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      Welcome to my Guild series universe where my heroes and heroines protect the world from supernatural and magical threats.

      

      Guild of Shadows - academy

      Darkfire

      Wifdfire

      Crossfire

      Heathrfire (A Christmas novella available by subscribing to my newsletter)

      Hellfire

      Nightfire (coming 2021)

      

      Guild of Guardians - paranormal prison

      Witch Hunt (a prequel novella coming 2020)

      Life’s a Witch

      Hindsight’s a Witch (coming 2020)

      

      Guild of Sorcerers (coming 2021)

      The Guild of Sorcerers will feature in crossovers with the Guild of Shadows and Guild of Guardians as well as my Evil Queen series (Dark Fae Legacies coming 2020). Keep your eyes peeled. Subscribe to my newsletter for updates skylerandra.com/index.php/subscribe/

      

      Check out the About the Author section for more of my exciting and addicting series <3 Skyler
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      Knoxe

      

      “Watch it there,” Jaz goaded me, slicing the air with a training blade and I jumped out of the way. “Wouldn’t want you to get hurt.”

      I gave a nervous laugh and wiped away a trickle of sweat on my forehead.

      “I’d be more worried about your own hide, buddy,” I grunted, slashing horizontally with my magical shield, and he leaned away from it.

      Reflexes like a damn fox. One of the best in my team. If he really wanted to better me, he could easily open up a portal using his magical ability to manipulate the veil—a universal energy that flowed through the Earth and supernatural dimensions—and shove me through it, ending our sparring match. But that would set off the prison alarms, and the warden would be down here in no time, throwing us in the hole for leaving the premises.

      Like half the warriors in the Guardians, I didn’t possess mage powers. My only magic came courtesy of the veil force charging my amulet and the moon quartz crystals sewn into my leather wristbands. Items I was only permitted to wear during training and on missions. The energy within them formed a shield and let me shoot offensive blasts to bring any supernatural gantii down.   Dampeners in the prison’s walls suppressed the magic of all inmates except in the training room.

      “What’s wrong?” Jaz taunted. “You seem a little off your game.”

      He sliced through the air with his dagger, colliding with my shield, a crackling noise a result of the force. Sparks exploded and shot off in every direction from the clash of the spell infused blade with the veil energy.

      Yeah, I guess I was, a little. My empty stomach tossed with uneasiness. I still wasn’t used to this place. We’d only been here three months. Fresh meat as some of the other inmates called us. Things with the rest of the team were a little rocky. Pascal and Tor blamed Jaz for landing us in here. Raze was on the fence. Me, I knew my best friend was innocent, he’d sworn it to me, and I believed him one hundred percent.

      I beat Jaz back with a few blasts, and he grunted, deflecting my blows, the white energy ricocheting off his dagger.

      “This isn’t the time to slow down.” Jaz blocked another attack. “Beth is watching, and only the strongest will win a date with her.”

      Who are you calling slow?

      For that jibe, I swiped at the back of his ankle to bring him down, and win this battle round for good. But his stance was wide, balanced, strong, making my efforts futile.

      “Hah!” he cried. “Nice try, mate.”

      He clapped both hands on the blade’s hilt, activating its runes. It released a shock wave that threw me backward.

      I summersaulted, quickly recovering, raising my shield again. Nothing could penetrate the veil energy. I narrowed my eyes and smiled. Time to win this round.

      Our training routine involved serious attempts to unnerve the other. He led me forty to thirty-six. Lately, he’d used Beth as an edge over me to get ahead. Beth… the hottie of the prison with legs that went on for miles…was one hell of a prize for the victor. Except the stakes were different in this competition.

      I glanced through the plexiglass, into the next training room, and she pursed her lips and folded her arms. The way she tossed her head back, her silky hair brushing her shoulders, made me want to throw her to the floor and pin her with a kiss.

      Today was no ordinary training day, and we weren’t competing for her affections. Pressure built inside of me, ready to explode, bubbling like a shaken coke bottle. The warden and prison assessors watched us from outside, assessing us, scoring us, making judgment on whether we were trustworthy and fit enough to be sent outside the prison on missions to hunt down criminal supernaturals. All men and woman whose decisions changed the rest of our lives.

      Today, Jaz and I competed for a coveted spot as a Nezam, the squad leader of a team of Guardians. Teams approved for missions hunted down the scumbags of the supernatural world and arrested them, to see these criminals were tried under the gantii courts, punished, and brought to justice for their crimes. As prisoners, we were expendable, and we’d kill for the chance to go out on missions. Anything to get out of this shithole.

      This was my last chance to prove myself. To be the best. Prove my dad wrong. Show him I wasn’t a screw up.

      “You’re useless, boy!” How many time had I heard that?

      “A mindless twit.” Ah the pet name he’d given me and how he referred to me when talking to others.

      And a personal favorite: “Why can’t you be more like your sister?” That one came after I’d missed getting into a leading Victoria learning institution after she’d been accepted with all the fanfare of a parade—felt like it anyway—and a popping bottle of sparkling grape juice.

      My fist curled tighter over my runed dagger at the memory. Determined, I whisked my blade through the air. I needed this win. Jaz staggered backwards, barely keeping up.

      I would earn the position of Nezam if it killed me. Might as well achieve something of substance, even if I was a criminal. Not that my father had any clue where I was. I didn’t care to tell him, either. For all I knew, he thought I was still studying at the community college. He didn’t know I’d been convicted by association for selling secrets to the Guild’s enemies, then thrown into prison to pay off a fifty year sentence. If he knew, it’d just prove his theories right, and I’d damn well prove that bastard wrong. No matter that the Guardians helped save the world. A criminal was a criminal to my father.

      Moving with the speed of the wind, I hacked at the air, until I caught Jaz in the chest. His shoulders slumped, and he dropped his blade.

      “Good game, mate.” He took my hand, wrapping the end of his fingers around mine, doing our little fist shake.

      “Thanks, man.” I clapped him on the shoulder, puffing from the exercise.

      Surely, winning the competition earned me a few bonus points. I glanced up at the warden and assessors, three of them watching me intently, their hawk gazes studying me as they scribbled notes on their papers.

      Vartros, the warden of this guild, stepped forward. For a man of one hundred and sixty with greying hair and bushy brows, he moved like someone my age; strong, confident, and with precision. Age didn’t affect Gildrons—or mages, warriors or any guild member or assistant—the way it did humans. For Guild members, each earthly year brought added strength and power. Decline didn’t come until they were about three-hundred or so.

      “Excellent demonstration of techniques, Knoxe and Jaz.” Vartros’ voice was sharp and hard, drilling into me, the staccato of discipline more than the melody of praise.

      I nodded, all but shitting my pants as I waited for his next words. Either I was a Nezam or out. The thought of not proceeding to that rank started an ache low and deep in my gut.

      To be honest, I wasn’t sure how the team would react if Jaz was appointed leader. Tor was pretty pissed at him for dragging us into the Guardians’ clutches. Raze was mad that he was caged up and unable to visit his family as much. And Pascal, well, he was different with his autism, and he was still pretty confused over the whole circumstance. I felt it was my duty to take leadership of the team to diffuse the mounting tensions.

      Pascal was the one who’d testified against Jaz selling secrets to the serpents, landing us in here. I was still pretty dirty about that. You didn’t rat out your mates. But the prison psychologist said to me that Pascal saw things a specific way, black or white, truth or lie, and there was no gray area for him. Any other man would have denied any knowledge of seeing Jaz talking to a snake. Not Pascal. He just had to tell the truth. Never mind that Jaz was getting intel for our mission with the Shadows—where we came from before our sentencing to the Guardians. If only the Guild jury who decided our fate saw it that way. They knew they had a mole in their ranks and pinged Jaz and our team for it.

      “Well done, man.” Tor, one of my teammates, gave me a congratulatory thump on the arm.

      “Thanks, man.” I clapped him back.

      Tor didn’t even look at Jaz.

      Vartros’ gaze panned the length of students in this class. “Thank you, everyone. You’re all excused while the assessors and I convene. We will announce the next step after we compare scores and discuss each entrant.”

      My jaw tightened. The ache in my gut sharpened. I brushed the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand as I followed my team out into the hall. Knowing I might never see the building again didn’t make for a pleasant wait.
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      Knoxe

      

      I braced myself against the wall, leaning my head on the cold stone.

      My team and I lined up along the wall, sitting, standing, or fidgeting. Given the division in the team, they were all invested in whom was about to be appointed Nezam, for various reasons. I just wanted to make the next fifty years peaceful if we had to work together to earn enough credits to reduce our sentence. The last thing I wanted was in-house fighting and discord.

      I glanced at each man in the team. Raze first. Reserved, kept to himself, but a hard worker. A fighter like me with advanced healing capability, strength, agility and durability. No special gift. One of the few in the Guild that didn’t make me feel out of place without any magic to my credit. Brown eyes distant and far away, he paced the length of corridor. His shoulders were tense and his step brisk and sharp. His tracking skills were A-game. Hailing from the local indigenous tribe, he’d inherited all the stories of the star walkers from other worlds, and the secrets of tracking the stars, the variances in the landscape to literally find a needle in a haystack. From the start, he’d I’d kept his distance from the rest of us, preferring to be private and a loner.

      Of the lot of our sorry looking asses, Victor—or Tor as he preferred to be known as—stood out with his cocky swagger and self-assured demeanor, a loudmouth showoff who wanted to be a superhero. If I had a gift like his, to deceive and trick a gantii into seeing whatever he projected onto them, I would have been pretty confident, too.

      Guys like Tor pissed me off. Why had he been given magical traits, and I’d missed out? Having some magic behind me would have furthered my chances of being selected. Not that the Guild only chose those with magic. There were plenty of Tollens, Guardian warriors, who didn’t have it, and relied on magical items for defense and safety. Tor wasn’t someone I’d normally chose for my team, but his skills would come in handy. I hoped he didn’t bring that loud mouth with him out on the mission. We didn’t need to alert the whole gantii universe that we were coming.

      I continued along the line of team members, analyzing, and comparing myself in my head. My lack of magic certainly left me with some serious insecurities.

      Beside Tor stood Pascal, the class nerd. Quiet, shy and weird, but his gift of harnessing musical frequencies packed a mean punch. While he might have had the physicality to keep up with the demands of the job, he didn’t have the same mental resilience as Raze or Tor. His autism meant he didn’t learn or understand the way the rest of us did. Also made him fidgety and easily distracted because of his autism, and that made me nervous.

      Some days the team struggled to motivate Pascal to perform. He communicated in musical concepts, and Jaz detected this because his brother had the same syndrome, and he helped Pascal grasp Guild theory on this basis.

      Guys I could work with and trust. Tollens that would die to protect me and I them. Brothers… even if now we were divided because of recent circumstances.

      I tapped my foot and drummed my hands on my thighs. Anything to distract myself from the wardens’ decision. Once the decision was delivered, we might have a mutiny on our hands if Jaz was appointed, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs.

      At last, the door peeled open and Vartros eased out and everyone on the team snapped to attention.

      “Thanks for your patience,” he said, his tone serious. “We decided it would be best if Knoxe lead the team.”

      Jaz sighed, one corner of his mouth peeling back into a disheartened smile. “Cool.” He shook his head, crossed his arms and stepped back.

      My chest tightened. I was the only one who believed his innocence. The warden hadn’t gone easy on him. Neither had most of the team with their constant reminders of why we were here.

      Tor fist pumped the air behind Jaz’s back. Pascal just nodded, never saying much.

      “And to celebrate Knoxe’s appointment,” the warden added, “we’re sending you on a mission.”

      Yes! A mission. My body quivered with anticipation. Even if I didn’t make it back alive, deep in my soul, I’d remember that I’d fought for the Guild. I might be a convicted criminal, scum of the Guild, but not many people got to do my job, and that counted, right?

      Vartros held out an envelope, stamped with the Guild’s symbol. Two G’s linked by an O. “In here is instructions for each your mission.”

      “Fuckin, A,” Tor shouted, sliding his arm over Raze, dragging him back into the training room, followed by Pascal.

      The tightness in my chest ached as Jaz trudged inside, put on two gloves, and began smashing the punching bag.

      The warden stepped closer. “It’s for the benefit of the team, Knoxe.” I squeezed the side of my thigh. “Make us proud, Nezam.” He smiled and withdrew, moving inside the training room to address the team.

      I blinked, processing the word. Nezam: a somewhat distinguished position within the Guild of Guardians… as distinguished as you could get as an inmate. At the Guild of Shadows, where we came from before our convictions, the team and I followed instruction from a Gildron, a head mage. I didn’t know the first thing about leading a team. Now, all my insecurities, as well as my father’s voice, pounded inside my head, reminding me what a failure I was. What if I sucked at it? There were a hundred ways this could go wrong and as I stood there holding the envelope, I could see every single one of them. And the responsibility weighed more than I could carry. I had enough to worry about without adding the success of some random mission on top of it all. Of course, if I made the mission a success or was a part of the team that succeeded, then I would certainly have a place at the Guild. And they’d chosen me to lead. That meant something. Had to.

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. Going from a Guildling to a Nezam was a big jump. So far my training only consisted of weaponry, application of magic, the ins and outs of supernatural creatures, their weaknesses, strengths. The Guild didn’t exactly supply lessons on leadership. Although… we did have extensive training on team building and trusting. Out in the field, battling unpredictable, cunning, savage and incredibly strong gantii meant you had to have the back of the Nezam with you if you wanted to make it home alive. The Guild couldn’t afford to activate ineffective teams into operation. Not without mistakes, injury and sometimes death.

      I trailed behind the warden, still feeling numb at the decision, which hadn’t fully settled yet.

      Vartros cleared his throat to address the rest of the group. “The Guild’s arsenal of weapons and magic is at your disposal to arrest your zikers.” Zikers. Guild terminology for supernatural criminals.

      A rush of adrenaline hit. I hadn’t exactly been at the top of my class. I tended to coast in the middle no matter how hard I tried. Definitely not genius material. I mean, I got good grades, but I had to work my ass off to earn them. Unlike my sister who remembered everything. But there was something different about the Guild of Guardians. Despite the prison setting, the strict rules, lack of autonomy and freedom, the purpose of hunting zikers, it felt natural, like I belonged. Like home. Or the home I dreamed of.

      “Best of luck, Tollens,” Vartros said to the group. “Be back in three days. Don’t try to run or I’ll send out sentries to apprehend you.”

      Three days!

      The gravity of the situation sank in as I tugged the envelope open and removed a piece of paper with the instructions on it. The note crinkled in my shaking hands and I forced a calm, steady breath. At first I didn’t absorb the words in blue ink on the front page. But then slowly the writing came into focus. My pulse charged as I read the first name.

      “Great news, isn’t it buddy?” Jaz ruffled Pascal’s hair. I could tell he was trying to remain upbeat despite the disappointing news for him. I knew how much this meant to him. But, I had the authority to pick a second in charge, and that’d be Jaz any day.

      Pascal gave him a brief smile. He didn’t let anyone but Jaz touch him. Spars were difficult with him when you had to wrestle with him. But lately he’d taken to using his musical tuning forks in the training room, emitting some kind of frequency that chilled him out enough to get through it without a melt down.

      I glanced at my team. Jaz and Raze I could comfortably work with and trust. But I’d have to keep an eye on Tor, put him in his place and make sure he didn’t get out of hand. And I’d need to watch Pascal carefully. He might have been powerful with his mage magic, but his temperament tended to the nervous and fidgety. I folded that page and stuffed it back in the envelope. Now to the mission.
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      Knoxe

      

      I convened my team in one of the watchtower, where Guardian teams came to scour media, police reports and the news for signs of gantii on Earth. My team members leaned against the desks, staring at me, waiting for further instruction. Three pairs of eyes burned into me. Pascal watched the ground as usual.

      My mouth went dry and my mind blank. To say I was wholly unprepared for this was an understatement. More like put on the spot. Uncertainty gripped my lungs, and I hated it. Even without the benefit of my own magic, I didn’t usually have a self-confidence problem. But all this crap with my dad, proving myself, and the added pressure of winning a coveted spot with the Guardians, weighed on me. I guess this test was an insight to how it would be as a Nezam.

      “Right,” I said, scrunching my hands together, no clue where to start.

      “The mission,” Jaz urged me.

      “Oh, yeah.” Feeling like an absolute dick, I unfolded the second piece of paper and held it up. “Tark of House Longrider is a centaur wanted on the griffin home world for stealing a shipment of moonrocks, the griffin’s national trade, and illegally selling it across the galaxy as counterfeit Valancian Quartz.”

      I glanced at the group. Every gantii world traded in resources, from precious metals, stones, food and herbs. But everyone in their right mind knew about the Valancian Quartz. A powerful stone used in rituals across many gantii worlds. Used on Earth for housing veil energy in our amulets. I touched my own amulet, gifted to me two months earlier for practice in magical combat.

      “Centaurs,” Tor growled. “Flighty things. We’ll have to trap it so it can’t get away.”

      I glared at him. He always liked to take charge. But since he wasn’t the team leader, he needed to learn to tow the line and show some respect to me.

      “I’ll decide that.” Tor twitched at my show of force. “For now, let’s grab weapons and supplies and take a portal to the griffin world.”

      From there, I didn’t have a next move. My mind was a jumble of panic and fear at failing.

      “Roger that, boss.” Of course. A challenge from Tor.

      I smiled at him. Suck it up, princess.

      Raze and Tor exited the room.

      Jaz and Pascal lingered. For a few moments, Jaz explained to Pascal what we had to do, speaking in song lyrics, musical terms, until Pascal nodded.

      “Got it, buddy?” Jaz asked.

      “Yes.” Pascal nodded furiously. “Catch the Longrider, his faith is broken, he stole the heart of the griffin, and sold it to devil.”

      I held back a laugh at lyrics from songs which Jaz had used to express our mission.

      Boy, was I ever glad I had him hear to help me communicate to Pascal. But sometime I’d have to learn to explain to my crew when they didn’t comprehend concepts.

      As Pascal departed, and I behind him, Jaz grabbed my shoulder.

      “You okay, buddy?” he asked.

      “I’m freaking out here,” I whispered. “I don’t have the foggiest idea what to do after we question the griffins.”

      Jaz smiled. “You’re a natural mate. You’ve got this.”

      I relaxed a little at his words. They repeated in my mind. “You reckon?”

      “Yeah.” Jaz’s confidence in me meant the world to me. He had a way of building me up with a simple word. “We’ll work it out together. As a team.”

      A team. Yeah. Knowing I had my team to support me took a lot of the pressure of me. I stood straighter, my chest out, my head high.

      “Okay.” I started for the door. “Let’s prepare and get out of here.”

      

      ***

      Armed with magical blades, gin and tonic grenades, net guns and stun rays in our belts, I opened a portal to the griffin world with the veil energy in my amulet. The white window pulsed with energy.

      “Best looking goes first,” Tor said, stepping through.

      Jaz chuckled and shook his head.

      “Guess I’m second best looking,” Raze said with a smile.

      I raised my eyebrows as he crossed the threshold. He rarely said anything, and for him to joke, well, that was a first.

      Pascal stood there, fiddling with his tuning forks, rubbing them with his thumb. “Find the Longrider,” he mumbled to me before leaping through.

      “Just you and me now,” Jaz said to me and we traveled through together.

      Three griffins awaited us on the other side. Tall creatures of about six feet in height and as wide as a lion. Not a gantii I wanted to pick a fight with.

      I quickly absorbed our surroundings. Crisp, golden skies, trees as far as the eye could see, full of nests.

      One of the griffins bowed his head and said something in his own language. I assumed it to be the leader of the group.

      The translation transmitted from a device we each wore on our arms. “Guardians. Thank you for coming. We’ve been waiting for your arrival.”

      I examined them for a moment. Proud and fierce creatures with an eagle upper half and a lion’s back half. White neck feathers, brown wings, and a caramel backside and tail.

      They each examined us as if trying to determine the dynamics of the group, to figure out who lead the team. I lifted my chin, holding my fingers on the butt of my stun ray in case needed.

      Jaz nudged me in the ribs.

      “Er, can you show us to the location of the theft?” I asked, and waited for the translation to feed out of our device.

      The leader bowed his head again. “This way.”

      These beasts made a heck of a noise as they walked, front claws clacking and back paws stomping. They nodded at fellow griffins as they passed. We received curious stares as we moved deeper into the world. The leader led us out of the forest and into a cave system where griffin hauled crates with wheels out of the mineshaft.

      “Given to us by the Guild,” the head griffin explained to me. “Exchanged for moonrock for your jewel there.”

      I touched my amulet, the veil energy within it crackling at my fingertips.

      “Do you trade a lot with Earth?” Jaz asked from behind me as the incline of the tunnel steepened, and rock crunched beneath our feet.

      The last of the fresh air vanished, giving way to an earthy, stale smell.

      The griffin turn his long neck and blinked his eyes. “Yes. We are a simple clan. Before the crate, we carried the stones out with our beaks. A slow process.”

      This news struck a note in me, a curiosity to know more about the world outside our own, to discover the ins and outs.

      “There’s a lot of activity here,” I said to the griffin. “Miners, carriers. How did the centaur sneak in and steal the stones?”

      Feathers on the back of the griffin’s head stood on end. “The mine closes at night. But it is guarded. We believe the centaur had an accomplice.”

      An accomplice. Awesome. That meant we had to question the guards.

      Ten minutes later, we came to a pile of stones, another cart, ropes and pulleys. The griffin nudged the stones into the ropes and emptied them into the carts for transport.

      “Thank you,” I told the leader. “We’ll take it from here.”

      But instead of leaving us to our business, the three griffins remained.

      “We have orders to remain while you conduct your investigations,” the leader advised. “For the preservation of our resources.”

      Understandable. They didn’t trust us. We didn’t need to steal from them. The Guild traded fairly for the product, as evidenced by the carts, ropes and pulleys.

      “If you must.” I nodded, and they retreated, pausing by the entrance, watching us.

      I glanced at my team.

      “Raze, do your thing,” I ordered.

      He couched to examine the ground then stretched out a finger, tracing something, then lifting it to sniff. “Centaurs stink like horseshit.”

      Jaz, Tor and I laughed.

      No duh, man.

      Raze held up something pinched between his fingers. A hair. Coarse and dark. “This will help me track him.”

      I proceeded to stand beside Pascal. “Pascal.”

      His glance was fleeting and shy.

      “Think you can scan this area for anything out of the ordinary?” I asked.

      He nodded, his head bent low. Lifting his tuning fork with one hand, he removed a tone bar from his belt. He struck it, sending waves of frequency out. This he repeated in all directions, over and over, testing different toning bars, as if he assessing something different each time. I watched, intrigued, wondering what he searched for and how he interpreted it.

      Tor stepped forward. “I’m going to go question the workers.”

      Raze held out a hand. “Careful.” He pointed at the ground where a footprint had crushed some moonrock shavings and small stones that had fallen through the cracks in the rope.

      Tor crept backward.

      Heat crawled up my chest.

      “Tor,” I barked, and his head snapped up. “You’ll do as ordered.”

      Jaz stared at me from my right.

      Tor’s eyes narrowed into a cutting glare.

      “You’ll speak to the guards,” I said, nice and slow, so his arrogant brain digested every word.

      Tor bowed with a hand in front of his chest. “Yes, your royal highn-ass.”

      “Smartass,” I muttered as he strode off. “If we get appointed into a team, and he’s on mine, I’m going to kill him.”

      Jaz pressed a hand on my shoulder. “We’re all trying to make an impression to land a position in the Guardians.”

      “That doesn’t mean he need to be a dick,” I growled, my fists curling.

      “Cut him some slack,” Jaz said. “If we work together, not lead with our egos, we might just get it.”

      Jaz’s words slammed into me, causing a physical pain in my chest. I had to get my shit in check if we we’re going to work as a functional team and apprehend this damn centaur.
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      Tor

      

      “What can you tell me about the night of the theft?” I crossed my arms, doing my best to intimidate this three-ton griffin, which could kill me in a single swipe if I pissed it off.

      My translation device communicated in gantii’s language, and the guard’s eyes widened.

      This was my third interview so far, with one of the greeting party griffins tagging behind me, to ‘watch over me.’ All three guards had solid alibis and witnesses that checked out with the others on duty. But they all had reported a fourth had disappeared for ten minutes to take a leak. So either these guys had all gotten together to point the finger of blame at that guy which could indicate their own collusion in the crime or number four was my man. Every clue had to be investigated, no matter how trivial or seemingly innocent. Even skipping out for a pee. That’s what The Silver Strand, my favorite comic heroine, did in solving her mysteries and flushing out the bad guy.

      “I saw nothing out of the ordinary,” the guard stammered, his eyes darting from me to my escort. “I did my normal rounds. Keeping guard at the top, switching to patrol the tunnels three times, and inspect the pit.”

      Uh-huh. I could spot a liar in action. Nothing got past Tor.

      “That’s not what your friend said,” I lied, hoping to provoke a confession.

      “What?” The griffin’s feathers ruffled. “What did he say?”

      “That he saw you depart protocol to leave and enter a closed tunnel.” Sweet mother of moonrock that stretched the truth. If the gantii caught on, I was a goner.

      I wanted answers to solve this mystery so bad that my palms itched. A position in the Guild of Guardians, minus the whole prison side of things, was a dream come to me. A real-life bunch of superheroes fighting supernaturals. For a fan of comics, and someone who’d always dreamed of being a superhero, the Guild was my every wish come true.

      The griffin closed his eyes. “I had to.”

      Hah, payoff!

      Victory was so close I could smell it. Like a hamburger fresh off the grill and smothered in cheddar and bacon. Something I’d celebrate with as soon as we caught this damn centaur.

      A growl rumbled in the chest of my escort. I ignored it. He could deal with the guard once I got answers, but not before.

      “Why?” I seized the opportunity, channeling my comic book heroine.

      “He’ll hurt my sister,” the griffin admitted.

      I took a step forward, puffing out my chest, doing the whole make myself look bigger and threatening in the eyes of a predator…even though I was the size of a three day meal for this guy. “Who will hurt your sister?”

      The griffin shook its head, and its wings clamored against its body.

      My escort growled again.

      But the guard wasn’t talking. His beak pressed tight, and he stared at the ground.

      Time to use my powers to persuade this sucker to give me the rest of the story. Nothing was getting in the way of my completing this mission and apprehending the centaur. Tor Helms was destined to earn enough points to get out of the Guardians. Destined for greatness in the halls of the Guardians. Destined for fame, fortune, and lots of attention from the ladies… although, I was a one woman guy like my fave hero Dragonfang.

      Intent on getting answers, I conjured up a vision of a sweet looking female griffin being kidnapped and transported out of this world. I projected the image into the mind of the guard and my escort.

      “No.” The guard stamped his feet, and scratched the rock with his claws.

      Dammit. He wasn’t breaking. I had to apply more pressure. To my vision, I added a nice long sword to the throat of the female, held by a shady looking centaur with beady eyes.

      The guard rocked with distraught panic. “Shea-na, no,” he squawked.

      “This is what’s going to happen if you don’t talk.” I changed my vision to the female being chained and escorted by the Guardians to the griffin courts—a trial for her part in the conspiracy of the theft of the moonrocks.

      “No.” He roared this time, like a lion, deep and threatening.

      “That’s enough,” my escort growled at me.

      No, it wasn’t. Not until I got my answers. I continued the vision of his sister being judged guilty and thrown into griffin prison as a result. I had no clue if this was how the griffins penalized their criminals, but it was worth a try.

      “Enough.” The threat of my escort’s irritated whip of his tail was enough to make me stop.

      My skin burned with irritation. To prove myself worthy of the Guardians, and bring the guilty centaur to justice, I would do whatever I had to even if it meant reducing a guard to a sloppy puddle of tears.

      But, in Guild politics, maintaining relations with the gantiis was imperative to avoid strained tensions with the Guardians. If we wanted to be able to move freely between the worlds to catch the scum of the supernatural world, we had to have the gantii onside. That meant playing by the rules. Even superheroes had to adhere to a code to save the world.

      Besides, the griffin wouldn’t cooperate if I pushed too far. Better to back off, despite my mind screaming at me to continue and get the answers I needed. I let my vision fade in the guard’s mind, and he sighed.

      “I let him in,” the guard panted. “Let him escape.”

      You beauty! Tor, you are a true superhero!

      This news might actually make Knoxe smile. Get that stick out of his ass.

      My escort growled in a different tone that held the vibration of the word traitor. I wasn’t getting messed up in that situation. Once I got a few more details, they could fight it out among themselves. It had nothing to do with me.

      I relaxed my stance to show the guard I was no longer a threat. “Where did the centaur go?”

      His eyes welled up. “He took a portal to the Nascal realm, taking the moonrocks with him.”

      Nascals. Cave dwelling fae.

      “Did he have a device to open a portal?” I had to know what we were dealing with here. Some of the races had technology to jump worlds, while others used magic, or their own spit to tear a hole in the veil to cross.

      The guard glanced at me as if I asked a strange question. “An amulet.”

      Sensing he had no more information, I clapped my hands, and said, “Thank you for your cooperation, the Guardians will ensure you get protection for your sister.”

      My gaze turned to my escort, who nodded reluctantly. We had to ensure the safety of the griffin people and their resources.

      “Oh, thank you.” The guard lifted his head. “Her safety is all I care about.”

      Talk about sacrifice. A true hero.

      I smiled as I strode off, trailed by my escort. Better to deal with a hero than a villain. But now I had a clue how to catch our little villainous centaur.

      When we were out of hearing range, I asked my escort, “What do the Nascal need with Valancian Quartz?”

      “For gentle light in their cave system,” he replied.

      That made sense. “What other species utilize it?”

      The escort thought for a moment. “At least ten others that I can think of.”

      Holy mother of…ten! That’d take days to investigate. Time we didn’t have. The Guild had given us three days to arrest the centaur. Not enough. But perhaps the Guild might accept clues that would lead to the apprehension of the thief. Kind of like in a school math test where you didn’t solve the problem, but demonstrated how to work the formula to lead to a solution. I sure hoped so.

      Knoxe would lay an egg when he heard this. The guy wanted out of here just as much as me. I imagined the stick up his butt sinking deeper making him even more of a hard ass.

      “All right,” I said. “Hit me with the species.”

      “Er, let me think,” the escort mumbled. “Lycans, merfolk, sylphs, fae, unicorns, orcs, djinn, Quetzalcoatls, insectazoids and the humans. Many use it in rituals. Some for jewelry.”

      Quetzalcoatls. Flying snakes depicted in Aztec cultures. God, we didn’t want to deal with those spitball shooting little slitheries.

      “Right,” I said, heat charging up the back of my neck. “So pretty much everyone in the galaxy. Great.”

      I took this news to the group who were busy discussing their findings with the two griffin escorts. When I laid out the details supplied by the guard and my escort, Knoxe’s glare intensified at the number of potential worlds to investigate.

      He rubbed his temple. “Raze found a clue to track the centaur. We just have to figure out which world he went to.”

      “Which world?” I said, exasperated at the mounting task ahead of us and the ticking clock. “Out of ten?”

      “Calm down, dude,” Jaz said from beside him. “Freaking out won’t get us anywhere.”

      Good old Jaz. The voice of reason. Always the calm one. If I got to handpick my team, he’d be the first on it. Knoxe was lucky to have him. I bet the Gildrons assigned them to the same team to get the best out of both of them. Smart move. Like pairing Captain Victorius with The Amazing Blaster in a comic crossover to hunt down the epic villain Galacticus who was causing all sorts of strife across the galaxy.

      Knoxe sighed with impatience as if explaining to me was beneath him. “Pascal talked to the rocks and picked up a signal.”

      “Wait.” I glanced at Pascal, the weird and bloody handsome dude hovering behind me. “What?”

      We hadn’t had much to do with each other over the last year of training and studying. With his mental composition, I didn’t think he had what it took to make it through the training. But the guy kept surprising me. He had a quiet resilience and an inner strength. Every test the Guild threw at him, he made it through. But it took it out of him. Poor dude went straight to his room afterward, blaring music, and thumping around. But at dinner he’d emerge, looking fresh and ready to blast anyone to hell. Turned him into somewhat of an enigma around the guild. Everyone wanted to know what he did in his room.

      Pascal shuffled forward, fingering his musical bars. “Everything emits a frequency,” he mumbled an explanation. “I tuned into the vibration of the rock. It holds memory of all that has passed over millions of years.”

      I laughed, not in amusement, but out of amazement. This was incredible. “Reminds me of the time The Silver Strand communicated with the Earth’s volcanic core.”

      Everyone, except Pascal, stared at me like I was a freak as I shook my head.

      “You like The Silver Strand?” he asked.

      “Hell, yeah.” I kicked my foot.

      “Me, too.” We smiled at each other. The first time I’d seen the shy guy smile. All it took was finding some common ground. I could see, from this small piece of information, we’d get along well from now on. Finally, I had something to communicate with him.

      I reached out and put an arm around Pascal. “What did the rock tell you, little buddy?”

      He pushed me away. “Don’t touch me!”

      “Hey,” I said, holding my palms up. “Easy there.”

      Jaz moved in front of Pascal. “It’s okay. Tor’s happy at your news. Like the Valedictorians singing under the stars.”

      They had this weird song communication thing going on that I didn’t always follow. Jaz had an amazing memory of song lyrics, and so did Pascal.

      “Tor’s happy?” Pascal glanced at me, his body relaxing and his voice calmer.

      “Yeah, bud,” I said, using a soothing tone, the one I used on my sister’s kids when they threw a tantrum about losing a toy. “I’m happy that the rocks can talk. I want to know what they said. To find the Longrider.”

      Pascal nodded, tapping his music tone bars. “I can find the Longrider now that I found the frequency of the moonrock.”

      Hallelujah! An awesome clue. “You did good, bud. Real good.”

      Pascal’s back straightened, a half-smile almost touching his lips.

      I clapped my hands together. “Let’s go find that moonrock.”

      Knoxe glared at me, as if I’d stolen the words from his mouth. Too slow, buddy.

      His forefinger traced the shapes of magical runes in the air. Symbols that opened a portal to another world. “Let’s tackle the Nascal world first.”
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      Raze

      

      The spotlight trained in on me to track this centaur. But I wasn't able to harness my full gift with the others around. It was too dangerous.

      For over twenty years, my family had helped me hide it. They needed me to get into the Guild to help them locate their missing animal spirit. Without it, demons haunted their watering holes, campsites, and ritual locations in caves, clearings, and the forests. I belonged to the Wiradjuri tribe of Indigenous Australian. We harnessed the old ways. Passing down our history and culture from generation to generation through song, dance, and stories. 

      Casting my gaze over the cave systems of the Nascal, I observed the dim light provided by glowing moss and plants growing from the walls. A beautiful place. One of mysteries, darkness and secrets. Much like the caves belonging to my people. Many spirits dwelled here. I felt their energy, their call to connect. They wished to speak, and pass on their messages. But I didn’t have time for that.

      While Knoxe liaised with the elven folk, explaining our unannounced arrival in their world, I lifted my nose to sniff for a trail. For a moment, I separated the familiar scents of my team members from those in the cave—water mingled with dirt, the metallic scent of the rock, and the watery smell of the moss. Above it all, I detected a stale earthen aroma blended with horsehair.

      When Knoxe returned to the group, I told him and the team, “The scent’s very faint. Several days old. It’s starting to dissipate.”

      In my real form, I could pick up their scent for miles. They didn’t need to know that. And if they did, they’d cast me out, and never let me into the Guild.

      Tor leaned over and sniffed the walls. “I don’t smell anything but damp and soggy moss. How do you do it, mate?”

      Wouldn’t he like to know?

      “I’ve always had a sensitive sense of smell,” I explained, walking away, following the scent.

      The team followed as I made my way deeper into the cavern, walking a good few miles before I lost all trace of the thief.

      “I don’t think he’s here anymore,” I announced.

      “Dammit,” Knoxe muttered. “Pascal, can you do a scan? Tell me what the rocks say.”

      No please. No thank you. This guy had a lot to learn about respect.

      Where I was from, we valued everything, even down to the smallest seed. From a seed grew a plant that fed our people. Everything mattered. We paid our respects by holding dances to encourage rain, by burning the forest litter to encourage new growth, by pleasing the nature spirits to avoid chaos in our environment. If we didn’t respect the land, the water, the sky, the fire, then we didn’t have a home, food, shelter, family.

      Pascal chimed on his little musical devices. Pulses of energy flowed through the cavern. The glowing plants responded by flicking from a pale blue to a light green for a split second. Elves glanced at us with curious eyes.

      “The Longrider’s gone,” he said. “He left a selection of moonrock. But the rocks said he took two cart loads to the next world.”

      “How the heck did he remove two cart loads by himself?” Tor asked.

      Good question.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Knoxe ordered.

      “Thanks, Pascal.” Jaz touched Pascal lightly on the elbow, and he nodded. In passing, he pressed a hand to my arm, and nodded.

      Respect. Gratitude. Things I highly valued. Something Knoxe must learn if he wanted to be a good leader.

      I bowed my head at Pascal out of respect for his gift and discovery.

      We moved through another three portals, finding the same thing. Stale trails of the thief. We stayed the night back at the Guild before picking up early the next morning, venturing to the world of the Quetzalcoatls.

      Flying snakes fluttered through the air in the distance beyond a South American style pyramid. Drums thumped in a steady beat. Decorations like flags, lamps, and candles all brightened the meadow surrounding the structure. We’d stumbled upon a ceremony or procession.

      Wary of their aggression and territorialness, Knoxe had ordered us to crouch low in the meadow, hiding in the long grass.

      “Anything?” Knoxe asked me.

      I inhaled deep, a strong muddy scent, mixed with excrement hit my nostrils. Oh yeah. He was here, all right.

      “Found him,” I advised the team. “His scent is fresh.”

      Tor cracked his knuckles, ready for a fight.

      Jaz and Knoxe both widened their stances.

      Pascal distributed a few blasts of frequency. “The rock is here.” He pointed right at the celebrations occurring deeper into the meadow.

      Fantastic news.

      “What about the Longrider?” Knoxe asked him. “Can you tell where he is?”

      Pascal shrugged. “I need more practice.”

      “That’s okay.” Knoxe glanced at me. “Think you can find him?”

      I scanned the meadow for signs of movement. Fifty feet to the north grass lie in spots against the earth, trampled. I bent low and wandered over to it. There, I found hoofprints. No sign of the carts though. No ruts in the grass from the wheels, no larger flat spots where it might have stopped. I followed the trail, leading closer to the procession, and up to the steps of the temple. Statues made from stone and polished crystal sat on each step.

      Chunks of moonrock were laid out in patterns at the base of the pyramid.

      The poor fools thought it the real deal. They conducted their ceremony with fake stones. Probably infuriated their gods.

      But I wasn’t interested in that. My keen gaze caught the faint smudges of dirt on the pyramid’s steps. Dirt from the centaur’s hooves.

      Aware of fire spitting snakes in the vicinity, I kept low, crawling through the grass slowly. I crossed the meadow to the side of the pyramid. The centaur. What looked like the head snake crowned the thief with a woven crown. Other beasts fluttered about him, hissing, in a strange enchanting song. The centaur smiled, accepting the gifts, a smug smile on his face. The devil deceived them.

      Burning with rage, I crept back to the team and reported what I’d found. When I finished, the team stared at Knoxe for our next orders. He picked at his hands, thinking, analyzing too much. Poor guy was a little out of his depth and comfort zone. But so were we all. This was what we’d trained so hard for. In time, his confidence and leadership would blossom.

      After a few moments, Jaz nudged his friend.

      “Right,” Knoxe said, blinking as if shaking himself out of a daze. “We need to create a diversion to separate the snakes.”

      “I got it.” Tor climbed to one knee, before Knoxe yanked him back down into the concealment of the grass.

      “Don’t be so hasty there, pal,” Knoxe said with an edge of warning.

      “The early bird gets the worm,” Tor challenged.

      “The idiot walks into a firestorm,” Knoxe countered.

      I wanted to smack them both on the back of the heads. Pound the ego out of them both so we could get on with it, catch the centaur, and get back to the Guild. The pissing competition was getting us nowhere. In my culture, we respected out elders and leaders, and only spoke our grievances where invited. While these two numbnuts annoyed me, no one had asked and I wasn’t at the point yet to ignore my heritage.

      Besides, this might have been a test for me, too. A way for the Guild to make sure I could stay in line. Obey orders. That was what Tollens did.

      Jaz sighed. “Can we just get on with it?”

      See? I didn’t have to say a thing.

      “Pascal,” Knoxe turned to the shy one. “Can you create a noise to distract the Quetzalcoatl?”

      He nodded.

      “Why?” Tor asked. “That ruins the element of surprise. I say we sneak up there, blast the centaur with a stun ray, and sneak him through a portal.”

      “There’s hundreds of fireball spitting snakes over there,” I reminded him.

      Tor crossed his arms. “Fine. We’ll go with Knoxe’s plans. But if the snake, sorry, I mean the thief, sneaks away, it’s on you, pal.”

      He had a point. Either way was risky. “What about a third option. Wait for the ceremony to conclude and the snakes to disperse?”

      Knoxe glared at him. “Pascal,” he hissed, and the shy one retrieved his devices.

      But before he had the opportunity to clang them, something hissed behind us. We all turned slowly. Four snakes hovered from the side of a patch of tall grass.

      “Guardians,” the translation device rasped.

      The first opened its mouth and spat a ball of fire at my feet. I leapt backwards, crashing into Tor.

      Damn. The element of surprise had been stolen from us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Knoxe

      

      I raised a shield of veil energy. “We have no quarrel with you, Quetzalcoatl.” The translation blared from the device on my wrist. “We’re here for the centaur. He stole from the griffins. Just give us the criminal, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Instead of reasoning with me, they hissed fire from their open mouths, fire rising in their throats.

      Okay. If that’s what you want.

      “Weapons ready,” I ordered, plucking a gin and tonic grenade out of my weapons belt.

      “You don’t have to tell us twice,” Tor quipped, expanding his own shield.

      The rest of the team readied. Only Pascal faced the beasts head-on without any protection. Brave, but crazy. But then again, I’d seen him in action, and he possessed mad skills. He flicked his tuning fork, and it chimed with a strange tune, one that rattled through me, instilling courage and daring in my soul.

      The instance I caught the fire flickering from deep in their throats ready to rain down on my team, I hurled a grenade. It hit the closest gantii, and the shell exploded. Clear liquid released a blast over its skin. Smoke curled off it, burning the first layer of epidermis. The flying snake hissed and recoiled.

      “Protect the Fingara,” the snake rasped.

      What the hell was that? “Translation,” I barked at my device. “Fingara.”

      “Respected one,” the device replied.

      Shit. I glanced at Jaz. We weren’t getting to the centaur without a fight.

      Balls of fire burst from the gantii, showering us. Tor deflected a blow with his shield, and the blast hit the ground, setting the grass alight. Jaz opened up a portal, sucking the glow through it, slamming it out another end, and hitting the Quetzalcoatl in the tail. It shrieked with surprise and spun on him.

      In front of me, Pascal swiped away blows with a fearlessness I’d not seen in him before. Flaming balls crashed to the ground. The gantii struck harder, spitting fire like a bloody video game wizard. Each one hit an invisible frequency barrier, splaying out in every direction, like a cone of water waves.

      Two of the gantii shut their mouths and retreated.

      “Don’t let them get away,” I shouted.

      Pascal struck his force, releasing an almighty sound that radiated outwards, another wave of power. Gantii flew through the air, hitting trees, the ground and a rock.

      “All right, Pascal my man!” Tor went to clap him on the back but stopped.

      Pascal smiled shyly.

      Heat fired along the back of my neck.

      Dammit.

      If the Quetzalcoatls didn’t know we were here, they did now.

      I stormed forward, glowering at Pascal. “Not so much force next time.”

      He winced like a kid who’d been told off by his parents.

      Raze shook his head. Tor’s cheek indented as he poked the other side with his tongue. Jaz was at Pascal’s side, giving him a congratulatory shake, scowling at me as if I’d been the one who’d blown our element of surprise.

      Everyone but Pascal glared at me. What? I didn’t have time to baby one of my team members. Pascal needed to learn right from wrong.

      Body tight, I kept up my march, headed for the pyramid. “Move forward,” I commanded my team.

      Jaz rushed to catch up. “Go easy on him.”

      But I was too mad to hear his counsel right now. “We lost the element of surprise now. We’ll have a whole army of gantii to fight.”

      I gave him a minute to digest the news. Except Jaz didn’t worry like I did. He was a glass-half-full kind of guy. Veil energy flickered in his hands. “Makes for an awesome battle then.”

      “I’m up for it,” Tor piped in from behind. “This is probably an easy mission compared to what we’ll face as Tollens.”

      Was he legit? You didn’t get more aggressive and hostile than Quetzalcoatls. Stupid snakes.

      A flutter of wings beat in the distance. More hisses rose up above the silence. The wind picked up as if the entire army of flying gantii stormed at us.

      “Yeah, well get ready.” I twirled my energetic veil shield, readying it for an onslaught of fire.

      We rounded the front of the pyramid where we were met with hundreds of slithering beasts whose tongues flamed. Behind them, the centaur smirked, gloating. But he didn’t stay long, leaving his fiery protectors to do the job he kept them for.

      “Bring it,” Tor shouted, leaping into battle before I’d given the word. He slammed his barrier against one gantii, thrusting it aside.

      A line of them drifted forward.

      “Longrider.” Pascal pointed to the temple.

      Ahead, the arrogant centaur surrounded himself with a shield that extended from over his whole head to the ground. Snake guards swirled around the force field as if protecting the respect one. Fire licked from their mouths, ready to incinerate anyone who dared approach. Damn cunning beast knew how to manipulate a simple, God-fearing creature.

      Pascal beat at the barrier with his frequencies and the magical force rippled and wobbled but held firm.

      The flank of Quetzalcoatls surrounding us drifted forward, preparing to attack. Flaming projections hurtled at my team with a force we’d never encountered. We deflected blows with weapons and shields. Few of our ricochets caught the gantii, burning them. But overall, the explosions were too much.

      Jaz stumbled backwards. Tor lost his footing and rolled sideways away from a discharge that nearly hit his head. Pascal and I maintained our shields, but the strength of the repeated hits pushed us back. Only Raze held firm, strong in his footing, striking the nearest snake with his dagger, freezing them with the rune spells on the blade.

      “Crap,” I said through gritted teeth at my struggling team.

      We needed to catch a break, to cut through the lines of their attack, and turn the tides.

      “Move,” I shouted, and we charged forward into the fray.

      I proceeded like I’d been trained, fast, efficient and with precision. Snakes dropped like flies in suspended animation. Pleased, I kept up my assault, hitting more gantii, clearing a small window.

      But when I glanced sideways at Tor, needing his magic to part the group, a Quetzalcoatl had wrapped around him like a python and squeezed.

      “A little help here,” he panted, groping for his weapon, but unable to reach it over the thickness of the scaly beast.

      My stomach sank. Stuck preserving the gap in the attackers, I couldn’t help. I went to call for backup when a snake slammed into my shield, and I staggered sideways.

      Jaz rushed at the snake holding Pascal captive, but another charged him, bowling him over.

      Raze wrestled with a third, who’d been stunned by a grenade but who also bit him for his efforts. He let out a long roar as he tackled the beast to the ground, slashing at the rippling fin behind its head. The beast shrieked and bit him in the arm.

      A group of them had swarmed Pascal and head-butted his barrier, forcing him further and further away from us.

      Dammit. We aren’t having much luck here.

      Three hundred feet ahead of us, the centaur galloped off.

      No! We had to catch him. I was not failing this mission and returning a loser. Today, I proved my father wrong.

      But every time I tried to inch forward, another snake joined the fray. They spewed fire at the shield I hid behind. To my left, Pascal’s musical blasts didn’t make it out of the cell, knocking him on his ass.

      Jaz sucked the gantii that hit him through a portal and dragged it out another one. Using his veil magic, he wrapped a finger of light around the tail, hauling it into the air and thumping it down.

      Every man for himself. The battle raged on.

      “Pascal,” I barked. “Set Tor free.”

      With a nod, Pascal shifted his shield long enough to release a blow that flung our attackers back. Then he struck another tune that made the beast squeezing Tor tremble, unravel, and go slack. Tor crawled free, rubbing his chest.

      “Thanks, buddy.” He scrambled behind Pascal’s shield, giving him a quick slap on the shoulder.

      Pascal recoiled but recovered quick. Clearly, the action distracted him from his reluctance of being touched.

      We needed a new tactic here if we wanted to escape the assault and catch the centaur. The only way we were getting out of here alive was if we worked together as a cohesive unit. Then we might be able to break free of the trap and change.

      “Team,” I shouted. “Time to show these suckers we mean business. Form a unit!”
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      Knoxe

      

      We all shuffled together as one. Protected on every edge by shields. Overhead, a small opening left us vulnerable to attack. But I wouldn’t let the snakes get another inch over us.

      First I ordered, “You’re up, Tor.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Tor set his sights on the group of gantii forming a circle around us.

      Before they fired another round at us, they swiveled left, aiming at another row to their right. They shot fire at their brethren, setting their wings alight. A row of Quetzalcoatls went down, squealing.

      “Hah!” Tor shouted, focusing on the next row.

      Even I had to admit that was pretty cool.

      “Keep it up,” I commanded Tor.

      Next, I turned to Raze behind me, who twirled a dagger and hunched in a defensive position.

      “Raze, stick with him,” I commanded. “Give Jaz, Pascal, and I cover while we capture the Longrider.”

      “Longrider,” Pascal repeated, stroking his tuning forks, creating a menacing sound, like distant thunder, growing with intent. A force to shake down the temple if he wished it.

      I lowered my shield enough to throw off a blast of veil energy from my amulet, warning the Quetzalcoatl to back off. They retreated a few feet, but glared and hissed.

      “Pascal, shake the house down, buddy,” I encouraged.

      I charged forward at the mass of snakes with Jaz at my side. Bombs of fire hit my shield and exploded at my sides. Heat blasted me, but I kept up my attack. I struck one snake with my dagger, and it froze in place, crashing to the ground. I stepped on its body and pitched forward.

      The tune on Pascal’s fork rose in anger. Thunder rumbled all around us.

      Startled, the gantii halted their assault, glancing up at the skies.

      “Reidner,” one shouted, ducking.

      Another growled something I didn’t understand.

      “Translation,” I barked at my device.

      “God,” it replied. “Angry.”

      Good. They thought their god angry. Well, let’s show them.

      “More, Pascal,” I shouted, closing in on the Quetzalcoatl front flanks.

      He did as ordered, scaling up the intensity of sound. Trees quaked from the vibration. Leaves fell off branches. Flags toppled and crashed to the ground. Moonrock tumbled from the steps of the pyramid. Even the structured rumbled. Pascal created an earthquake of sound.

      Another Quetzalcoatl shouted something, and the rest fled. Poor things. Our God, the one that had sent the angels to form the Guild, didn’t act in vengeance and rage. He left us with free will to decide our own fates.

      “Good, Pascal,” I shouted to him, glancing over my shoulder, and he met my eye for a fleeting moment, nodding.

      “That’s all he needed,” Jaz said beside me, barely a murmur above the quaking of the sky around us.

      As the scene around us emptied, and we moved deeper into the holy ground of the gantii, his words hit me like a raging ball of flame. I’d entered this mission so inept at what it took to be a leader. A leader didn’t just command his team to success. It took a hell of a lot more than that. True leader’s supported their team’s strength. Had faith in them. Got the best from them. A little praise went a long way, and I’d struck gold with Pascal.

      An invisible fist slammed me in the stomach. I’d been an a-hole, picked on someone who didn’t think the same way as me. Underestimated his true strength and value. He was a fighter just like me. Except he had the added contention of warring with the glitches in his mind…if I could call them that…I didn’t know how else to explain them.

      Jaz’s shouted boomed in my mind. “Oh, no you don’t!”

      I snapped my focus back to the battle. Behind all the commotion, the centaur retreated from the fray.

      Jaz’s palms blazed even brighter. He unleashed a blinding discharge, and I staggered, lifting my hand to shade my eyes. When the light in my vision cleared, he was gone. I blinked, scanning our surroundings, catching a flicker inside the bubble. My buddy had flashed inside it from the ground up, and threw himself on the centaur’s back. The centaur kicked up with fright. Jaz transported them through another portal, into the middle of our battlefield, where he and the gantii clashed.

      Classic Jaz technique.

      Impressed, I paused, protected by my shield, watching for a few moments. What a move. Jaz had used a portal to sneak his way underneath the force field.

      The beast bucked its back legs in a vain attempt to throw him off. Jaz clung onto the gantii’s neck for dear life. With one free hand, he removed the apprehension collar from his belt and click it around the centaur’s neck. Another buck from the gantii caused Jaz to drop the device. Hooves crushed it, rendering it useless.

      Crap.

      “Get him,” I shouted to the rest of my team.

      Raze raced into action, plucking a collar from his belt. The centaur swiveled its rear to face him and bucked. A warning to stay away. Raze hunched low, his arms outstretched, like a ranger trying to corner and catch a stray dog.

      Tor frowned, aiming his vision gift at the beast. The centaur shrieked and bucked, having probably lost its vision thanks to the Guardian.

      Helplessly, the gantii tried to activate its shield with its amulet. But Pascal was ready, dispensing a high-pitched sound that rippled through that air, and smashed the crystal, deactivating the veil energy. The gantii sped off.

      My turn now. I’d have the winning blow to bring this bitch down.  I squeezed the runed knife in my hand. With a roar, I lifted it and brought it slamming down to the ground. A shockwave cast outward in an expanding circle. Anything on legs besides the Guardians were brought to a screaming halt, trapped in a pocket of magic that suspended movement.

      Shaken, Jaz took a moment to recover before he slipped off the beast. He stumbled on the ground, clutching his forehead. I caught him and held him up.

      Raze hurried over and secured his collar to the centaur’s neck. Magic crackled as it activated, preventing any further escape from the gantii. It was now our prisoner. Time to face the music and return to Earth for processing.

      

      ***

      

      Two Tollen greeted us in the holding bay for prisoners.

      “Welcome back Guardians.” Unison of voice and movement.

      “Home run,” Tor shouted, giving one of them a high five, and they laughed.

      A row of ten cells extended along the corridor. Bars held a Phoenix and Chameleon captive. The first growled as we passed its cell, staring.

      “Delivery of a prisoner,” I advised the guards.

      The first sentry scanned the centaur up and down with a look of disgust.

      “Heard about this one,” he replied. “Wanted for theft of moonrock from the griffins. We’ve been after him a while. Sly devil kept getting away.”

      The centaur scraped its hooves in protest.

      Bad luck sucker. You’re caught now.

      The second guard hooked a magical chain to the gantii’s collar. Protesting, the gantii tried to buck, but the first guard shot a bolt of electricity into his side. The centaur calmed as it was dragged away to the third last cell on the right.

      “You’re back with three hours to spare.” The first sentry gave me a congratulatory slap on the back.

      “Three hours?” groaned Tor.

      “We’ll have to be faster next time.” Jaz grabbed Tor’s shoulders and squeezed.

      Next time. I tensed. If the warden let us out again.

      

      THE END
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