behind. I made sure Jump was their last victim. Ever. 

We left no witnesses, so Brun was able to go back to the Citadel and continue his rule, keeping the mogdocs in check for now. In time, the Sect of Low's disappearance might eventually draw suspicion from his subjects.

The fortunate part of it all is that mogdocs are more interested in survival and power than in justice. Anyone who could defeat the entire Sect, the empire's most talented assassins, is not someone you would want to cross. Quite the opposite. The mogdocs are probably seeing Brun with new, admiring eyes. 

No, as insane as it sounds, I'm not worried about retaliation from the mogdocs. My worry is the Unionists. They will not stop until the House of Gammen has fallen.

So, I'm trying to figure out how to move forward. I can take a stand and try to protect my friends and family. That's the riskiest strategy. 

The alternative would be to commit myself to Brun; appease the Unionists, marry him if that's what it takes. According to him, we would rule together, putting an end to the line of Gammen by fostering real change and starting our own legacy.

Yeah, well, Brun's a mogdoc. Mogdocs manipulate. Mogdocs lie. 

My friends don't trust him. Colby and Arden downright hate him. Yet, every bone in my body still wants to have faith in Brun, to love him. He isn't like the mogdocs. He isn’t just human on the outside. There's humanity inside, maybe darkly tinged from his mogdoc upbringing, but it's there. 

And that brings me to door number three.

Thanks to Arden and my Dad, I now have the human gift. Well, I have the means to the human gift. You see, they learned that the prophecy lost something in translation. "Human gift" was a bad translation for "humanity". 

That's where the book comes in. My family is in possession of The Book of the Lost. It is said to have the ability to restore balance. We’re thinking that its words can give a sprinkling of humanity to the mogdocs. “Impart humanity” just like the prophecy says. 

Of course it would be just enough to pull their malignantly-tilted scale back to zero. After all, no creatures were ever meant to be as evil as the mogdocs. The book is all about balance, and the mogdocs, well, they’re undeniably unbalanced. 

I'm guessing that if I read this thing to the mogdocs everything will be rainbows. You know, happily ever after stuff.

I've been running around clueless for so long, and now the answer is laying on the desk in my Dad's study. Laying closed. Oh, did I forget to mention? We can't read it. Nope. Not a word.

The Book of the Lost can only be read by a mogdoc empress. Empress, as in female, which cancels out Brun. He's definitely all male. That boy could melt steel. 

Sorry, I got lost for a minute there. Anyway, I need an empress. Unfortunately, on the night of the shadows rising my charge panicked and directed the shadows to kill the last one. Yep, Brun's sister, Broo Gammen, the last empress of the Mogdoc Empire, bought the farm.

So, I'm on a mission to go back in time and get her, make her read this dilapidated book, and you know, save the world because that's what I'm supposed to do. It's my destiny.

Thing is, I can't help but think of the bedtime story I was told as a child. The story told in whispers of the mogdocs, the creatures with a flame of contempt for humankind. 

And I wonder, will this end in a flicker or a blaze?
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Chapter 1: Worse Than This
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The pain in Ann Martin's chest made it difficult to breathe.

As her eyes cleared, she found herself just off the path between the school and the football field where graduation was to be staged. Her grief had brought her to the spot where her love died. Her devotion brought her to the moments before it happened.  Tears threatened to boil up in her again, but she knew she had to suppress them. There was work to do if she was going to save Jumper.

She had always been told, "Never change anything, it will only get worse." But they were just words. Jumper was dead. There was nothing worse. She had absolutely nothing to lose.

"Get a grip," she scolded herself. "Do this for him. He's depending on you."

Ann looked down at her blood-stained hands. The incriminating crimson also marred her white graduation robe. There was nothing she could do about them now. There wasn't time. She had only given herself a few moments.

Ann patted down the sides of her robe. Fortunately, her chakram, a circular blade that had proven to be a deadly weapon, was still there. Her fingers wrapped around the grip that stretched its diameter, just as she heard voices approach. 

"...We need to talk."

The deep voice pleaded, but Ann knew he hadn't seen her yet. This was, she remembered, what Brun asked of Keira shortly before it all went wrong. 

Ann used the chakram to slice through the smaller branches of the evergreens that lined the pathway. As soon as her foot touched cement, she stopped and looked around.

The first thing she saw was Jumper's eyes, wide as dinner plates and planted right on her, his mouth hanging open in shock.

The sight of him hit her hard; harder than she thought possible. Her knees gave way. The chakram let out a metallic ring as it twirled like a dropped coin before flattening on the path as Ann of that time screamed. Keira and Brun both pulled weapons to the ready. 

"It's okay," Jumper tried to ease his screaming girlfriend, not taking his eyes off the lookalike stranger. 

"She's...she's covered in blood. She's wearing my clothes," the Ann of that time cried out. 

Ann of the future climbed back to her feet. She took unsteady steps toward Jumper. Just breathe, just breathe, she thought, pulling up her chakram as she stepped forward.

Keira darted in front of her, taking a protective stance in front of Ann and Jumper. Future Ann stumbled back in disbelief. 

"What are you doing here?" Keira demanded. "Ann, what happened to you? Are you hurt? How long do we have before this happens?"

Future Ann couldn't speak. She wanted to. She needed to. But Jumper was looking at her, straight into her eyes, straight into her soul. His eyes were full of concern and love. The thought came to her that she could freeze this moment. She had grown powerful, so powerful that such a thing was well within her means. They could both live in the moment forever. They could just stop. She could stop the world for him.

Then his eyes broke the connection. They flew to the feet that pounded up the path. 

Having heard her sister's scream, Katie scrambled toward them. "Ann!" the girl yelled. 

Future Ann pointed to the trees, to where she knew the Sect to be lurking, but it was too late. 

A silent arrow punctured her sister's chest. Red blossomed from the point making its own gruesome rose on her floral printed dress. Katie's hands found the concrete path.

"No!" the Anns screamed in unison. 

Ann of that time rushed to her sister, while Future Ann flung her chakram through the air. It struck its intended mogdoc target. The creature tumbled from his perch and landed with a lifeless thud on the ground. 

The others swooped down from the trees. Keira and Brun moved back-to-back, fighting off those that came after them in what looked like, but couldn't be, practiced precision, just as they had the first time.

One of the Sect broke free and swung around a light pole to land squarely in front of Future Ann. She backed up a step and wished she hadn't thrown her only weapon. It was convenience really. She didn't need it. All she had to do was zap herself behind the mogdoc and take it by surprise. She could dispense with the creature and use its weapon against the others. 

She concentrated as the creature lifted its sword to strike. 

Her eyes went white. The power vibrated throughout the entire length of her body, tingling every point from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. She let the power build until it was about to explode. She just had to wait until the last possible second. 

When the mogdoc's sword arm started down, she pushed with her mind.

A sonic boom sounded.

Future Ann reappeared behind the mogdoc a second later. Before it could realize what was going on, she grabbed its arm and pulled the sword. 

It didn't come easily.

It was stuck. 

Stuck inside the object that blocked its path as soon as she disappeared. Stuck inside the boy that hurled himself in front of it because he thought it was his only chance of saving her. 

She pulled the mogdoc's arm, and the sword came out of Jumper Johnson's center.

The mogdoc assassin didn't see it coming when she sharply twisted its head. A clean break of the neck put it down for good. Ann stepped over the creature's body as Jumper collapsed onto his knees. 

It was happening again. All over again. She had failed him. 

Ann gulped at the air, not able to take in enough. Her eyes welled with tears as she knelt beside him. Her hand went to the side of his cheek. He took advantage of it, allowing her to support the weight of his head. 

"Love you," Jumper said weakly. 

He coughed, the pain of it visible by the tightness of his features.

"You'll be okay," she rushed. "I'll come back as many times as it takes. I swear."

Jumper smiled a grim smile that lasted well past when his eyes closed. A few moments after his chest stopped moving, she eased him down to the ground. Lastly, she placed a kiss on his still cheek.

Future Ann stood from Jumper's lifeless body and turned just in time to feel white, hot pain spread against her cheek. 

"What were you thinking?" Ann of the present shrieked, her hand an angry red from the slap. "You can't come back. I don't care what happened. You only make things worse when you try to change things. We know that! WE KNOW THAT!"

Future Ann set her jaw tight and tried to look beyond her other self.

Present Ann's hands flailed over her head in frustration. "This is on you. Jumper's dead. Katie's dead. There is nothing that was worth their lives. Nothing."

"I will fix this," Future Ann said through tight lips as she collected her chakram from the tree and slipped it beneath her robe.

"No. No, you won't. Do not come back. It will be worse. Worse than this. You hear me? Worse!" Ann screamed as Future Ann disappeared with a sonic boom.
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Chapter 2: The Sandman's Gift 
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Present day

Colby Hayes tossed his car keys onto the entryway table and loosened his tie. The day had been long, too long, and too full of sad words and tears. 

Though Colby sat the whole day away in a hard, wooden church pew at Jumper’s funeral, he was exhausted. There was some shred of irony in that, he thought, being that he was the tired one, but it was Jumper who was laid to eternal rest.

This was the last of the boy's thoughts before he made it to bed and fell under the darkness.

***

[image: ]


Colby found himself at his old high school writing on the whiteboard in the senior calculus classroom. 

There was no teacher. 

There were no students. 

Only Colby as he scribbled out an impossibly long and complex mathematical equation.

Starting in the top left corner of the whiteboard, the numbers poured from him without thought. In this dream of his, they soon filled the entire board, and when he reached the bottom right corner he drew an equal sign and paused.

He didn't know the answer. It had not come to him as the other numbers did. 

Tap. Tap. Tap.

His head turned to investigate the noise. When he found its source, he nearly dropped the dry erase marker. 

Broo sat at the first desk, eyeing the paint job on her nails. Her long hair fell in bouncy curls over bare shoulders. A strapless, pink mini-dress inched dangerously up her thigh, pushed there by her crossed legs.

"You've got it all wrong," she said, still inspecting her perfect manicure. 

"This is my dream. Why are you here?" he gulped, thinking it would clear his head which seemed to be full of fuzz. "I mean, are you really here?"

She ignored his question, but drew her eyes up to meet his. "I can help you with that, you know," she said. Her mogdoc green eyes flashed.

Colby felt confused. "I don't think it has an answer."

"That's because it is the answer," she whispered in his ear, though her body was still sitting at the desk pretending to be bored.

He looked back at the whiteboard. The numbers quivered at first, then started to shift positions. Mathematical operators dropped from the board completely and, like feathers, drifted to the floor.

He looked down at them and suddenly realized that Broo was standing beside him, looking at them too. Her hand wrapped around his.

"What a mess," she complained. 

Something about the weight of her words and her touch drew his attention. His eyes roamed to her toes. Broo's bare feet stuck out beneath the hem of her midnight blue dress. The dress hung from her frame, ragged and falling apart.

Colby had seen the dress before, though it was in a much more pristine condition at the time. She wore it the night she wreaked havoc at their junior prom. Broo didn't crash the dance for fun. She was sent to be a distraction while her brother, Brun, kidnapped Keira's charge, Drew.

The toddler, Drew, who was also Colby's nephew.

Broo's role in the boy's kidnapping may have been unforgivable, but Colby remembered how later that night she came to him in a car parked at Serpent Mound. Though there was no reason in the world for her to be there, she was. She came driven by the need to tell Colby that Drew was safe. 

And before Broo left, she gave him a gift. She unlocked the memory of his night of time traveling with Ann. Those troubling eight moments in time still plagued him.

These memories tumbled around him as they continued looking at the floor and holding hands until she finally spoke. 

"Is this not what I gave you?" she asked pointing at the animated formula on the whiteboard, its numbers still roaming about in confusion. He nodded, not exactly knowing why, but feeling as if it were the appropriate thing to do. 

After he nodded, she continued. "Coco Bear, there were only eight, and now you have them down to five. Why do you always insist on using your brain when you should follow your heart?"

Her fingers traced down the side of his face and continued down his chest playfully. His nerves tingled at her cool touch. 

She kissed his cheek softly, and his blue eyes brightened because the numbers exploded from the board without warning.

“Five is sacred to my people.” The words weren’t spoken aloud. Not exactly. It was her voice, but inside his own head.

"Colby!" Broo shouted. Even though it was in the next instant, this time her voice wasn't in his head. In fact, it sounded far away.

She was gone. She no longer held onto him. He jerked to see Broo standing just outside the classroom windows. The sun was gone, but her sparkling blue and green gemstone glowed as it dangled from her neck over a plain t-shirt and jeans.

No. That can't be right.

Not the glowing part; that would have been perfectly acceptable for a dream. The oddity was the t-shirt and jeans. It was the most casual outfit he had ever seen the blonde beauty wear. 

The late empress placed her hand on the glass. Colby strode to the window. With each step, the floor gave way vanishing into a dark abyss. There was no going back. He placed his hand on the window, just on the other side of hers. 

"They buried me with your necklace," she said. He could barely make out her muffled words through the window pane.

His necklace, the one he gave her when he thought she was human. When he was living in ignorant bliss. When they were dating and in love. 

The very same necklace he caught her wearing on more than one occasion long after they separated. It was a momento of her human life. One that he suspected she just couldn't give up. 

"They buried me with your necklace." 

He knew that her words should have made him feel something, but they didn't. They couldn't. They seemed incorrect. He knew there was no truth in them.

"No," he disagreed aloud. "No, they didn't. You weren't buried."

"Right," she purred as she stepped through the window like a ghost. He took a step back, but she pushed forward still, matching him. With every step backward he took, she was right there. Too close for comfort until the floor beneath gave way, like the pieces before it into the abyss.

His arms and legs frantically fought against nothing.

Broo stood at the edge, peering over at him.

Watching him fall into the darkness.

Ever falling down.

Down.

The former High Empress of the Mogdoc Empire, once larger than life, wasn't really shrinking. She just appeared that way as he continued to fall. Soon she seemed to be nothing more than a point of light.

A shining point of light.

Light that forced his eyes open to a new day. 
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Chapter 3: Landing on the Landing
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Unlike Colby, Keira Ryan did not immediately succumb to sleep when she went home after the funeral. In fact, she didn't even go home. 

Well, she did, but she didn't stay.

She pulled off her respectable black funeral dress and slid into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Her cowboy boots went on just before she climbed out her bedroom window.

Keira took a jogging step as her feet hit the ground, which turned into another and another. Soon she was running through the open field. The stretch worked her muscles. Her mind tuned into each stride, leaving room for nothing else.

And it felt good. It felt wonderfully good.

She slowed when she came to the river bank. As soon as she reached The Landing—the rickety pier and shelter house that served as her special hideaway—she kicked off her boots. They fell over when she left them behind to move to the edge of the pier.

Her toes came back quickly when she dipped them in, the water still holding it's spring chill though the calendar read late May. Instead, she settled back onto the wooden beams, facing the sky where she watched the colors change from blue to a pinkish red, and finally black sprinkled with stars.

As she laid there intent on thinking about nothing but the sound of the river current lapping against the shore, the air around her started to move. 

A low whistle zipped through the night. 

Keira didn't see the first one zoom by, or the second, but soon there were so many she couldn't have missed them. The will ‘o the wisps appeared as tiny flecks of light. They danced in the night air, zooming over the water and through the dilapidated shelter house with rogue ivy vines enclosing one side.

Keira stood and held out a hand as the lights moved in rhythm around her. Their dance swooped and twirled through the air, bringing a magic with them that was almost tangible. The last time she had seen them dancing like this was at Nana's 500th birthday party.

"I thought I'd find you here," the old kitsune's voice came gently from behind the girl.

Keira turned to face her first protector; the woman who raised and trained her. Her arms automatically went around the woman.

"Nana!" she almost cried. 

"Oh, child," Nana said as she brushed the length of Keira's hair with her hand, stroking it over and over. "The Johnson boy—I don't know what to say. My heart breaks for you. For all of you."

Keira didn't say a word for fear that a sob would come with it. She bit down on her lip and held tight, comfortable to hold on as long as the woman would allow. 

These were precious moments. Two years ago, Keira’s grandfather was convicted of the crime of forced change by the guardian elders. He did it only to protect Keira, and she had long forgiven him for it. However, that wasn’t enough. The guardian elders’ sentence would have meant his death. So he became a fugitive with his longtime friend at his side. He fled into the West Woods of Atlantis with Nicola, the woman Keira knew as Nana though the kitsune wasn’t her grandmother.

Keira and Nana’s time together had been severely limited since then. Keira had missed the woman who raised her, and was thankful for the old kitsune’s cleverness which somehow allowed her to cross the barrier when the magical rules in place said only guardians and token-holding humans could. 

Nana’s soft voice comforted Keira. "I just had to come and see how you are coping. I wanted to see if there was anything I could do. Anything you need."

Keira shook her head into the woman’s shoulder. "No." Her mumbled voice finally came.

When Nana spoke again, Keira noticed a change in her tone; not calm, and somehow broken.

"Didn't you have any kind of warning? You were supposed to be safe."

"No one's safe," Keira whispered and then sighed. There was something. Something there. Something on the very edge of her memory, but Keira didn’t have the strength to search for it.

Nana pulled back, but kept her hands on Keira's upper arms. Her warm hazel eyes searched Keira's. "It was the Sect, you're sure?"

"Yeah." Keira answered with another big exhale. "They forced Brun to bring them across the barrier and prove that he had me under control. I didn't know. Had no way to prepare for it, and it all blew up in our faces."

Nana nodded slowly, "And Brun, he looked out for you? The two of you are still close?"

Keira sighed. She had been so caught up in seeing Nana, she had almost forgotten the question that burned in her since prom. The question sparked by the redheaded Unionist that nearly run her over. 

“Did you make some kind of deal with Brun? Some kind of bargain for my safety?”

"Keira, I need you to be completely honest with me and answer my questions first. It's important,” Nana insisted. 

“Okay. Yes, he looked out for me. He fought them with me. Nana, it was incredible. Our movements couldn’t have been more perfect even if they were choreographed. He knows my next move before I make it, and I know his. It’s like we’re in sync or something.”

“In harmony,” Nana added.

“Yeah, I guess.”

There was something there. Keira knew it as if she were on the very edge of discovery. 

“Now, my turn. What deal did you make?”

Nana patted Keira’s arm. “You don’t last as long as I have without learning there are two sides to every story. What do you know of the Unionists?” 

Keira thought for a moment before replying. “Mogdocs and guardians bent on some romantic idea of a baby savior. They don’t care what it takes to make it happen.”

“I have seen you with the emperor. Watched your fondness for him blossom. You are good for him. You remind him of his humanity. I remember you gushing about your first date with him. Sometimes it’s not so difficult to believe as the Unionists do.”

The kitsune’s eyes fell upon the planks of the pier. “I know many things. The point of being clever is to know the proper time to reveal them.”
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