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  Prologue


  A dark, sinister shadow looms over the galaxy. A mysterious tyrant, who hides his face behind a skull mask, has plunged the seven worlds into darkness. Only a fallen warrior queen, donning a purple cloak and wielding an enchanted sword, stands in his way.


  Throughout the universe, Michelle Lionmane wages a secret war against the vile forces of the Black Sun. She fights for a future already lost, yet in a dire time without hope she struggles on. She is a slayer of monsters and demons, an assassin of dark lords and bloodthirsty despots, and a champion for the weak and helpless.


  She is the Marauder.


   




   


  Episode One


  The Maiden and the Cowboy






  


  Chapter One


  Michelle prowled the black overgrown highway cloaked in deep purple, slinking between two endless rows of abandoned cars. Most of the vehicles were nothing more than skeleton husks of empty rusted frames. Though a few still harbored their passengers, now shriveled up corpses with hollow eye sockets, their grimacing skulls resting against the dashboards and steering wheels. There were bodies scattered along the road as well, most curled into fetal positions or still desperately clutching their loved ones. Her left hand never strayed far from the hilt of her broadsword as she advanced, her pale gray eyes scanning over the bodies for the slightest movement. Even a modern graveyard carried dangers and the dead rarely rested for long. 


  “Darkness shrouds this vile place,” a voice spoke, high-pitched and monstrously inhuman.


  Michelle raised her head, brushed the loose strands of blonde hair from her eyes, and poked her purple hood up from her face. “I can see.”


  Swirling storm clouds blanketed the crimson sky, lightning and thunder raged in the distance, raining ash and snow. 


  “Where are we?” asked the voice. 


  “Earth.” She stopped at a corroded license plate laying in a pothole. Frowning, she knelt down to pick up the plate and examine it. She brushed off a layer of snow and ash. Some letters were still legible: I, the heart symbol, N, and Y. “Just outside of New York City, or what’s left of it. It’s gotten worse since our last visit.”


  She rose to her feet and set her sights ahead. A weathered George Washington Bridge stretched on over a frozen Hudson River toward a decaying city.


  “Be wary,” said the voice. “Danger is near.”


  She tossed the plate aside. “Isn’t it always?”


  “We mean it. Eyes alert. Ears trained. Something is coming.”


  Then Michelle heard it—the shuffling of feet behind her. She spun to meet the source, unsheathing her sword and taking a fighting stance. “Something is already here.”


  Out from the shadows of the rusted cars, a Doberman stalked forward. The mutated purebred hopped onto the hood of a former Porsche and fixed its unnatural yellow glowing eyes on Michelle.


  She inched her feet apart, widening her stance. “Nice doggy.”


  The Doberman growled, parting its fangs as hot white breath leaked up from its jaws.


  She sighed. “Why couldn’t you have been a poodle?”


  The dog’s head split apart like the blooming of a tulip, but instead of petals unfolding there were just countless rows of needle-sharp teeth. A long spiny tongue slithered out from its throat hole before it let out a high-pitched shriek.


  The corpses in the cars around Michelle started to stir. Their hollow eyes lit up with beams of yellow light.


  “It calls to them,” said the voice. “And the dead listen.”


   The ghouls moaned as they picked themselves up and out of the cars, lurching toward Michelle.


  “I gathered as much,” she replied, taking one ghoul’s head off with a swing of her blade.


  More ghouls lumbered her direction, threatening to box her in.


  “Should we run or fight?” asked the voice.


  “Both sound nice about now.” She sliced through a few ghouls, hacking them to pieces as she made her dash to the bridge.


  She was stopped by a furious gust of cold wind that blasted a couple of the cars in front of her aside like toys. 


  The wind swirled into a twister, thick mist pouring out. 


  Michelle shielded her eyes with her forearm. “What now?”


  The wind slowed to reveal a masked phantom figure hovering above the road. The Wraith’s long pale kimono flapped in the breeze. A simple, bone white mask with slanted eyeholes concealed her face. She leered down at Michelle and let loose a cackle.


  “Run, child,” said the Wraith. “Run from the light. For the darkness hunts, tonight. And we hunger for your flesh.”


  “You’re not on my list,” said Michelle, thrusting her blade at her foe, “but you can leave your name and number and I’ll get back to you as soon as the next available spot opens up.”


  A rogue ghoul attempted a sneak attack while Michelle’s back was turned. She sent it flying back with a swift kick, knocking down a few more corpses as it crashed through the gathering horde.


  “Don’t be rude, gentlemen,” she snapped back over her shoulder. “Ladies first.” 


  The Wraith conjured a scythe in her right hand from the swirling air. She raised her left hand, exposing a tattoo of a black sun. 


  Michelle gritted her teeth. “So, you’re one of the Chosen.”


  “Marauder,” the Wraith bellowed, her black stringy hair whirling wildly in the wind. “My master has sent me to bring back your head.”


  “Oh? Well, maybe I’ll bring him yours instead.” Michelle held out her sword. The steel lit up with glorious blue light. Her eyes glowed and her cape flapped as the magical aura shrouded her body. “I’ll even do him the courtesy of gift wrapping it with a purple bow.”


  A speeding shadow flickered over her as the mutated Doberman lunged for her. She spun to meet it, catching the torso with her sword and severing the lower half from the body. But this did little to stop the momentum of the top half, the part with the sharp teeth. 


  The beast knocked her flat on her back, pinning her arms with its two front legs. Talons shot out of its paws and embedded into the asphalt, ensnaring her wrists.


  Michelle struggled to reach her sword—which had slipped from her grasp from the jolt of the fall—but came up inches too short. “What did I just say?”


  The Doberman’s head split apart again, raining down a spray of green acid as its long, viper-like tongue wiggled in the air.


  She shifted her head just in time to dodge a stray squirt of acid. “This is why I’m a cat person.”


  The Wraith hovered above with her scythe raised high, laughing wickedly. “Yes, good, my pet. Hold her still while I retrieve the head.”


  “Can we eat her?” asked the voice.


  “Quiet,” Michelle snapped.


  “Our hunger grows. It has been too long since our last meal. We must feast.”


  Then the throbbing pain started up, shooting pure agony straight from her bandaged left hand. She let a holler escape then bit down on her lip, muffling the rest. “Shut up or I’ll cut you off and feed you to the dog.” Her left hand twitched like mad, the fingers twisting on their own accord.


  “Dogs are tasty. Feed us dogs, yes?”


  She clenched her eyes shut as the shadow of the Wraith cast her face in gloom. “No, moron. I said I’ll feed you to it.”


  “Oh… Not good. We wouldn’t like that very much. The other way we like best.”


  “Then shut your damn mouth.” She formed a defiant fist with her left hand.


  The Wraith peeled back Michelle’s hood with her sharp red nails. “End of the line, Marauder. Squirm and I can’t promise only a single cleave.”


  Michelle spat in her face. “Screw you.”


  The Wraith scooped up a fist full of Michelle’s long blonde hair and yanked it back with force. “But first, I will take a souvenir for myself. My master cannot have all the spoils, after all.” She glided her scythe across a lock of hair, cutting the strands one by one. “Such pretty silky hair must be cherished and—” 


  “Oh, no.” Michelle’s eyes widened with fury. “Not the hair, bitch. No one touches the hair.” She relaxed her left hand. “I changed my mind, bon appetit, Lefty.” 


  The Wraith tilted her head to one side like a curious puppy. “Lefty?”


  A high-pitched squeal resounded with penetrating power.


  The bandages on Michelle’s left hand were sucked in as a wind tunnel erupted from a hole in her palm. No, not a hole, but a mouth with a full set of spiny teeth. Above the mouth, one moss-green snake eye with a copper slit widening in the middle.


  “Feeding time,” shouted Lefty—the grinning face on the hand—with wicked glee, licking its lips with a drool coated tongue.


  The upper half of the Doberman was the first to be caught up in the wind tunnel, compressing and contorting as it was slurped down like a wet ramen noodle.


  With her arms free, Michelle retrieved her sword and, with one clean slash, severed the Wraith’s scythe and arm at the elbow.


  The Wraith screamed bloody murder, clutching her gushing stump.


  Michelle rose to her feet and thrust her left hand forward. “Keep a seat warm in hell for your master, monster. He’ll be joining you shortly.”


  The Wraith was sucked inside the hand, her bones snapping and folding like origami as she was turned into a bite-sized snack. 


  Lefty chewed and swallowed before letting loose a rancid burp. “Mmmm, tastes like chicken, oysters, and toasted tater tots.” He picked the last bits from between his teeth with a brush of his tongue.


  “You’re gross, you know that, right?” asked Michelle, looking down at her left palm.


  “Gross is in the eye of the beholder,” replied Lefty.


  “No, it’s not.” Then the pain struck her again. She keeled over, falling to her knees, panting and sweating as her heart threatened to beat out of her chest. No, not again. Not now. She clutched her head. Get out of my brain! A thousand vile whispers sounded off in her mind, tormenting her with chants made with foreign tongues. 


  The ghouls started advancing once again, hundreds of yellow eyes swaying back and forth in the darkness, their moans turning into a chorus of horrors.


  “Michelle,” Lefty shouted. “What’s wrong?”


  She pushed back her sleeves. Dozens of black sun tattoos coiled up her forearms, worming like the vines of a thorn bush. No, no, no.


  “Michelle, your neck… its covered with suns.”


  She clawed at her throat. It’s too soon.


  “The Mark,” said Lefty. “You have to resist the call of the Chosen.”


  “I’m trying,” she yelled. “But it keeps getting harder.” Each new one, each new Chosen devoured by Lefty and added to the collection, felt like another brick stacked on the heavy pile already crushing her heart.


  They were encircled by a wall of gnashing teeth and reaching decaying hands.


  “You must. Or else, give in. Better than death.”


  “Never!” She clutched the hilt of her sword. “I will never become one of his slaves.” Her blade lit up. “Fire,” she whispered. The sword was shrouded in flames. “I’d rather burn!” 


  She swung the flaming sword, setting the surrounding horde ablaze. The ghouls shrunk back, wilting like dying winter roses in the summer heat. 


  With a wrap of her enchanted cloak, she ran for an opening—plowing through the burning ghouls toward the bridge.


   


  ***


  Michelle hopped from one car rooftop to another, narrowly avoiding a legion of grasping hands and snapping jaws of the undead, in a frantic sprint to the end of the George Washington Bridge. The finish line was in sight but her heart and lungs were threatening to give out at any moment. Her vision blurred and brain fog set in as the pain gave way to the sensation of weightlessness. She was moving, she knew that much for sure, but she was no longer in the driver’s seat. She was a passenger, riding shotgun in the human vehicle known as the Marauder. 


  Keep moving, she reminded herself as if she had forgotten, I have to keep moving. One foot in front of the other. Focus on what’s ahead of you. Don’t look back. Don’t lose sight of your goal. A sharp mind is as important as a sharp blade—maybe more so. One misstep will get you killed, Michelle. It will get everyone killed. But her thoughts drifted all the same.


  Atlas, I’m sorry. I tried, I tried so damn hard. But in the end, I wasn’t strong enough. Atlas Fulbright had been the first Marauder. He was old before she was young. That image of him, a hulking man with broad shoulders leaning against his sword, remained burned into her memories. Just the thought of his oversized, thick, bushy white mustache twitching, the softness of his deep voice, as he lectured her brought a smile to her face. I couldn’t avenge you. He was her teacher and sole father figure after her parents were murdered. I couldn’t kill the man behind the skull mask. Fulbright fought valiantly till the end, right up until the dagger plunged into his heart. That day Michelle inherited the cloak and sword and one other thing. The watch. 


  “Michelle,” Lefty’s voice rang out. “We’re running out of time.”


  Time. That was the truth of it. She was always running, chasing the clock, in pursuit of the spinning hands of fate. But no matter how hard she ran, time only sped faster. The future she fought so hard for—still fights for with her last struggling breaths—was in the past now. What lay ahead of her was the same as what lay behind, the dead and the dying. And the only thing that separated the two was one slip. 


  Michelle landed on the hood of a red striped sports car, stumbling as she tried to keep her footing. A slew of undead arms swiped at her feet. 


  One slip and it would be game over, magic cloak or not, they would keep clawing and digging until they reached bone. 


  She leaped over a horde of ghouls, setting them ablaze with a swing of her sword, and landed on the hood of a muscle car with painted flames. But for every ghoul that fell, three more took its place.


  One slip and the whole universe would be doomed, billions lost to time. All because she couldn’t kill one man.


  She scrambled to keep her balance atop a minivan as the corpses swarmed, rocking it back and forth.


  One slip and she’d lose the only thing that kept her going. Hope. The tiniest sliver of hope that he was still alive. The weeping infant that was ripped from her small hands so long ago. The little brother who was stolen by the man with the skull mask. 


  “The mirror,” said Lefty. “We have to get to the mirror before midnight or else—”


  Then Michelle slipped.


  Her head landed hard on the windshield of a purple luxury car, the glass shattering into a messy, deformed spiral. She moaned a painful, pitiful sound. 


  “Michelle,” shouted Lefty. “Get up. You have to keep moving.”


  “I know,” replied Michelle. But she didn’t move. It hurt too much. Everything hurt too much. And there was the ringing in her left ear, the spinning, and all the colors were blindingly bright. “Just give me five more minutes.” 


  The ghouls lumbered forward, encroaching on her and the car.


  “We don’t have five minutes.”


  All she wanted now was to sleep, to forget her troubles along with her throbbing headache. She curled up and rested her head against the hood. Her heavy eyelids fluttered and the ghouls flickered in and out of darkness.


  Lefty crawled toward her face, a hand mimicking a tarantula, shouting something.


  She closed her eyes. Arthur, please wait a little bit longer. I’m going to be late…


  CRACK!


  Her eyes shot open. 


  A twitching ghoul loomed over her body, the top of its skull missing and replaced with a snaking trail of smoke. It slumped down off of her and the hood of the car. 


  CRACK! CRACK!


  Two more ghouls lost their heads, their brains and bone fragments showered the road.


  Michelle looked up and over the car. At the end of the bridge, a man armed with a rifle stood next to a station wagon. He honked the horn, waved to her, and shouted an inaudible cry before taking aim once again.


  CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!


  Three more corpses kissed the asphalt. 


  “Michelle,” urged Lefty. “This is our chance. Move!”


  “I know,” she hollered back. “I’m up, I’m up.”


  She rolled off the hood and hit the road like a graceless drunkard, but thankfully she landed feet first. Slowly but steadily, she made her way forward. The ghouls dropped around her like mosquitos flying too close to a bug-zapper, sounding off in pops. She pushed against the cars for support and balanced herself with her sword and, with one last burst of her remaining strength, she reached the end of the bridge and the man.


  The man in red plaid and black torn jeans took her arm and swung it over his shoulder. “Come on, get in the car,” he spoke through a red bandana that covered his mouth. “We’re gettin’ the hell outta here.”


  She nodded. “Sounds good to me.”


  He helped her into the front seat, slammed the door shut, slid over the hood, and took his place behind the steering wheel.


  “Better buckle up, Miss,” advised the man.


  A ghoul leaped onto the hood.


  “Floor it,” she hollered.


  “Yes, Ma’am.” He slammed his foot on the gas pedal and they were speeding off down the highway. 


  The ghoul tumbled to the road with a gory splat, his messy remains shrinking in Michelle’s side view mirror. She rested her head back against the soft cushioned headrest of her seat, closed her eyes, and cleared her mind.


   




  Chapter Two


   


   


  Atlas Fulbright sat on a boulder, leaning against the hilt of his broadsword, as he watched little ten-year-old Michelle head up the mountain trail. 


  On Michelle’s shoulders, a wooden pole with two buckets filled with rocks swinging from each end—otherwise known as a milkmaid’s yoke. She struggled with every step she took, her small knees wobbling, to support the weight. Her brow dripped with sweat and her simple white tunic was soaked. She huffed out every labored breath.


  “Do you give up?” the same question he asked her at the end of each lap. “Say the word, little queen, and you can stop.”


  When she got within spitting distance of him she shot him a defiant glare.


  “No?” He scratched at the stubble on his square jaw. “Are you sure? You look tired. And those rocks seem to be getting heavier.”


  “I… can…” She clenched her jaw to fight back the pain shooting up her legs. “I can go on!”


  “Oh?” Atlas inched up an eyebrow. “Can you now?”


  This was the end of her sixth lap up the half-mile-long mountain trail—the farthest she had ever gotten in a single day. It had taken her months to get this far. And if she finished the seventh he promised he would teach her how to use a sword.


  Michelle slowed, each advancing step became heavier than the one that came before. It had gotten to the point where she swore her feet had turned to the same stones that filled the swaying buckets at each side of her hips.


  He pulled out a deerskin flask from his purple cloak, uncorked it, and took a long drag of water. “The sun is bright today.” He raised his head and shielded his eyes with his hand. A single vulture circled the blistering sun above. “And it seems you’ve attracted a friend. Maybe he knows something we don’t.” He gave her a wide toothy grin paired with a bushy white mustache.


  “He can drop dead,” she fired back.


  Atlas checked his golden pocket watch. “Just a matter of time before we all drop. Though some drop sooner than others.”


  Michelle lost her footing on a loose bed of rocks and tripped. She landed face first in the sand and stones. A mouthful of salty, grainy sand her reward for finishing her sixth lap. Her two buckets spilled their rocks as they hit the ground. The pain stung something smart, her knees and forehead were scraped raw. Once she saw her bloody kneecap the tears came and she wept hard.   


  Atlas sighed, stood up, and stepped over to her. He knelt down by her side and softly brushed her dirt-coated bangs from her wet eyes. “It hurts. I know. Falls always do.” He stroked her head, smoothing out her long blonde hair. “But it’s what we do after we hit the ground that matters.” He grabbed hold of the wooden pole and lifted it off of Michelle. “That’s enough for today, time to go home, little queen.”


  Michelle pushed off the ground and wiped the tears from her eyes. “No!” She shot a fiery glare up at him. 


  Atlas’ eyes widened.


  “I can still keep going.” She staggered to her feet and grabbed hold of the pole, slinging it over her shoulders once more.


  The old master shook his head. “Why bother?”


  “What?”


  He rose to his feet. “Why bother?”


  She had no answer for him.


  Atlas circled her. “Even if you finish today what will you gain? Honor? Fame? Applause? A shiny little trophy with your name etched on it? No. All you will win is more laps tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that too. And on and on, till your last breath. That is the prize you struggle for.” He leaned in close and whispered into her ear. “That is what life is, little queen. A struggle. Nothing more. Nothing less.” He turned his back on her and headed down the trail. “So, what will you do? Will you continue to struggle? Will you pick up your burden and soldier on or will you shrug and go home?”


  Michelle trained her pale gray eyes ahead. “I have no home to go back to. All I have…” She took a step forward and then another until her pace was faster than ever before. “…is what’s in front of me.”


   


  ***


   “Miss?” a voice echoed in Michelle’s mind. “Miss? Miss!”


  Her eyes fluttered open. She was in the passenger seat of the station wagon. Fuzzy dice hung from the rear-view mirror. A musky odor poorly masked by a cheap orange-scented air freshener lingered in the air. The taste of blood in her mouth. Then the throbbing returned. She moaned and massaged her temples.


  “Miss!”


  “…Keep your voice down,” she muttered. “I have a splitting headache.”


  “Dagnammit, woman, help me out over here.”


  She glanced to the voice’s source. 


  The man in plaid was in the driver’s seat, staring at her with wide grim eyes, his hands clutching the steering wheel in a death-grip. He yanked his red bandana from his mouth. “Call him off!”


  “Him?” That’s when she spotted her raised left hand, the palm facing him and her fingers wiggling on their own. “Lefty?”


  “Shut your filthy meat-hole and keep driving—human—or we will devour your soul,” shouted Lefty, hissing at the man and spraying spit.


  The man gulped. “Can he do that?”


  A flicker of light caught the corner of her eye. She turned straight ahead. A flaming trash can came speeding their way. “Eyes on the road!”


  The man swerved just in time to miss the metal can and a huddled group of homeless refugees in the middle of the street. The station wagon jumped the curb and plowed through a stack of shopping carts, boxes, and trash bags. Garbage spilled onto the hood and bounced off the windshield. He swerved back onto the road, the locals mouthing curses and vulgar hand gestures in the reflection of the rear-view mirror.


   “Whoa.” Michelle rested her hand against her chest. “You almost gave me a heart attack.” She looked over at the man’s odd expression. “What?”


  “You—You have a face on your hand,” said the man. “And it’s givin’ me orders.”


  “Yeah, so what?” She hid her left hand under her cloak. “Mind your own business. Just keep on driving. In a straight line, preferably.”


  “Fine.” The man scoffed and returned his sights ahead. “Ain’t like I saved your life or nothin’.”


  Soon the only noise was the hum of the engine and the crunch of dead leaves and litter under rolling tires. The decaying city of New York surrounded them in every direction. Blackened buildings with shattered windows, long since overgrown with weeds, lined the street. Scavengers rummaged through dumpsters and picked through trash heaps, most wrapped in too many layers to count, their weathered faces powdered with ash.


  The dying scenery of the city did nothing to quell her soured mood. Her eyes shifted back to the man. Odd, for a big city-slickin’ Yankee you sure look the spitting image of one of those grizzled cowboys one finds on a cigarette ad. 


  The man’s dusty brown hair lifted with the breeze coming from the heaters. His eyes were green and narrow, a half-dozen wrinkled lines stretched out from the corners. He had an odd-shaped nose, soft and dainty, but otherwise wore a surprisingly, rugged and handsome face. Though he couldn’t have been more than thirty-five, hard times had taken their toll. Scars and old nicks seemed to have chipped away at him around the edges—not a single exposed patch of his skin didn’t at least carry one small souvenir of past conflicts. 


  Time hasn’t been kind to either of us. Then it hit her. How long was I out? Damn it, did I overshoot the deadline? She instinctively reached for her hip but resisted the urge to check her pocket watch. Get a hold of yourself, Michelle. Better to just ask him than risk exposing the watch to a potential enemy. “What time is it?” 


  “Nine and a quarter,” he said with a quick glance at his wristwatch. He refused to look her way.


  Good. It’s not too late then. There’s still time. I haven’t lost yet, Arthur. “Where are you driving me?” I need to get to the mirror as soon as possible.


  An annoyed smile crept up the man’s face. “As per instructions of your hand goblin—”


  Lefty reared up and lunged at the man—taking her left hand along with—her fingers spread like a cobra’s hood. “We are no mere goblin, filthy meat-sack.”


  The man recoiled, raising his fist. “You better back off now or I’ll whup ya like a rented mule.”


  Michelle reprimanded her left hand a lite smack. “Quiet, you.”


  Lefty yelped like a puppy hit with a rolled-up newspaper. He spun around and faced his master with a whimper. “But—”


  “Hush.” She cut him short. “Or no dinner.”


  Lefty screwed his mouth shut with a defiant pout. “Hmpf.” He retreated back into her cloak. 


  The man shot her a look. “No dinner?”


  She shot him her pointer finger. “You too. Just focus on the road.”


  The man turned back ahead, hunched over the steering wheel, and grumbled quietly to himself. “Just like Momma always said: ‘Jonny boy, no good deed goes unpunished. And if you lie down with hounds, you’ll get up with fleas.’ But do I listen? Nope. And here I am. Itchin’.”


  Michelle glanced back out her side passenger window and took note of the passing scenery—searching for any familiar buildings and signs. Wasn’t long before she recognized a name on a fallen light pole. Good. From the looks of that street sign, we’re taking the route to the old antique store in Manhattan. She leaned back against her seat and relaxed with a sigh. And, with any luck, my ticket home will still be inside.


   


  ***


  After twenty minutes on the empty road, Michelle’s headache had subsided enough for her to remember she had better keep the location of the mirror secret. Her driver was still an unknown. Saving her was reason enough to be suspicious. He could be a spy or an assassin of the Black Sun, playing nice and trying to earn her trust. Better to stay on guard and keep an eye on him.


  She caught Jon stealing a glance at her more than a few times. Finally, with another heavy sigh, she broke the awkward silence. “You’re still thinking about my hand, aren’t you?”


  Jon took in a deep breath, before beginning. “I mean, are we not gonna talk about this? How can we not talk about this? I feel like a talkin’ face in your hand warrants a bit of discussion. Don’t you?”


  Michelle raised an eyebrow.


  “No? Ya ain’t gonna fill me in. Just hang me out to dry in the dark over here like yesterday’s overalls. Never mind that I almost got my soul sucked out—which I imagine would leave the nastiest hickey this side of prom night. My reward for rescuin’ ya from a horde of brain munchin’ zombies. I should’ve left your sorry butt where I found ya. My mistake.”


  She smirked. “You talk too much.”


  He fumed. “I only talk when I’m nervous. And right now, I’m darn near nervous as a whore in church. Pardon my French. Evil-talkin’-face-hands will do that to ya.” 


  She rolled her eyes. “You get one question.”


  “Alright, now we’re gittin’ somewhere.” Jon, smiling like he just won a giant stuffed carnival prize, took his time thinking—scratching at his chin stubble as the cogs in his brain clicked along. At last, he nodded to himself and turned back to Michelle. “Do you have to feed it separately like a pet hog or does it eat when you eat like some wiggly parasite?”


  Michelle shrugged. “A bit of both.”


  “Next question. How? I mean, does it have its own stomach. How about a brain for that matter? The logistics alone—”


  “You only get one.” She wagged her finger. “Sorry.”


  “But—”


  “Sorry. Those are the rules.”


  Jon returned his sights to the road, pouting. “Rules suck.”


  The station wagon hit a pothole and jostled them. A pair of camo painted binoculars resting on the dashboard slid into Michelle’s line of sight.


  She frowned. “Were you spying on me?” She picked up the pair. 


  “No, Ma’am,” answered Jon. “Binoculars are standard issue end of the world equipment. Would be dead ten times over by now without these beauts.” 


  Michelle grabbed hold of the hilt of her sword. “If our meeting wasn’t a mere coincidence—”


  “Kinda just like you were about to be before I risked my bacon to save your gorgeous self.” He snatched the binoculars from her hand and put them back on the dashboard.


  They both glared at each other for an intense moment.


  Jon frilled his brow.


  Michelle’s eyes narrowed. “You have bacon?”


  “What? No.” He shook his head. “It’s a figure of speech, Lady. Geez laweez.”


  They went back to another long stretch of awkward silence. Then, without warning, Jon slammed his foot on the brakes and the station wagon skidded to a stop.


  Michelle sat straight up. “Why are we stopping?”


  Jon just stared ahead, silent.


  She looked around. There was nothing outside except rundown buildings and scattered debris. “Hey, is something wrong?” 


  Finally, he turned her way.


  “What?”


  Jon rested his elbow atop the steering wheel and locked eyes with her. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’m just waitin’ for an ungrateful someone to thank me.”


  Her eyes narrowed again. “For what?”


  Jon’s whole body contorted with frustration as he fought back the urge to scream.


  Michelle smirked. “I’m kidding.” She fist-bumped his shoulder. “Thanks for the ride. I really appreciate it.”


  He vice-gripped the steering wheel. “Thanks for the ride, she says. Does this look like a taxi to you?” He rolled up his bandana, shoved it into his mouth, bit down, and muffled out a scream. After his fit passed he yanked out the bandana and calmed himself with a few deep breaths. “Lady,” he said at last, “gittin’ along with you is as hopeless as a cat tryin’ to cover its crap on a marble floor.”


  She started to crack up.


  “What’s so funny?”


  She laughed hard, her face turning red as she tried to hold back her snorting. “Your accent.”


  “My accent?”


  “It’s so… so weird.” She clutched her stomach as she curled up in her seat, snorting uncontrollably. 


  Jon couldn’t help but laugh too.


  “But honestly,” she said, wiping the tears from her cheeks with a brush of her thumb. “Thanks for savin’ my bacon, partner.” She fired two finger guns his way.


  “You’re welcome,” he replied with a sigh. “Now that will be twenty-two fifty.”


  She smiled. “Do you take plastic?”


  “Only if you got some ID to go with that broadsword.” He offered up his hand. “Jonathan Lincoln Thomas. My friends just call me Jon. And you are?”


  She made sure to shake his hand with her right. “Michelle Lionmane. And I have no friends—unless you count my left hand.”


  He inched up an eyebrow.


  Michelle cringe-laughed. “That sounded better in my head.”


  He gently turned her hand, lifted it up to his lips, and kissed the back. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Lionmane?”


  “Miss.” She wormed her hand free. “I’m no longer married.”


  “Awesome. I’m mean, I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “I’m not. My ex was a real psycho.”


  “I hear that.” He leaned in. “You feelin’ alright? I saw the fall. Hit your head somethin’ ugly.” He reached out to touch her forehead. “Still a smidge of blood—”


  She swatted his hand back. “What do you care?” she fired the question at him.


  He gritted his teeth as he massaged his hand. “Cold much, Ice Queen.” 


  “Sorry.” Her cheeks flushed, she averted her eyes and slumped her shoulders. “I’m not very sociable.”


  “I gathered. If you were anymore stuck up, you’d drown in a rainstorm.”


  “In my defense, most people I meet are in the habit of trying to kill me.” She forced a smile. “But, yeah. I’m okay. My head hurts like hell but I’ve been through worse…” That’s when she noticed him open the car door and step outside. “Where are you going?”


  “To stretch my legs,” he hollered back. “Wanna come with?”


  She nodded and opened her door.


   


  ***


  Shattered glass crunched under Michelle’s boots as she trailed a few feet behind Jon. The streets were empty save for the broken remains of the city. The surrounding shops and tourist pits long since gutted out and left to rot along with the ghosts of those who once ran them. A featureless female mannequin behind dirty jagged glass caught Michelle’s gaze. She stepped over and onto the sidewalk.


  Jon stopped and turned her way. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” She extended her hand, reaching for a pink derby hat with a fancy feathery ascot atop the mannequin’s head. “I just like this hat.” She frowned as she adjusted the hat to its proper position. If things were different, would I be the kind of girl who would wear one of these? The hat was just another reminder of the things that were taken from her, of what he took from her.


  Jon stepped to her side. “I don’t think pink is your color,” he remarked with a smirk. 


  She let go of the hat and let her hand drop to her side. “I guess you’re right.” 


  His grin shrunk. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—” He cut himself off with a frustrated groan. “Dagnammit, I’m outta practice.”


  “Practice?”


  “The datin’ game.”


  “Dating?” She frilled her brow and folded her arms across her chest. “I wouldn’t exactly call a stroll down dystopian lane a date.”


  “Date or not.” He averted his gaze as his face reddened. “I’m just no good at talkin’ with the ladies.”


  “You’re putting too much thought into this.”


  “Can’t help it.” Jon massaged the back of his neck. “It’s the way I am. I always overthink things when it comes to women.”


  Michelle sighed. “Well, then, that’s one thing we share in common at least. For us, the art of conversation truly is a lost art.” She shrugged with an exaggerated smile. “Who am I kidding? I never had it to begin with.” She stepped on through the glassless window frame and into the hat store.


  “Where are you headed off to?” asked Jon.


  “I’m going hat shopping,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder. “Wanna come with?”


  Jon rested his hands on his hips. “Not a date, huh? Then why does it feel like I’m about to be saddled with a whole lotta bags?” He followed in after her. “Just don’t expect me to hold your purse.”


   


  ***


  Michelle waded through a crowd of featureless mannequins. Dozens of smooth wooden heads were turned her way—glaring at her with blank faces—as she stalked down the aisle with Jon reluctantly trailing behind. Beams of light speared through holes in the ceiling in the dark dusty store, giving them just enough light. The musty odor of mildew and rot lingered in the stale air. Moths and silverfish scattered when Michelle stepped up and over a pile of tattered clothes to get to her target—a mannequin with cowboy boots, jeans, and a hat. She reached up and plucked the hat from the mannequin’s head, dusted it off with a quick pat, and turned to Jon to present her gift.


  Jon’s gaze fell to the hat before rising back to her. He gave her a puzzled look. 


  “What’s a cowboy without a cowboy hat?” She fastened the hat atop his head.


  Jon turned to a mirror stand and his reflection in the dingy glass. “A white hat.”


  “That’s how you tell the good guys from the bad.” She broke off a golden star from the mannequin’s belt buckle and hung it over his chest from his shirt pocket. “There, you look like a real hero now, sheriff.” She rested her forearm atop his shoulder, leaned against him, and admired her handy work.


  Jon’s expression grew somber as he dipped the bill of his new hat over his eyes. “This ain’t no place for no hero.” He removed the star and tossed it onto the glass counter.


  The star wobbled to a noisy stop.


  Michelle sighed. Great. “Now I said something wrong.” Way to go, stupid. Open mouth, insert foot.


  “No, it’s just…” He fixed his eyes on a pair of mannequins, male and female, arms interlocked. “Well, the last time I wore a hat like this. I was a married man.”


  “Was?” She found herself reaching out to him before she caught herself, thinking better of it, and recoiled her hand. “What happened to her?”


  Jon stepped over to a fallen female mannequin in a yellow flower dress, littered with moth-eaten holes. “What happened to everybody.” He knelt down and plucked a yellow daisy from her straw summer hat. 


  “I’m sorry.”


  The flower crumbled as he spun it in his fingers. “Me too,” he said with a sigh. “We were tourists caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Me and—my wife—well, she wanted to spend our honeymoon in the Big Apple. Countdown from ten and watch the ball drop. It was on her bucket list.” He sprinkled the remaining petals over the mannequin’s face. “Too bad somethin’ else dropped instead.”


  Michelle placed her hand on his shoulder. Say something profound, stupid. “I’m sorry.” She cringed. Why am I so bad at this? “I already said that.” She let an awkward laugh slip. “See, I told ya I’m no better at talking.” 


  Jon rose to his feet. “Two peas in a pod, huh?”


  She massaged the back of her head and held up two fingers. “Two socially awkward peas.”


  They shared a laugh together. 


  Jon reached into his back pocket. “Here, ya need to eat somethin’.” He pulled out a yellow and red candy bar and offered it up to her.  “It ain’t much, but—”


  She snatched it up and read off the label. “Super Mega Awesome Bulking Protein Bar? Do I dare read the ingredients?”


  “I wouldn’t. It’s one long paragraph full of big fancy made-up words but I can promise you it both starts and ends with high fructose corn syrup.”


  “Delicious.” She unraveled the wrapper, exposing the chocolate bar. The chemically enhanced chocolate smelled heavenly. “Thanks.” She snapped off a chunk and popped it into her mouth. Sweet sugar flooded her taste buds. “Mmmm.” 


  An eye opened up on her left palm and leered at the candy bar. “Psst,” whispered Lefty as he licked his drool dripping lips with a circular brush of his tongue. “Michelle, give us a taste.”


  She broke off another piece and dropped it onto his extended tongue.


  Lefty’s tongue ensnared the little chocolate square and rolled back into his mouth. “Mmmm, chocolate peanut butter crunch,” he said as he chomped down.


  Jon whistled as he scanned the shop, pretending he didn’t just see that. “Scavengers can’t be picky.”


  “Is that what you are?” asked Michelle, finishing off the bar and tossing the scrunched-up wrapper aside.


  “Shoot, I wouldn’t list that on my resume but if we’re gonna get technical and such. Yeah, I guess I am. Ain’t we all these post-apocalypse days?”


  “I’m not. I’m—”


  “—the Marauder,” he said, finishing her sentence. “Yeah, I know.”


  “Did the purple cloak give me away?” She gave him an exaggerated spin, showing off her cloak like she was a little girl presenting her first gown. 


  “Wearin’ that thing around these parts—hell, around anywhere—is like stickin’ a ‘please kill me’ sign on your back.”


  “Then you better not hang around me for long,” she teased.


  Jon frowned. “You aimin’ to walk that road alone forever?”


  Her playfulness died. “That’s the plan.”


  “Until what? You end up dead?”


  “That’s the struggle.” My purpose. My religion. My sole reason for existing in this nightmare filled wonderland. 


  “Strugglin’ ain’t the same as livin’.”


  She folded her arms and glanced away. “No, it’s not.” But what choice do I have? I am a shark—to stop swimming—to stop pushing forward—means death. It means your death too. Matthew’s death. Everyone’s death. I didn’t just inherit this cloak and sword from Atlas… I also inherited the world. She broke the uncomfortable silence between them. “It’s getting late. We should get going. I have to get going.” She headed for the exit.


  Jon trailed after her and took the lead with a quicker pace. “Fine, I’ll go fetch the car.”


  “Jon?”


  He glanced back over his shoulder. “Yeah?”


  She gave him a smile. “Thanks. For everything.”


  He returned her smile and tipped his hat. “You’re wel…” His head spun toward the street. “…come… ummm…” He stopped suddenly.


  Michelle stepped to his side. “What?”


  “Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit. Is that a robot?”


  She followed his line of sight and spotted it—a man-sized android with a tattered cape standing atop the hood of the station wagon. The android swiveled its head, its two, glowing gray-blue eyes scanning the area for its target—her. The soulless machine was as featureless as the mannequins that surrounded her but blocky like an old video game character with bad graphics. It raised its halberd and speared the blade through the hood and into the engine. Steam poured up, shrouding the android in a white cloud of humid mist.


  Jon plopped his hands atop his head. “Dagnammit, my car.”


  A shadow moved over them.


  Michelle spun around to spot one of the mannequins shift in the dark. “Get down,” she told Jon in a panic. “Now!” She grabbed hold of his shirt and yanked him to the floor.


  The android raised its hollow handless arms, with two barrels at the end of the wrists, their direction. Dual streams of fire jettisoned out and painted the shop red and orange with flames. The mannequins lit up like torches, their wooden flesh blackening and their clothes shriveling up.


  Michelle held her and Jon’s head down as the flames and thick black smoke kissed the ceiling. 


  “There goes our ride. What now?” asked Jon.


  The black smoke descended upon them, veiling them in the cover of darkness.


  Michelle gritted her teeth. “We run.”


   




  


  Chapter Three


   


   


  Michelle ran, as fast as her small, bruised mud-covered feet could take her. The shadows in the woods of the Sacred Forest were moving all around her—and gaining. Their wicked hoots and grunts and shrieks grew louder and multiplied in the darkness. The towering ancient giant trees of Nirva dwarfed her small, seven-year-old body and their canopies crowded out her view of the sun and pink sky of Tuat above. But just enough light shined through to allow her to follow the sun toward the East, toward the desert and civilization beyond that still. Her only desperate hope—find sanctuary among kindred spirits in a village nearby. A hope that was dying with every new wheezing breath and pounding heartbeat. 


  Keep running, Michelle, she told herself, you have to keep running. One foot in front of the other. Eyes ahead. Don’t look back. Don’t lose sight of the sun. Trip and you’re dead. One slip and they’ll tear you limb from limb.


  Her lungs were on fire, and her legs were numb and as limp as two soggy noodles but that did nothing to slow her. Better to drop dead from exhaustion than die a slow death by way of fang and claw. The hot winds lifted her tattered white gown and long blonde hair and when she felt the warm, sun-baked sand between her bare toes, her spirits lifted—only to be dashed once more when she cleared the forest and peered up at the sky. The winged beast men circled above like hungry vultures. She was a fool to believe she could outrun them. A fool to trust the thing in her hand. The lies he whispered to her last night in the privacy of the dark damp cell they shared. She clutched her throbbing left hand against her chest as she climbed up a sand dune. Her wedding gift, the monster in her left palm. All she had to sacrifice in exchange were her parents’ lives and her little baby brother.


  Matthew… She couldn’t help but look back. Leaving him behind was the hardest choice she had ever made. I should’ve never escaped without you. But what choice did I have? He has you now. The man with the skull mask. Forgive me, Matthew. That’s when she stumbled into the deep sand.


  The beast men were almost upon her, a dozen of them, maybe more—not counting the ones in the air above. Each one wore a different face, a different animal’s skin. A white tiger, a jackal, an ape, a hyena, a toad, a cobra, an ant, a bull, and more still pouring out of the forest. They stood upright on two legs, wielding crude meat cleavers and chains with spiked iron balls dangling at each end.


  Michelle fell to her knees and curled up in a ball over her spasming left hand. It would be over soon, she would unleash her new power and they’d all be sucked into the empty abyss together. She held in her breath and prepared herself for oblivion.


  A flurry of gnashing teeth and serrated steel descended upon her.


  That’s when a purple cloak enshrouded her small frame.


  A stream of blood showered the air. A severed jackal’s head landed with a thud in the sand. The beast’s decapitated body collapsed, still twitching. The other beast men recoiled and retreated a few paces, howling with displeasure.


  Michelle gazed up. A large cloaked man with broad muscular shoulders, a square jaw, a bushy white mustache, and a raised sword stood over her. She sat up between his legs, her head only coming up to the old swordsman’s kneecaps.


  “So even Tuat has fallen into darkness,” said the old swordsman with much disappointment in his voice. “Yet another world I’ve let down.”


  She blinked at him. “Who…?”


  The hulking swordsman peered down at her and gave her a smile and a wink. “You’d think with the name Atlas I’d have known better.”


  The white tiger charged, taking a swipe at Atlas with his large paw.


  “Look out,” Michelle yelled with a gasp.


  Atlas blocked the powerful blow with his forearm, halting the beast without budging an inch himself. 


  The white tiger’s jaw dropped. Then Atlas dropped him with a single punch.


  Michelle could only look on with disbelief in her eyes.


  Three more beast men attacked—a toad, a piranha, and a hyena—attempting to overwhelm him with numbers. With one swipe of his sword, he cut through them—sending six halves crashing into the sand.


  Blood stained the sand before Michelle’s knees.


  Another two beast men, an ape and an ant, circled him, twirling their chains above their heads. They hurled the chains at Atlas—ensnaring both his forearms. With all their strength they pulled, the chains snapping tight.


  Michelle’s heart skipped a beat.


  Atlas’ eyes darted to the left then back to the right, sizing up his foes, before cracking a toothy grin. He flexed his biceps, his muscles rippling under his long sleeves and the fabric stretching in audible cries. “Is that all the strength you two have? Pitiful. No wonder you’re picking on a little girl.”


  The beast men hissed.


  In a furious sudden burst of energy, Atlas pulled his arms across his chest, yanking his captors off their feet and sending them flying. They crashed heads in the middle, knocking themselves out cold.


  Atlas scoffed, shaking his head with disgust as he glanced down at Michelle. “Never send a chimera slave to do a warrior’s job, right little one?”


  Michelle nodded on impulse. “Right…”


  He gave her a little pat on her head. “That’s a good girl. Now be strong for me and sit tight for just a bit longer while I take care of—” 


  That’s when she heard the horn. The vilest and most horrific sound blaring out over the desert—like some ancient sorrowful beast’s wail before its final breath. The same horn she heard the night they came, Solomon’s dark hordes, the beast men and their cruel leader. Krull, the Skeleton Knight. They sacked her village hunting for a suitable bride for King Solomon. They set fire to homes and murdered any who resisted. Her parents were among the first to taste Krull’s cold steel—caught attempting to hide her and Matthew. Michelle watched them fall in front of her eyes, their warm blood coating her cheeks. In the end, she was chosen—a rare rose plucked from a mound of soot and ash, imprisoned in a golden vase, and placed on a castle’s windowsill to bask in the hellish warmth of the Black Sun.


  Michelle hugged herself to quiet her trembling body. Thirteen shadows circled her and Atlas. They both gazed up. Twelve dark winged figures danced around the sun. The pink sky was filled with shrieks and caws as twelve-winged beast men descend to a gentle perch in the sand. A vulture, a bat, an eagle, a beetle, a pterodactyl, a mosquito, and more still landing and encircling her and Atlas. But the owner of the thirteenth shadow never landed.


  The chimera slaves all took a knee and bowed their heads together. The ones ahead of Michelle and Atlas formed two parallel lines with space for a path in between—as if awaiting the arrival of royalty.


  Michelle’s stomach turned sour when she spotted the thirteenth shadow slowly creep up the path, heading straight for her.


  The shadow, like a black pit of tar, bubbled and shifted with malice. A human skull was the first shape to surface and take form—dripping like melted wax. The skull was followed by a heavily armored body saddled atop an ebony winged horse, a dark Pegasus with red glowing eyes. The skeleton knight emerged from his own shadow brandishing a lance twice his horse’s length with a steel pike at the tip. His red cape flapped in the desert wind—a black sun sewn in the middle. Another black sun was carved into his very forehead and a third engraved over his chest plate. Once the dripping shadows hardened and smoothed, dark flames ignited and engulfed his naked skull. Krull turned his hollow, flickering eyes on Michelle.


  Michelle clasped her hands over her mouth as she convulsed in a retch and dry heaved. Luckily, she hadn’t eaten in days or she would have lost more than spit and drool. What she did lose instead was the remaining contents of her bladder—a stream of warm urine trickled down her thighs and dampened the sand between her legs.


  Atlas placed his hand on her shoulder. “Hey, what did I just say? You have to stay strong for me, little—”


  “What have we here?” Krull asked, his high-pitched and nasal voice like a ghostly echo stretching out over the desert. “What fool dares to keep Solomon from his bride?” Krull’s chimera slaves gave no audible grunt or hoot, offering up only silence as their answer as his dark steed trotted forward. “What madness afflicts this decrepit geezer’s mind that he might believe he could oppose the forces of the Black Sun?”


  Atlas sighed a growl as he removed his hand from Michelle’s shoulder and set his sights ahead. “They call me the Marauder.”


  “And who are they?” asked Krull, leaning forward atop his advancing monstrous steed. 


  “The Seven Maidens.” Atlas straightened his back and stood tall and proud as a soldier. “It is by their will that I stand between you and this poor child.” He gestured to Michelle. “It is their power which I wield in my hands.” He held up his sword above his eyes. The blade lit up with blinding, glorious white light.


  The beast men shrieked and howled as they shielded their eyes and recoiled from the overwhelming glare. Even Krull threw up his arms over his face, hissing out a few curses, his dark steed rising up and bucking and kicking under him. 


   To Michelle, it seemed like Atlas was holding a small white star in his hands, warding off the evil spirits gathered around him and driving them back into the dark holes they crawled out of. 


  Atlas thrust his sword toward Krull. “Behold! Maiden’s Soul—forged from the seven souls of Ordin’s chosen—the sword that shall extinguish your dark flames.” 


  The light slowly died and the sword returned to its normal state.


  Krull regained control of his winged horse with a forceful yank of the reins. He glared at the cloaked swordsman for the longest time, as if he was trying to grasp the gravity of his words.


  Michelle hoped Krull would believe them and retreat back to the castle empty-handed with his slaves. She hoped for too much.


  It took a while for the chimera slaves to recover, but recover they did, regaining their courage once they heard their master’s cruel cackle.


  Krull’s wicked laugh bellowed over the desert. “You?” He thrust his finger at Atlas. “An old man? Ordin’s anointed knight? Senile fooooool!” He swiped at the air before him.  “Nothing more.” 


  “If that’s so, then what are you waiting for?” asked Atlas through a thin smile.


  Krull’s arrogant bravado shattered with the old swordsman’s question. His horse paced impatiently and he shifted in his saddle nervously. “Such insolence,” he said, grinding his teeth. “Truly thou art mad. But mad or not, from one knight to another, I give you a choice. Honor demands it.”


  Atlas scoffed. “Honor?”


  “Retreat and leave the girl to us. Do this and I shall spare your life today.” 


  The beast men advanced on Michelle and Atlas, thrusting their knives and cleavers into the air and chanting in primitive muddled voices: “Retreat! Retreat! Retreat!”


  Atlas bared his teeth. “What would a dog who chases down little girls know of honor?”


  “The choice is yours, Marauder,” said Krull, stalking forward atop his steed with his lance aimed at the old swordsman’s heart. “But I should warn you. You are standing in the eye of the storm—move an inch and you’ll be dead.”


  The chimera slaves started jumping up and down like excited children. “Retreat! Retreat! Retreat!”


  Michelle swung her arms around Atlas’ leg and hugged him with all her strength—clinging to him as if she was a kitten terrified of getting wet. 


  Atlas had to pry her off. He pushed her away. 


  She locked eyes with him—shocked to find his eyes teary and filled with rage. Not toward her but for her. 


  “Stay,” he commanded her with a whisper.


  She nodded.


  “My choice was already made long ago.” Atlas stepped past Michelle and took a fighting stance, gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands, Maiden’s Soul raised and blazing blue. “Now come, I ain’t gettin’ any younger.”


  “Bah,” Krull roared. “So be it. Die where you stand!” With a whip of the reins, his horse charged, flapping its wings and snorting out puffs of furious air.


  Atlas parried the speeding lance with the edge of his blade. Sparks flew and the sound of sheering metal rang out. He shoved the lance away and rushed in to close the gap between him and Krull. From a distance, Krull had the advantage. Speed, mobility, and reach. But one weakness: after each pass and missed strike—for a precious few seconds—the battle became a contest of close combat. Atlas slashed his sword at the winged horse—aiming to bring it down. He came up short.


  With a powerful flap of its wings, the steed leaped up and over Atlas and into the air—and kept on running. It was if there was an invisible bridge beneath the beast’s hooves leading up to the heavens. Krull circled above Atlas like a shark in blood tainted waters—laughing and swooping in, now and then, to stab at Atlas with his lance. It was obvious Krull was just as aware of his weakness as the old swordsman. Now, in the safety of the sky, he could use his long weapon to its fullest advantage, striking without ever flying low enough to be within a sword’s reach.


  Michelle looked on along with the cheering and clapping beast men. They had all but forgotten about her, their primitive minds focused on the fight. She watched carefully too, to learn what it meant to be strong.  


  Atlas parried and dodged each of Krull’s strikes well enough but even so he was still stuck on the defensive. It was only a matter of time before the old swordsman grew tired and faltered.


  But despite this truth, it was Krull who was the first to fall prey to impatience. 


  Michelle could see it in the increasing sloppiness of each new stab and failure. Atlas was calm and collected, moving only as much as he had to. Krull, on the other hand, was cursing under his breath, his frustration coming to a boiling point.


  She rose to her feet—her fear shrinking with Krull’s rising temper. This fight will be over soon. Don’t blink, Michelle, or you’ll miss it.


  “Cursed old fool. Why won’t you just die?” Krull blasted out the question.


  Atlas parried another blow. “You can’t win, demon.”


  “Oh? Delusional and mad, I see. I have the high ground. This fight belongs to me.” 


  “You’ve never lost a battle, have you demon?” asked Atlas, his hood and cape flapping in the breeze. “I can tell. Those who have never tasted failure can never truly understand what it means to struggle, to persevere against all odds, and still hope. I have lost many battles—foul creature—yet here I still stand. A small light in the shadow. Waiting patiently for my time to shine.”


  Krull scoffed as he dove in atop his winged horse. “Ha! Patience is for cowards not brave enough to act. Fortune favors the bold.” He sped toward Atlas, aiming his lance, now shrouded with dark aura, straight for him. But at the last moment he shifted his aim and plunged the lance into Atlas’ shadow. He caught the tip of the old swordsman’s cloak and drove it into the sand, pinning him down.      


  Atlas dropped his sword and fell to one knee.


  Krull laughed. “Fooool! I got your shadow! You’ve left your guard down and now you won’t be able to—huh?”


  Atlas grabbed hold of the lance and glared up at Krull. “You think you’re the first shadow master I’ve fought?” He rose to his feet, pulling the lance out of the sand and off of his cloak—the purple fabric not even sporting a scratch.


  Krull struggled atop his winged horse to break his lance free of Atlas’ grip—but it was no use. The old swordsman’s strength was monstrous. “Inconceivable. Your cloak. How could my blade not pierce—Ahhhh!”


  Atlas roared and, brandishing all his strength, brought them both down like a sledgehammer. Krull tried to unhook his lance and kick his feet free from the iron stirrups of his saddle but there was no time. Once the heavy horse teetered over, head over hooves, gravity did the rest. They crashed in the sand before Michelle’s feet. 


  The beast men scattered the way barn mice do in the sight of an owl and fled back into the forest. 


  Krull squirmed under the weight of his dead horse, trying to worm the lower half of his body free. “Worthless cowards,” he screamed at his fleeing slaves. “Come back and lift this dumb beast off of me!”


  Michelle retrieved Maiden’s Soul from the sand and gazed down at the strange sword in her hands. It was lighter than she expected and cool to the touch, despite reflecting off the hot desert heat. She felt Atlas’ large hand fall upon her shoulder. 


  “The struggle isn’t over yet, little one,” said Atlas.


  She brushed her bangs from her eyes, wiped away the sand from her face, and peered up at him.


  “You have a choice to make. Will you vanquish your fears, here and now, or keep running from them forever?”


  She nodded, turned, and walked back over to Krull.


  Krull was still wiggling under his horse—finding little luck in his efforts. He finally noticed Michelle when her shadow loomed over him. “You there, girl… something or other… Lillian, was it? Never mind. Your name isn’t important. Just hurry up and get this—” That’s when he spotted the sword in her hands. “Is that… why are you…”


  Michelle showed him her death scowl.


  Krull let a nervous laugh slip. “What’s with that face? Wait, you aren’t still mad at me for killing your parents, are you? Oooh, crap-baskets. Ummm, Jessica, was it? No? Natalie? Why am I so bad with names? Look, I’m sorry, all right. From the bottom of my nonexistent heart. Believe me, it was nothing personal. I was only doing my job—”


  She raised Maiden’s Soul and took aim. “So am I.”


  Krull’s jaw dropped with a shriek of terror. “Wait!”


  Michelle drove the sword right through Krull’s gaping mouth and out the top of his skull. His flames went out like a snuffed candle and his boney face caved in, crumbling to bits of bone fragments. The shadows melted away before her feet and Maiden’s Soul lit up brighter than ever before, basking her face in a white glow.


  Atlas stepped to her side. “I think she likes you.”


  Michelle’s pale gray eyes were mirrored back in the double-edged blade, eyes without fear. 


  The old swordsman laughed. “Some girls have all the luck.”


   


  ***


  A stream of bullets zipped over Michelle’s head—ricocheting off the metal dumpster past her, shattering the window above, and chipping away the brick wall of the alleyway in a snaking cloud of red dust. The twirl of two machine gun cylinders and the sound of the cascading shell casings bouncing off the asphalt echoed off the surrounding buildings. Her boots splashed the brown, slushy puddles as she made her mad dash for the corner. Jon was just behind her, firing back over his shoulder at their pursuers with two six-shooters. There were at least three now—androids—hot on their heels and gaining. 


  Jon fired his last shot and squeezed a few fruitless clicks for good measure. “Empty. Great. Some guys have all the luck.”


  “Shut up and keep running,” Michelle hollered back. The corner was within sight. Which way they turned, left or right, didn’t matter. We have to keep cutting corners—running for too long in a straight line will just get us killed faster. Ducks lined up in a row make for easy target practice. And there was always the possibility they were running into a trap. Rats in a maze—scurrying toward our slaughter. One path leads to more enemies and the other the cheese—the mirror and my ticket back to Arthur. Think, Michelle, you have to think…


  “Ummm… Michelle?” asked Jon.


  She glanced back over her shoulder. “What?”


  Then she saw the light and felt the approaching heat on her skin.


  “Fire,” Jon yelled.


  Michelle cut the corner, grabbed hold of Jon’s arm as he passed her and spun him against the wall with her. A blast of fire barreled past them.


  They both stood there in each other’s arms—gazes locked, their faces an inch apart, panting and cheeks flushed.


  “Ummm…” Michelle whispered finally.


  “Yeah?” asked Jon with a smirk.


  “Could you move? I’m about to ambush the robot.”


  Jon awkwardly cleared his throat and stepped back. “Right.” 


  She drew her sword, scooted closer to the edge of the building, and waited. And waited some more. But nothing came out of the alleyway. She peeked out and found the fire littered alley empty. She trained her ear but heard only the crackling of flames. “Damn it. They’re gone.”


  “Ain’t that a good thing?” he asked. 


  “Not gone for good or long, I fear.” She sheathed her sword. “Come on, we need to keep moving.” She turned ahead and that’s when she saw it—a red floating balloon tied to a bare branch of a small dead tree.


  Jon pointed to the balloon. “Who put that there?”


  “Let’s find out.” Michelle crossed the street and walked up to the tree. A note was attached to the balloon’s ribbon. She untied it, opened the letter, and slid out a card.


  Jon stepped to her side. “What does it say?”


  “’Dear Marauder’,” she read off the small rainbow-colored card. “’You are invited.’”


  He peeked over her shoulder. “To what? A party?”


  She sighed. “I have a feeling we’re going to find out.” She tossed the card aside and trained her sights to the open field of rubble and crumbled, collapsed buildings before them. More balloons tied to crooked signs and iron bars sticking out of broken concrete were floating ahead—forming a trail for them to follow.


  He loaded his pistols. “So, what’s the plan now, boss?”


  She inched up an eyebrow. “Plan?”


  “We gonna go whole hog at this here shindig or do we give them the short end of the stick and run for the hills?”


  “We?”


  “Yeah, you’re gonna need a dance partner.” He spun his pistols before holstering them. “Just watch the boots—they’re real snakeskin.”


  “Hadn’t noticed. Either way, we’re in for a fight. You should run for it. It’s me they want.”


  “Not on your life, little missy.” He tipped the bill of his hat. “A man has his pride after all.”


  She shot him a smirk. “Ego, you mean.”


  Jon took the lead. “Come on, Miss Marauder, let’s go see if there’s cake.”


   




  


  Chapter Four


   


   


  Michelle found the last balloon, blacker than a spider, tied to a door handle inside a gutted, hollow building. “Get ready,” she told Jon.


  Jon nodded.


  She turned the knob, opened the door, and stepped on through.


  “Surprise!”


  Michelle was greeted by the blaring of foil party horns, noisemakers, and tasseled tooters. A cloud of confetti and multicolored balloons rained down upon her and Jon from a trap door in the overhead balcony above.


  Jon swatted some balloons away. “What in blue blazes?”


  Through the descending confetti, she saw them, past the open stretch of land squared off by fallen buildings and broken concrete walls, at the far end—lined up in a row—stood eight androids. They were clapping their metal hands together. Before them, leaning back with crossed legs in a beach chair under an umbrella, sat Mr. Buttons. He was in his trademark black and white tuxedo paired with two white gloves and an old knapsack over his head. He wore a cartoonish smile of stitches under two large black buttons serving as his eyes. And of course, just like Krull, there was a black sun stamped on his forehead.


  Michelle’s heart raced. No, you shouldn’t be here. You’re dead. I saw it with my own eyes. Atlas shoved Maiden’s Soul right through your rotten, diseased heart.


  Next to Mr. Buttons was a food cart with a large cake with pink frosting and a circle of lit blue candles on top.


  Jon stepped forward. “Well douse me with tar and a barrel full of tail feathers then call me a rooster—there is cake.”


  Michelle’s hand shook as she instinctively reached for the hilt of her sword. “Damn it.”


  “Happy birthday,” shouted Mr. Buttons with a spread of his arms.


  She stalked forward. “Mr. Buttons.”


  “It’s your birthday?” asked Jon with a smile. Her glare gave him his answer and his smile shrank to a pucker.


  “Welcome to the party, Marauder.” Mr. Buttons put a noisemaker to his stitched smile and blew. “Your party. The last party of your miserable life.” He hopped up to his feet and made an exaggerated bow. He was as thin as a scarecrow and moved as if he truly was stuffed with straw. “Are you surprised?”


  She scowled.


  “From the look in your eyes, I can tell you are.” He tapped his button eye.


  “Ummm… the hell?” asked Jon as Michelle stepped to his side. “I’m lost. Let me guess, Mister Jeepers-Creepers over there with the party hat is an arch nemesis of yours?”


  She gritted her teeth. “Not for much longer.”


  Mr. Button scratched at his knapsack chin. “You never told me your birthday so I just picked a date. Today.” He shrugged. “Hope you didn’t already have plans for tonight.” He turned his black button eyes on Jon with a sudden, jerking twist of his head. “Hot date? No? Didn’t think so—he doesn’t look like your type.”


  Jon leaned in using the back of his hand to hide his mouth from eavesdroppers. “Hey, what is your type anyways?” he asked in a sly whisper. “If you don’t mind me askin’.”


  “I do,” she fired back. “Shut up. I’m thinking.” There’s too many. The eight androids alone are overkill… but with a shadow master at their helm… She glanced back at Jon, cold sweat beads forming on her brow. He’s too relaxed. He doesn’t get it. I can’t win this fight.


  Jon scoffed. “Which one of you is the cold emotionless android again?”


  “No need to thank me, Marauder,” Mr. Buttons said with a clasp of hands and a schoolgirlish wiggle of his butt. “Just seeing your lovely face again fills my new heart with joy.” He opened his suit jacket to expose a beating heart inside a hole in his chest—worms crawling on top and falling off. “Who says the Devil doesn’t believe in second chances?”


  “Well, that’s unsanitary,” said Jon. 


  Her own heart threatened to beat right out of her chest.


  “Michelle,” whispered Lefty. “You have to calm down.”


  She heard but did not listen, her laser focus was glued on her target.


  “If only Atlas hadn’t kicked the bucket before my resurrection,” mused Mr. Buttons. “I’d love another go at him. But I guess I’ll have to settle for his little sidekick instead.”


  Lefty reared up and waved himself in front of Michelle’s face. “That fool is one of the six Shadow Snakes—just like us.”


  She tried to form a fist and close Lefty. “Just like you—you mean. Don’t lump me in with those monsters. They forced you on me. I never had a choice.”


  Lefty struggled to stay open. “If we go in all hot-headed he’ll kill us. And we can’t suck in the robots. If they’re carrying bombs—boom!”


  Jon cleared his throat. “You two might wanna save the feudin’ for another birthday.”     


  “Both of you—shut up and let me think.” But it was no use, she couldn’t focus, her thoughts were racing as fast as her heart now. 


  Mr. Buttons picked up his black sun patterned umbrella, twirling it on his shoulder as he paced down the row of androids—each one sporting a different weapon. “And, as you can see, I’ve brought some friends to the party. You remember last year’s model, don’t you? Well, let’s just say our glorious leader has made some improvements since your last tango with the YZ-7’s. Wouldn’t want to make things easy for our favorite assassin, would we?”


  Jon nudged her with his elbow. “You done thinkin’? Doesn’t look like Raggedy Ann is gonna let us ride off into the sunset without a little gunplay first. So… Michelle?”


  She bit down on her lower lip to drown out her anxiety with a jolt of pain but it was no use, she couldn’t hide her trembling. “Run. Now.” I was a fool to involve you. “I’ve never faced this many before.” I won’t be able to protect you. “I don’t know if I can win this fight.” I don’t know if I can handle losing you, too. 


  He puffed out his chest and jabbed his thumb his way. “All the more reason ya need me by your side.” He drew his pistols and gave them a spin. “Don’t fret your pretty little self, I got your back.”


  She lunged at him. “I said run!”


  Jon recoiled, his expression hardening as his cocky bravado finally gave way to the gravity of the situation, but he stood his ground. “I ain’t leavin’. Not without a fight. This is my world, too.”


  “Running away?” asked Mr. Buttons with a curious inhuman twist of his neck. “How inconsiderate. And after I went to all the trouble of baking you a cake and wrapping your gift.” He stepped to the cake on the cart and a large cardboard box with a purple bow tied on top. The box started to move after he gave it a swift kick. “No, Marauder, I’m afraid no one will be leaving the party just yet.” 


  A little girl with brown hair emerged from the box. She was no older than seven, shivering in nothing but a dirty brown sack and a dog collar.  


  Mr. Buttons kicked the little girl—stumbling her forward. “Well, at least, until you’ve blown out the candles and made your last wish.”


  Jon’s cheeks reddened and he spit. “Son-of-a-bitch.”


  The sight of the poor girl was more than Michelle could take. Her fear was swallowed up by a surging anger. “It’s good to see you haven’t changed one bit, Shadow Snake. Still a cowardly weak sack of crap who can only pick on small defenseless children.”


  “Guilty as charged,” said Mr. Buttons.


  The whimpering little girl grabbed hold of the cart’s handlebars and started pushing it forward. Tears streamed down her dirt-smudged cheeks and fell on her bruised and mud-covered feet.


  Michelle knelt down on one knee and waved the little girl in. “That’s it, come to me, honey. I won’t hurt you.”   


  “Somethin’ about this ain’t right,” said Jon.


  “You think,” she fired back.


  “No, I mean… doggonit.” He grabbed hold of her shoulder. “We need to keep our distance.”


  She swiped his arm away. “Don’t touch me.”   


  The little girl passed the middle point of no man’s land between the two parties. 


  Mr. Buttons slid his gloved hand out from inside his vest pocket. “Put your lips together and prepare to blow.” In his fist, a device with a red button on top—his thumb hovering above like a deadly scorpion’s tail. “It’s time to make my wish come true.”


  The little girl sobbed so much she could hardly walk straight.


  Michelle’s eyes started to water. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll protect you.” She already knew the truth, the bitter pill, but she couldn’t bring herself to swallow. “Everything’s gonna be okay.” She couldn’t save her, but still, she reached out for her, grasping for a future already lost.


  “Michelle,” Jon shouted, “We have to—”   


  Mr. Buttons pressed the button.


  “—move!” Jon dove, tackling Michelle to the ground.


  BOOM!


  A bomb exploded inside the cake sending a shockwave rippling out. Shrapnel, debris, fire, and sizzling hot pink frosting showered the surrounding walls and buildings.


  Jon moaned in pain on top of Michelle.


  Her own eyes widen as his slowly closed.


  “Ah hell, well ain’t that a kicker…” Jon’s last whisper before he went limp.


  She wiggled herself out from under him. Then she saw his back—charred, blackened, and bleeding. “Oh, Jon…” He had shielded her—saved her again. And this is how I repay you. This all my fault. I should’ve known better than to let you get too close. Everything I touch withers and crumbles to ash. “Why didn’t you run?”


  She carefully dragged Jon’s body behind a slab of broken wall nearby. After she gently laid his head down she placed her right hand over his chest. Luckily, his heart was still beating. Stay down and out of sight and maybe they’ll forget about you, she hoped. She turned to the billowing cloud of black smoke in the middle of a ring of destruction—the stench of gunpowder lingering in the air. The little girl’s body smoldering a few feet away, her face blackened and unrecognizable. She stepped over to the small child, knelt down next her, and brushed her eyelids closed. “I’m sorry.”     


  Rain started to fall as if the dark clouds above were awakened by the violent eruption. The scattered clumps of flames hissed in protest as the pitter-patter intensified.    


  Mr. Button’s convulsed into laughter, his shadow growing in the light of the fires and becoming a Goliath against the building behind him. The monstrous shadow’s movements didn’t match its owner’s—becoming its own entity as it transformed into a horned demon with large claws. “Poor little orphans.” Mr. Buttons clawed at his mask and swayed back and forth. “Your one fatal weakness. You can’t help yourself, can you Marauder?” He stomped his feet with joy. “No matter how illogical and foolhardy the endeavor. Even if it kills you.” He spread out his arms and twirled. “You must save their worthless, meaningless lives.” He jabbed his finger at her. “Fool!” The huge horned shadow peeled itself off the wall and lurched forward, planting its two fists down like an ape—Mr. Buttons between them—and roaring. “Mercy is for the weak.”


  The rain poured on Michelle’s downcast head, drenching her long blonde hair and drizzling down her forehead and cheeks. “Good to know.” She pulled her hood on, shrouded herself with her cloak, and unsheathed her sword. “I’ll be sure to remember that when I drive my blade through your diseased heart.” She showed him the fire in her eyes.


  “Michelle,” whispered Lefty, “he’s trying to bait you with psychological tactics.”


  “If he meant to piss me off, then I’d say he’s done a splendid job.”


  “We should retreat.”


  Mr. Buttons clapped his hands and his eight androids marched forward like wind-up toy soldiers, readying their weapons—their gray-blue eyes lighting up with a humming noise. 


  “Run, fight, or die,” said Michelle. “I don’t care. Just don’t get in my way.”


  Lefty reared up and swiveled out toward the enemy. “Fine, there’s no reasoning with you when you’re this pissed off. So, if we’re going to do this—then let’s do this right.” She felt his eyelids part and his single snake eye dart around like a spinning eight-ball. “Acquiring targets. One... two… three… eight robots… ten enemies including Mr. Buttons and his shadow.”


  Maiden’s Soul lit up with blue energy. “Don’t lose sight of a single one. I’m counting on you.” Androids or not—from Maiden’s Soul’s reaction I can tell they’ve been tainted with dark magics. And Lefty was made to hunt out evil auras and devour them.  


  Lefty screeched with glee. “Alright, Michelle. Let’s show them who they’re dealing with.”


  Michelle widened her stance. “This fight will be over in a flash. Whoever blinks first—loses.” 


  Mr. Buttons thrust his hand forward. “Kill the blonde bimbo and her traitorous leech.”


  The eight androids charged, speeding past the open ground with a chorus of clanking and clicking gears.


  Michelle held her blade to her lips. “Earth,” she whispered. Maiden’s Soul shined brown. She plunged the tip into the ground. A rippling wave spread out, transforming the cement and asphalt floor into sand.


  The androids slowed as the ground beneath their metal feet gave way and they sunk knee-deep into a sandpit.


  Mr. Buttons cursed under his breath and shook his fist. “No, I won’t be denied.”


  The hulking horned shadow lunged for Michelle, it’s right clawed-hand stretching out and grasping for her.


  “Light,” she whispered. Maiden’s Soul glowed a vibrant white. In a single slash, she cleaved four claws off the shadow hand that loomed over her—threatening to snatch her up like a hawk would with a helpless field mouse. 


  The shadow recoiled and drew back. Both it and its owner clutched their right hands in pain. “Curse you—you filthy bitch,” Mr. Buttons hollered. 


  The androids recovered and scattered, attempting to encircle her and take her from behind.


  “Four in the front and four to our rear,” shouted Lefty.


  She nodded. “Got it.”


  One android took the lead ahead of her, raising its handless arms and spewing two streams of fire.


  “Wind.” Air swirled around her sword. She spun around with a slash, meeting the flames head-on. A twister spread out from her body, catching the fire and pushing it out until she was surrounded by a tornado of flames.


  She didn’t have a second to relax as a blade speared through the flames and sped past her nose. An android wielding a halberd leaped down next to her and took another swing. She deflected with a strike of her own and narrowly missed a third sweeping slash—arching her body so far back the back of her skull nearly hit the ground. She recovered in time to spot yet another android charging her—this one wielding dual katanas. The three of them danced in a flurry of steel and sparks under the veil of roaring flames—the clanging of metal echoing off the decaying skyscrapers.


  Michelle held her own until a red laser zipped past her from nowhere—carving up the floor around her in short, random bursts.


  “We’re sitting ducks here,” said Lefty. “We need to keep moving.”


  “On it.” She caught the next encroaching laser with the side of her sword and reflected it—aiming the beam back like one would a laser pointer. She tilted her sword, slicing the charging android with katanas right down the middle. It fell down in two halves, twitching and sparking. She retraced the laser’s source and redirected it back at its owner. An explosion echoed in the distance.


  “That’s two down,” said Lefty.


  “You mean three.” She ducked as the android with the halberd performed another sweeping slash. “Shadow.” Maiden’s Soul turned pitch-black as if dipped in oil. She stabbed the android’s shadow.


  The android jolted to a standing stop. A shadow blade pierced out of its chest—from the inside out. Motor oil sprayed and the machine slumped back into the flames—catching fire and exploding.


  Michelle blocked the spraying shrapnel with her cloak and turned her sights ahead. “It’s getting too hot in here. Time for a nice chill. Ice.” Mist poured off of Maiden’s Soul like dry ice. With a forceful sweeping brush of her sword, two dozen icicles shot out from the ground, dousing the flames, and freezing the flame-throwing android in a sheet of ice like it was a fly trapped in an ice cube.


  “Four bots down. Four more to go,” said Lefty.


  A stream of bullets whizzed over her head and she dove for cover behind a slab of concrete. Gray dust and cement chips showered her as the bullets ate away at her little wall.


  “We can’t stay here.”


  “Tell that to Mr. Roboto and his machine gun,” she snapped back.


  “The other three robots are circling in on our location.”


  Michelle’s breaths were labored now—the mental and physical fatigue of magic overuse was beginning to set in. “Great. Any bright ideas?”


  Lefty peeked out from behind the wall. “That fallen building to the west of us…”


  “Yeah, and?”


  “There’s a small opening under some rubble and—from what we can see—stairs underneath.”


  She sat up straight. “The subway. That could be our ticket out.” 


  “Or a dead end if the tunnels are collapsed. It’s risky.”


  “A risk is better than certain death.”


  A small metal sphere dropped down with a few bounces and a gentle roll—stopping between Michelle’s legs. A little red light flickered faster and faster on the beeping ball.  


  “Much better…” She jumped to her feet and ran for it.


  KABOOM!


  The explosion sent her flying and tumbling like a ragdoll. After a short dizzy spell and a few coughs, she staggered to her feet only to be sent flying again from the punch of an android with heavy, oversized fists. It made no difference that she blocked the blow with the side of her sword—she felt the earth leave her feet all the same. The side of a building some distance away broke her fall, and she slid down. She looked up and spotted two robots charging straight for her—one of them wielding a heavy ax.


  “Fire.” Flames engulfed Maiden’s Soul and Michelle sent a couple fireballs hurling at the machines. She knocked the boxing android down, but the one with the ax just cut right through the fireball and kept going. “Damn it.”


  “No more magic, Michelle,” urged Lefty. “You don’t have the strength for it anymore.”


  She dodged the huge ax as it embedded into the wall where she was just standing. The android had trouble retrieving its weapon, still failing after a few good tugs. She helped it out by taking off its head with her flaming sword. When she heard the whirl of the machine gun cylinders she huddled behind the decapitated robot as a spray of bullets came her way—using the android as a shield.


  “Water,” she whispered. Maiden’s Soul reflected rolling tides of crystal blue waves.


  “Michelle,” shouted Lefty. “What did we just say?”


  “I don’t have a choice,” she fired back as she thrust her blade toward the sky. The rain changed direction, swirling and pooling together into a sphere high above the machine gun android. Soon the sphere took form—the shape of a giant fist. She let her arm and sword drop to her side. The watery fist fell too—on top of the android—mashing it like an aluminum soda can with a cannonball splash.


  Michelle pushed her headless android shield away and lumbered toward the opening of the subway. “Six down…” Her world was spinning—she was so exhausted she could barely stand. 


  “Where do you think, you’re going?” asked Mr. Buttons, still massaging his right hand—his giant horned shadow doing the same. “You think you can walk away after what you did to me?”


  She glanced back over her shoulder. The last two androids were coming her way—their frantic pace evolving into a patient, predatory stalk—two wolves gauging their limping food with a curious hunger.


  Her exit was only a few feet away but the distance might as well have been three miles. She fell to one knee and rested her brow against the hilt of her sword. “Steam.” A cloud of warm white steam leaked out of Maiden’s Soul, engulfing and shrouding her in a veil of pure white.


  “No, don’t let the whore get away,” Mr. Buttons screamed.


  With the last bit of her strength, Michelle made a mad dash for the subway.


  Two shadowy figures were gaining on her and a giant dark hand hovered above. She slid for the opening gap like she was stealing home plate. Darkness overtook her and a thunderous crash followed.


   




  Chapter Five


   


   


  Little Michelle swung her wooden sword so hard that she knocked off the dummy’s sack head clean off its shoulders. The smiling sack launched into the green sky, sprinkling golden straw into the hot summer air before its inevitable plummet to the grass field. The sight of the headless practice dummy brought about an involuntary jump and fist-bumping cry of victory from the young warrior queen.


  The dummy’s head rolled to a wobbling stop before Atlas’ large, mud-stained boots. He glanced down at the misshapen blue and white button eyes and goofy stitched smile staring back at him with a purse of his lower lip and a twitch of his bushy white mustache. 


  Michelle wiped the dirt and sweat from her brow with the back of her forearm, firmly planted her hand on her hip, and gave her old master a prideful toothy grin. Her long blonde hair had grown past her waist now and glistened in the light of the sun. Though she had gained some muscle since she began her training, she was still too scrawny to fill out her white tunic and green pants and her proportions were growing more uneven and awkward with each approaching day toward puberty. But even so, she was beautiful—the kind of beauty claimed by neither child nor woman but by the fleeting twilight of change.         


  Atlas stopped chopping wood and planted his ax into the tree stump. “Don’t look too pleased with yourself, little one.” He clapped his hands free of dust and splinters, snatched up the head, and tossed it back into her arms. “Scarecrows don’t fight back.” 


  “Not without a head he won’t.” She tossed the head up and down as she made her way back to the dummy, snickering to herself while she fastened it back on its shoulders. “And stop calling me little. I’m almost twelve. I’m almost a woman now.” She puffed out her chest and jabbed her thumb her way. 


  He raised an eyebrow. “Are you now?”


  “Yup. Pretty soon I’ll get boobs.” She cupped her flat chest.  


  Atlas laughed so hard he lost his balance and nearly toppled over.  


  The old warrior’s bear of a laugh shrank her grin. “What’s so funny?” She folded her arms across her chest, raised her chin, and turned slightly away from him. “Arthur said I would.”


  He slapped his knee and brushed away a single tear from his cheek. “So that’s who you learned that absurd word from. Figures. That boy’s been filling your head with nonsense.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “Arthur knows all about it.”


  “It?”


  Michelle looked around—as if she was about to divulge a secret—checking to see if there might be eavesdroppers nearby. “You know, boys and girls, the birds and bees.” She tilted the back of her hand toward her mouth to hide her lips from possible onlookers. “Sex.” 


  Atlas laughed even harder, grasping his stomach in a joyous retch. “That boy knows as much about sex as I do about quantum mechanics.”


  She squinted her eyes and pressed her lips even tighter at her old teacher. “He said you’d say something like that.”


  “Oh? Did he now?”


  “Yeah, he said old people don’t do it anymore.”


  His laughter died.


  “Because you’re too old. And you forget stuff. Like how to do it.”


  His expression hardened. “Who’s too old?”


  “Sex is for young people. He said you’d just break a hip.” She performed a little hip thrust of her own to drive her point home.   


  A vein pulsed on Atlas’ forehead. “I think I just might break his hip when he gets back.”


  She gave him a disapproving look. “Besides, I saw one of your dirty magazines.”


  He shot up straight and tall, cleared his throat, and averted his gaze. “Those aren’t for your eyes.” 


  “Whatever…” Michelle picked up her wooden sword and took a fighting stance. “Dirty old man,” she whispered.


  Atlas leaned in and cupped his ear. “What was that?”


  “Nothing.” She hacked away at the dummy. 


  “That’s what I thought. I don’t need another backtalking teenager…” He shielded his eyes from the sun and looked past her. “Speak of the devil.”


  She turned to see what he was looking at and spotted him. “Arthur!”


  Arthur Clockworks was leaning against a white picket fence, the glare of the sun’s rays reflecting off his circular glasses and masking his eyes. He slid his golden pocket watch down his black pants’ pocket and peered up at her, a wide smile baring a full set of teeth spread across his cheeks. He wore a thin black tie over a mustard yellow collared shirt. His hair blond and shaped in the style of a medieval prince—hair that hung just above his jawline with straight bangs. He held the rope of a large sailor travel bag slung over his shoulder.


  “Hey, little lioness,” said Arthur, adjusting his glasses. “Long time no see.”


  Michelle dropped her wooden sword and ran up to him—leaping into his arms. She swung her legs around his waist and wrapped her arms around his neck. 


  Arthur nearly toppled over, staggering a few paces. “Oof, you’ve gotten too big to carry, kiddo.” He let his bag fall and propped her up with his grip, supporting her weight.


  When they first met, she was only half his age. Now, they were little more than a few years apart. But that didn’t matter. Arthur was back again and all was right in her world.    


  “What has Atlas been feeding you?” asked Arthur. “Unicorns or dragons?”


  “Dragons,” she proclaimed.


  “Makes sense.”   


  “I’ll be twelve soon. Are you going to stay for my birthday?”


  “I dunno. I’ll have to check my schedule first.”


  She hugged his neck with all her strength. “Promise.”


  “Okay, okay,” he gasped out. “I promise. I’ll stay. Just don’t squeeze the life outta me.”


  She gave out a gleeful squeal and loosened her grip.


  Atlas folded his arms and frowned. “Her birthday won’t be for another month.” 


  Arthur put her down and gave her head a little rub, roughing up her hair. “Have you gotten taller too?”


  “Yup. Pretty soon I’ll be bigger than Atlas.”


  “Wow, does that mean you’ll start giving me piggyback rides?”


  “Yup.”


  Atlas’ frown deepened. “You can’t stay that long.” 


  “Did you bring me anything from the future?” asked Michelle.


  Arthur reached into his bag. “From the past now, you mean. But yeah.” He pulled out a stuffed animal.


  She snatched it up and gave it a squeeze. “A bear!”


  “A magical teddy bear with fairy wings and a wand that grants wishes to good little girls,” noted Arthur.


  She hugged him again and kissed his cheek. “I love you.” 


  “I love you too, princess.”


  Atlas impatiently tapped his foot. “I thought we discussed this already, Arthur.”


  Arthur continued to ignore him, not even giving the old warrior the courtesy of eye contact. “Hey, how’s the old geezer treating you?”


  “He made me do extra laps this morning.” She glared back at Atlas.


  Arthur laughed. “That big meanie. Would a chocolate bar make things all better?” He slipped out a candy bar wrapped in gold foil from his pocket. 


  “Yes!” She plucked it from his hand, peeled back the wrapper, and bit down. “You’re the best, Arthur,” she said with a mouthful of chocolate. 


  “I know.” 


  “Michelle, leave us!”


  Atlas’ yell jolted Michelle and she cowered behind Arthur.


  Arthur turned, bent down, and kissed her forehead. “Go eat your bar before he makes you run more laps.” He gave her a pat on the bottom and sent her off.


  Michelle walked along the side of the fence, tapping her fingers across each post and counting. Ten was the distance she knew Atlas believed she would be safely out of earshot. She sat down in the grass, crisscrossed her legs, and slowly nibbled on her chocolate while she eavesdropped on their little ‘talk’ and stole a peek now and then.


  Atlas was the first to speak—to lecture Arthur. As always. “We had a plan.”


  “You had a plan,” Arthur corrected him, with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “I just got bored with it and decided to take a little vacation. No biggie.”


  “No biggie? Every day you waste in the present is a day we can’t get back.” 


  “What are you talking about?” Arthur plopped down on a stack of hay nearby and leaned back against a post. “I’m a time traveler. I have all the time in the world.” The sarcastic fifteen-year-old crossed his legs and placed his hands back behind his head, to get more comfortable. “Besides, from my point of view, the present and the future is wherever I am right now.”


  Atlas paced like a very unhappy tiger. “You still age like everyone else. Who knows how long this war will take. It’s up to you to carry on the struggle.”


  He overacted a shrug. “It’s all fallen on my shoulders.”


  “Yes.”


  “What if I don’t want to carry that burden anymore?”  


  “There’s no one else. It must be you. You are the—”


  “—The chosen one.” Arthur oozed with sarcasm now. “Yes, I know. I was there too. I heard them loud and clear. But they chose you too, y’know.”


  “Yes, and I won’t be around forever.”


  “Yet you waste your twilight years training a little girl.”


  Atlas grabbed the hilt of his sword. “Maiden’s Soul chose her.” 


  Arthur scoffed. “Swords do the deciding for us now? And here I thought us higher primates were running the show.” 


  “She is to be the next Marauder.” He gestured to Michelle and she quickly looked the other way, adding a whistle for good measure. “And you must still be in your prime when she takes on the mantel.”


  “Michelle’s just a kid, Atlas.” It was the young time traveler who raised his voice this time. “Stop filling her head with your delusions. The Maidens chose you and me. This is our fight, our burden, our struggle. Leave her out of it.”


  “I won’t be around forever. Then who will be doing the killing for you?”


  Arthur sat up straight with a heavy, melancholy sigh. “You forget, old teacher. I’ve already taken more lives than either of us can count.” He peered down at his own trembling hands. “Forgive me if I don’t want to add her name to the list.”


  Atlas nodded to himself as the realization hit him. “You’ve grown too attached.”


  “Attached?” He glared daggers at his old teacher. 


  “To me and her.” His expression grew solemn. “A warrior must be able to fight on, no matter how many comrades fall by the wayside.”


  “There’s more to life than fighting.” 


  “Not for us.”


  Arthur clawed at his head and let loose a laugh Michelle had never heard before. A sorrowful, maddening laugh of a boy being crushed by a burden so heavy it was unfathomable. The weight of the universe was on his shoulders and, in that situation, the only sane thing he could do was to embrace insanity. “Y’know, I wish I was a bit more selfish.” He popped up to his feet and headed straight for her.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Arthur ignored him and quickened his pace. “Would you like me to take you someplace nice for your birthday, Michelle?” He grabbed hold of the post behind her and leaned in until he practically towered over her.


  She should have smiled then but the expression on his face was strange. “Sur—”


   “Say, maybe I’ll take you back in time with me so we can live a happy, peaceful life. Before the shit hits the metaphorical fan. No more fighting, no more struggling, and definitely no more Atlas.” He fished his fingers under Michelle’s chin and lifted her face up to meet his gaze. “How’s that sound, kiddo?” The way he looked at her, for that fleeting moment, made her heart flutter and her cheeks flush bright red. “Just you and me.” But then his eyes saddened and his mouth twisted with spiteful contempt. “Screw the universe.”


  “Arthur…” Atlas put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.


  Only for Arthur to knock the arm away with a quick swipe. “Relax, old man. I’m only joking. You remember those, right? Or has your humor fallen by the wayside too?” He hopped the fence and stormed off down the sloping field.


  “Where are you going?”


  “Don’t you mean when?” Arthur glanced back over his shoulder, waving his golden pocket watch.


  Michelle shot up and climbed the fence. “Arthur, you promised,” she shouted out for him.


  Arthur stopped mid-step and waited a beat. “Yeah, I guess I did. What kind of hero would I be if I time-skipped out on you?” He exchanged his watch for a deck of cards and nodded her over. “C’mon, I’ll show you another magic trick.”


  She turned to Atlas with a puppy dog pout.       


  “Teenagers…” Atlas’ grumbling answer to her as he walked off.


  She hopped down over the fence and ran to Arthur with a smile brighter than the sun itself.


   




  Chapter Six


   


   


  The tunnels below had been flooded from the rain, the water sloshing halfway up Michelle’s shins. The stench of rot and mildew hung in the stale air. The walls were coated with slimy algae and brown sludge that smeared when she pressed her palm against the arching bricks for support. Moonlight reflected off the black water in rare short flashes through dark clouds and missing bricks in the ceiling above. But she didn’t mind the darkness now. At least here, she could be alone with her thoughts. Inevitably, her mind drifted to…


  “Michelle.”


  “Goddamn it, Lefty, what?” She let her back fall against the wall and slumped down into the water. “Can’t you just let me die in peace?”


  “We’re being followed.” Lefty’s snake eye lit up—basking her face in a green glow.


  Michelle shrugged as she peered down at her distorted reflection in Lefty’s eye, marred with pale sunken cheeks and a pair of dark circles. She looked like the Grim Reaper herself. “And? I can’t use anymore magic.” She smiled grimly. “I really pushed it too far this time, didn’t I?”


  “We’re not finished yet.” Lefty started to retch, wiggling and puffing out his cheeks. A bulge formed in his throat—Michelle’s wrist.


  “What are you doing?”


  Lefty regurgitated a small lumpy, meaty, slimy ball—offering it up on his tongue. 


  Michelle nearly gagged. “That’s disgusting.”


  “It’s the heart of the Wraith we fought earlier,” Lefty said with a slur, his tongue bobbing on every word. “It still contains a piece of her aura. Eat it and it’ll give you enough energy to fight.”


  Her whole face contorted with horror. “That’s disgusting.”


  “What? We even kept it warm and moist for you.” He let it slowly slide off his tongue and plop into her right palm.


  The slime-coated heart was as hot as fresh dog slobber and chewed up puppy chow and smelled ten times worse. “You’re disgusting,” she said with a whimper.


  “Would you rather die?”


  “Yes.”


  “Michelle, this is no time for jokes.”


  “Who’s joking?”


  “Eat it.” He gave it a little nudge with his tongue like a dog would with his snout.


  She pouted a frown. “No.” 


  “Eat it!”


  “Nope.” She screwed her mouth shut.


  “Open your mouth.” 


  “Not on your life,” she said through the tightest lips possible.


  “The entire universe depends on you eating this delicious, meaty morsel.”


  “The universe can burn.”   


  “We practically share the same body. Our juices are your juices.”


  “Stop. Stop talking.” She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath and an even longer exhale. “Fine, I’ll… I’ll… eeeee… eeeeeat it.” She gagged but held it together, maneuvering the sticky heart to the tips of her fingers. With a delicate pinch, she lifted it into the air and over her lips. Ever so slowly, she opened her mouth and lowered the heart inch by precious inch until finally—


  “Wait,” Lefty screeched.


  “What? Are you saying I don’t have to eat this? Please tell me that.”


  “No, of course not.” Lefty reared up over the heart and stuck out his tongue. “There’s a gross little eyelash on it.” He picked at the tiny hair with his slimy tongue. “Come on… you little… almost… got it…” 


  Tears fell down Michelle’s cheeks as she watched Lefty French kiss the heart. “I hate you. I really, really frickin’ hate you.”


   


  ***


  Michelle peeked out from behind the corner of a brick wall and spotted the android with the oversized metal fists lurking on the subway loading platform. The old lights overhead flickered on and off, giving her just enough visibility to scout the area and form her plan of attack.


  “It’s alone,” she whispered. “Where’s the other one?”


  “It’s here,” answered Lefty, mirroring her hushed volume. “And close. We can sense it.”


  She gritted her teeth as she inched out more. Damn. I don’t see it anywhere. The station was large and empty, aside from a few rotting skeletons sprawled on the benches, with plenty of dark spots and corners hidden under the cover of shadows. If I go for an ambush now I might be the one who ends up getting ambushed. The tunnels and tracks were flooded from the rain and now the water had risen to her waist. Ahead, as the tunnels curved downward, the freezing water had pooled too high to tread. I could make a swim for it and avoid confrontation altogether. She peered over at the light-up map stand of the tunnel system next to the android. Her lips soured into a frown when she read the distance until the next station—three miles. And that’s if the tunnels haven’t collapsed. I could get myself drowned if this rain keeps up and I run out of air pockets. 


  “Michelle, it’s right behind us,” Lefty shouted a whisper.


  She spun to meet her attacker, thrusting Maiden’s Soul forward. But only darkness greeted her—an empty tunnel filled with sloshing waters. She squinted hard. “I don’t see it…”


  Then something caught her eye, a dark figure slithering toward her, just under the surface of the water, like a hungry crocodile.


  She leaped back—instinctively shrouding herself with her cloak—as the prongs of the trident breached the water and speared her way. Her impenetrable cloak caught the first two prongs but the third slipped past and pierced her gut. She slashed the trident away, muffling a grunt of pain as she cupped her stomach. Bright hot blood drizzled out between the cracks of her fingers and dripped onto the rippling waves.


  The android rose up from the depths and glared at her with glowing gray-blue eyes—yanking the trident back for another strike.


  Michelle gripped her blood-soaked gut harder. “Now I’m pissed.” She held out her left hand and spread her palm flat. “Lefty. Blow!”


  The android charged. 


  Lefty sucked in an enormous heap of breath—stumbling the android forward—his cheeks puffing and reddening. Once he filled his lungs to their limit he let loose a howling blast of air—sending the android flying down the tunnel.


  Michelle blocked her nose with her forearm, the air around her now humid and foul. “Man, that’s nasty. How many rotting skunks did you eat?”


  Lefty wheezed a labored sigh. “You’re welcome…”


  A metal hand grabbed hold of the back of her hood and hoisted her up from the water and over the cement subway platform. She twisted to meet her attacker but the android sent her flying this time. She crash-landed on a bench, snapping it in two, and lost hold of her sword.


  The android stalked her way, slamming its heavy fists together with an echoing thud.


  Michelle scrambled to her feet in time to avoid a hard-right punch that cracked the cement floor like an eggshell. The robot swayed back and forth, fists up just under its eyes like a boxer’s gloves, jabbing away at her. She backpedaled, bobbing and weaving her head to dodge each fist speeding her way. Bricks shattered and red dust sprayed when a stray left landed against the wall just above her head. Ducking under its arm, she made a dash for open ground.       


  She snatched up her sword, spun around, and parried a combination of blows with a few strikes of her own. But even with Maiden’s Soul she was still being driven back, forced to stay on the defensive, a single mistake—a single punch would smash her skull like a watermelon dropped from the roof of a three-story building. When she spotted the other android, pulling itself out of the water and onto the platform, she got desperate. I only have enough strength left in me for one more magic trick. Better make it count. She swung her sword with all her might and shouted: “Lav—”


  In a sudden burst of speed, the android caught her blade with its right hand and, with its left, grabbed hold of her throat—slamming her hard against a brick pillar. 


  “—ggrraakkk,” she gargled a cry. Her feet dangled and kicked in the air aimlessly.


  The android squeezed, clapping her windpipe and cutting off her precious air. Its partner in crime stepped over, pulling out two beeping spheres from a couple of compartments in its chest. Two bombs counting down the last seconds of her life.


  Her face flushed a pale purple as she struggled to break free of its grip. She swung her legs up and over the android’s arm and stomped her feet in its face. Again and again, she kicked its head until, finally, its two circular glass eyes cracked. One last good kick and they went out like a shattered lightbulb. The android stumbled back and loosened its grip—letting go of Michelle and her sword—as it clawed at its broken, dead eyes.


  “Lava,” she rasped out through a bruised, sore throat. Maiden’s Soul glowed crimson. She drove her blade into the floor and the ground gave way to a rolling, bubbling wave of lava.


  The two androids staggered as their metal feet melted and they sank.


  Michelle sprinted for the water and dove off the platform.


  KABOOM!


  She hit the water as a shockwave and a wall of flames barreled past overhead. Debris and shrapnel rained down on the sloshing water. She surfaced with a gasp for air and pulled herself up onto the platform—panting worse than a half-drowned mutt.


  “That’s… eight down,” uttered Michelle with defeat as she plopped down on her back.


  “That just leaves Mr. Buttons,” replied Lefty.


  “I’ll get right on that. Once everything stops hurting.” She glanced over to the carnage. Smoke, fire, and robot body parts lingered around a newly formed smoldering pit. “That might be awhile.” She cupped her bloody stomach wound. “Maybe we should cancel. I’ll shoot him a text. And say it isn’t working out and we’ve decided to see other child murdering psychopaths with creepy shadow powers. He’ll understand.”


  Shadows stretched out from the broken android parts and collected themselves onto the wall, forming into a shadowy horned demon. “Greetings Marauder,” it hissed out.      


  “Goddamn it,” cursed Michelle.


  “If you’re still alive to hear this message, it means you’ve somehow managed to defeat the last of my toy soldiers.” The horned shadow’s cut-out, cartoonish smile widened. “No matter. I still have one final piece left on the board to play.”


  Michelle swallowed the lump in her throat.


  “That’s right, I have your little boyfriend.”


  “Jon…” She clenched her eyes shut. “No.”


  “He’s still alive—but not for long. Meet me on the rooftop of the old Channel 7 News building. By midnight or I cut out his heart and add it to my collection.” The shadow faded away. “Let’s end this once and for all, Marauder.”


  Michelle slowly picked herself up and wobbled to her feet.        


  “What are you doing, Michelle?” asked Lefty. 


  “What does it look like?” She sheathed her sword and lumbered toward the exit. “I’m going to save him.”


  “We have to go. Now. Through the mirror. While we still can.”


  She reached the stairs and started her laborious climb. “I’m not leaving him to die.”


  “They’re all going to die. Sooner or later.”


  “Then I choose later.” Each new step she took grew heavier than the last.


  “This makes no sense. That human’s life is insignificant.”


   “What’s your point?”


  “You’re not thinking rationally, Michelle. Your death means everyone’s death. Why risk your life, all life in the universe, for his meager existence?”


  She saw the light at the end of the stairs and felt the cold breeze on her skin. “You wouldn’t understand. I’m the Marauder, saving people is what I do. Doesn’t matter who.”


  “And what about your little brother, Matthew?”


  She formed a fist with her left hand. “Shut up.”


  Lefty struggled to stay open. “Are you willing to risk his life too?” 


  “I said shut your mouth.” Her dripping wound left a messy red trail behind her.


  “You’re injured—bleeding. Badly. And not to mention you’re too exhausted to even put up a fight.”


  “I’ll manage somehow. I always do.”


  “You won’t be able to use anymore magic in your pitiful state.”


  She reached the city and stepped onto the sidewalk, taking in the open air and feeling the pitter-patter of raindrops on her cheeks. “I just need to swing my sword hard enough to cut off that sack of shit’s head.” 


  Straight ahead, at the end of the block, stood the Channel 7 News building. A swirling mess of storm clouds above rained lightning bolts and booming thunder down.


  She leaned against a street lamp to catch her breath. “The elevator better still be working in that place. Because I don’t think I can do anymore stairs.”


   


  ***


  The elevator played a cheerful tune while Michelle ascended to the rooftop. Lefty even started to hum along, that is, until Michelle told him to shut up. The carpet was a tacky red and black plaid, and a musty stale odor clung to every dark corner. She readied her sword as the final buttons lit up one by one.


  “There’s no easy way out,” Mr. Buttons’ voiced leaked through the speaker with a hiss of static. “No escape. Your end is coming. This elevator box is the hearse carrying you to your grave. And it will be oh so painful.” 


  “Let’s end this quick,” she said, her breaths were labored and her skin ghostly pale. “It’s too late and I’m too tired to be screwing around with masked madmen.” 


  And there was still Arthur. She had less than an hour before midnight, before he would leave her and this universe for good. Time waits for no man, so it should be within reason that time travelers certainly couldn’t be expected to wait for a half-dead woman with a cheeky hand-goblin. Hold on, Arthur, I’m coming.


  “Time to sprinkle the dirt on your corpse, Marauder.” His high-pitched cackle cutoff with a blare of crackling static.


  “We agree,” said Lefty. “Strike hard and true.”


  She nodded. “I aim to.”


  The blood-red doors parted and she dashed through.


   


  ***


  Time seemed to slow as Michelle sprinted across the rooftop toward Mr. Buttons. The raindrops became syrup-like drips, splashing against her hood and cape. Lightning crawled from the dark clouds. Her entire world bleached white.


  Mr. Buttons stood over a fallen Jon on the rooftop, resting his umbrella against his shoulder, his heel firmly planted on Jon’s blood-stained ear—twisting and grinding for the wicked fun of it. Jon moaned. A good sign—he was still alive. 


  She drew back her sword to her side in preparations for her next attack. Strike hard and true. Aim for the neck—and cut off the snake’s head.


  Pitch-black spikes and blades speared out from Mr. Buttons’ long creeping shadow. She weaved through them like a viper slithering around jungle vines.  


  Mr. Buttons finally turned his blank, button-eyed glare her way with a sudden jerking twist of his head and twirled his umbrella at her—purposely blocking her view of him. She hacked the umbrella away only to spot the glint of light reflected off steel. Her second strike was countered by Mr. Buttons’ umbrella-handled rapier. His third wild stab sent her on the defensive, his movements fast and random—his whole body swaying with each new attack—it was like she was in a duel to the death with an insane drunken scarecrow. Made all the more horrifying by his maddening laugh, he was having the time of his life while she was fighting for hers. 


  Michelle knew she was going to die four moves in advance—like a world-class chess pro—she could see her opponent’s next move even before he planned it himself. Simply put, her response time was just too slow—and growing a fraction of a second slower with each new strike. And sure enough, he slipped his blade under her guard after her thirteenth slash—embedding his rapier into her right thigh.


  She screamed and lost her balance—falling back. The horned shadow leaped out from behind Mr. Buttons and sped down upon her, claws spread as wide as an eagle’s talons just before the kill. Before she even hit the ground, she instinctively raised her left hand.


  Lefty sucked in the horned shadow in an instant but his wind tunnel was cut short when Mr. Buttons grabbed hold of Michelle’s wrist, strangling out his breath. His single snake eye bulged, and he gasped a desperate, muted screech of pain.


  “That’s quite enough out of you, traitor,” said Mr. Buttons. 


  “Lef—” A quick kick to the ribcage put an end to Michelle’s struggling and she dropped her sword.


  “You too, Marauder.” Mr. Buttons planted his foot on the side of her head this time, standing over her as if she was a freshly slain buck. “This battle goes to the victor. Me.”


  She gritted her teeth. “The battle is never over. Not while I still breathe.” Her right leg felt like someone doused it with gasoline and set it on fire.  


  “What are you even fighting for?” Mr. Buttons shook his head with a sigh. “Look around you, Marauder.” He gestured to the ruins of the city around them and the dark thundering clouds above. “You’ve already lost. It’s over. We won. This fight, your continued resistance, is pointless.” He leaned in close to her face. “All your efforts, your pathetic struggling, will yield you only more pain.” 


  She spat in his face. “Then bring on the pain.”


  He leaned back, retrieved a handkerchief from his tuxedo pocket, and calmly wiped the spit from his black button eye. “Gladly.” He snapped her left wrist with a violent twist.


  Both Michelle and Lefty screamed.


  Mr. Buttons’ wicked laugh was abruptly interrupted by the popping crack of gunfire. A sizzling new bullet hole rested above his button eyes. 


  Michelle glanced past him and found Jon rising up with a smoking pistol drawn.


  “You should’ve disarmed me first, you son-of-a-bitch,” said Jon.


  “Jon…” She wanted to call to him but only a whisper came out.


  Mr. Buttons spun his head around toward Jon. “Why?” he asked with an indifferent shrug. “Why bother defanging a flea? Though that does give me an idea.” He yanked his rapier from Michelle’s thigh—bringing about another painful cry from her.


  “Michelle,” Jon yelled, unloading both his pistols into Mr. Buttons. “Run. Get out of here. I’ll hold him off.”


  Mr. Buttons just kept walking, slashing his blade back and forth, as the bullets came whizzing out his back. Jon might as well have been blasting away at a real scarecrow. “Perhaps I will disarm you.”


  Jon, no… She clenched her eyes and turned away, unable to watch her friend’s demise. I’m sorry. I wasn’t strong enough. Arthur, Matthew, Atlas—I failed you all. I couldn’t shoulder the weight of the universe alone.


  You’re not alone, spoke the voices in her mind—all seven of them. We are with you. Always. Seven voices of seven women, together and in sync, called out to her. Our hearts beat as one with the Source of the universe. Our wills are Ordin’s will. Our strength is yours. Now rise, Michelle, and claim your destiny.  


  Michelle opened her eyes and found Maiden’s Soul glowing a vibrant blue and humming. Lightning mirrored back on the blade and thunder sounded off overhead—and with it a realization. I may not be able to use anymore elemental magic… but that doesn’t mean I can’t borrow from the real thing. She grabbed hold of Maiden’s Soul and, with one final agonizing push, she rose to her feet. 


  “Thank you,” she whispered. She closed her eyes and raised her sword toward the heavens.


  Jon hit Mr. Buttons with a hard right, staggering him. But the sack-headed madman just laughed as he molded his sunken-in head back into its proper oval shape.


  “Which shall I take first?” Mr. Buttons raised his sword too. “Your right or your left?” His mistake.


  A bolt of lightning shot down from the raging storm clouds like a roaring Chinese dragon and struck Maiden’s Soul. Michelle was engulfed in a luminous shroud of electricity, her cape and hair lifting into the air.


  Mr. Buttons turned around to meet his end. “Oh, crapbaskets.”


  She thrust her sword forward. “Lightning.”


  Mr. Buttons was not the first scarecrow left out in the rain to be struck by lightning and, as one would imagine, the results were very much the same. Flames burst through his sack head, sending his button eyes flying, his whole thin body convulsing as the bolt made its journey from the tip of his rapier to his now smoldering shoes. He dropped like a chopped down tree.


  Michelle stalked over to her fallen enemy.


  “Mercy… Mercy… Please,” Mr. Buttons pleaded as he crawled aimlessly on the ground—reaching out and grasping at empty air. “Have mercyyyy-aaargh!”


  Michelle drove her sword one-handed through his chest—his heart—twisting it for good measure. Black oily liquid sprayed, coating half her face. “Have some cake!”


  The former Shadow Snake melted to nothing but a dark, bubbling puddle.


  Jon caught her as she fell backward. “Remind me never to piss you off.”


  She gazed up at him, rested her hand against his cheek, and returned his smirk with a faint one of her own. “Never piss me off.”


  He tore off two long strips of fabric from his shirt and wrapped both tightly around her stomach and leg wounds. “Come on, we need to get you to a doctor.” He swung her arm over his shoulder and, taking her into his arms, lifted her up. “Now if only I knew where to find one…” 


  “My hero,” she teased, resting her head against his chest.


  “That’s my line,” he fired back as he made his way to the elevator. “You did good.”


  “I did good,” she repeated. 


  Jon pushed the button and the elevator doors parted. “Where to now, boss?”


  “The mirror,” she answered.


  “How’s a mirror gonna help ya get patched up?” He stepped in and turned around.


  She tapped the bottom button with her left foot. “It’s a magic mirror.”


  “Magic, huh?” The doors started to close. “Hey, you’re some kind of wizard, ain’t ya?” 


  She smiled as the doors closed. “No, just your average fair Maiden.”


   


  ***


  Jon shut the glass entrance door of the antique store behind him, Michelle still in his arms, and locked the brass knob just to be on the safe side.


  She nodded in and out of a daze, her breathing heavy and painful, every time she closed her eyes she feared might be the last. 


  “Hang on, Michelle,” said Jon. “We’re almost there.”


  She gazed down at her broken left wrist. Lefty had gone quiet—unusually so. She couldn’t even form a fist or wiggle her fingers to wake him. You hang on too, you little monster.


  Everything in the old antique store was buried by a blanket of dust and cobwebs, from the furniture to the odd knickknacks and rare collectors’ items of a forgotten era. Everything except a seven-foot-tall, freestanding mirror that rested at the back, encircled by plastic-wrapped furniture and cardboard boxes. The moment she laid eyes on it, she smiled.


  “What do you believe in, Jon?” she asked.


  Jon frowned as he scooted aside some furniture that blocked their path with his leg. “Don’t get all preachy on me just yet. Not when we’re this close.” His pace quickened.


  She scrunched up a fist full of his shirt. “Why did you keep going after your wife died?”


  Jon stopped, silence his only answer.  


  “After Atlas died…” She paused to search for the right words. “I wanted to give up. I nearly did.”


  “What stopped you?”


  “He did.” She smiled. “Arthur.”


  He pushed aside a table that was in front of the mirror to make room. “This Arthur, he’s someone close to your heart?” 


  “He is.”


  Jon carried her up to the mirror. The mirror, framed in silver, glistened and sparkled as if carved from diamonds.


  Her reflection was a pitiful sight—sunken in cheeks, pale dirt-smeared skin, and frizzed up hair. “He once told me, every breath we take, every moment of suffering or joy we experience, is a victory in the face of death.” She placed her hand on Jon’s cheek. “You never answered my question.” 


   He smiled down at her. “There’s a whole lotta people out there. Good folks. Just tryin’ to get by. It’s just like you said. Every breath they take is a victory. Elisabeth…” He took in a deep breath. “Elisabeth saved me.” He locked eyes with Michelle and she nervously brushed aside some loose hanging hair from her face. “Just like you did tonight.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I won’t let Elizabeth’s sacrifice go to waste. Or yours. I promised her. Now I’m promisin’ you.”


  “Come with me,” she told him, “to New Republica.”


  “New Republica?”


  “It’s the city where I live. On the planet Hamistagan.”


  He laughed.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “I knew it. You’re an alien. No way a normal girl could resist my charms.”


  She laughed too—until a sudden jolt of pain cut her short. “I’m human. Though I was born on Tuat. Another planet… but still human.” 


  Jon raised an eyebrow. “Your boyfriend, Arthur, won’t mind?” 


  “Arthur’s not my boyfr—” She stopped herself and massaged the bridge of her nose. “Shut up,” she said with a sigh of happy defeat. 


  “Yes Ma’am.” He tipped his hat. “So, how’s this here magic mirror work?” 


  Maiden’s Soul lit up, shining through its sheath, as she placed her hand on the mirror’s glass. “There are seven mirrors on each of the seven worlds. And each mirror can take you to any other—no matter how far away—instantly.” The mirror glowed a healthy blue. 


  Michelle closed her eyes and pictured her destination. Take me home, take me to Arthur.


   




  Chapter Seven


   


   


  “Miss Lionmane.”


  A voice called out to her in the darkness.


  “Miss Lionmane, can you hear me?”


  Michelle clenched her eyelids and stirred, before parting them slowly and letting in the bright artificial light.


  “Ah, excellent. Our patient is coming to.”


  A circular object, the size of a soccer ball, came into focus. A blue sphere hovered above her head with a black screen flashing a pixelated cartoon dog’s face. “Welcome back to the world of the living, Miss Lionmane.” The little round robot gave out a few cheerful barks and a whimper. 


  She smacked it out of the way and sat up in bed. Too fast as a splitting migraine flooded her brain with pain. She cupped her left eye. “Ouch.” With her right eye, she scanned her surroundings. The room and the dividing plastic drapes were white. Her bed was uncomfortably hard and there were freshly cut flowers in a vase on a nightstand nearby. From the looks of it, I’m in a hospital. Her right arm tugged at an IV taped on the back of her hand. She found herself stripped of her cloak and in nothing but a blue hospital gown. She instinctively reached for Maiden’s Soul and came up short. “Winston, where’s my sword?”


  Winston, her personal Orb-o-tron 1000, floated over to her. “I’m sorry, Miss Lionmane, but weapons are not permitted within hospital grounds. You should find all your personal items accounted for at the storage locker by the front desk.” He barked and flashed her a digital smile and wink. 


  Brain fog gripped her mind as she fought back a rush nausea and lightheadedness. She peered at the cast over her left wrist. “Lefty?” A wave of relief washed over her as she felt him stir. That alleviation passed quickly when she heard him biting at the cast. “Stop chewing your cast. Or you’ll get the cone of shame again.” That stopped him and he let loose one final whimper of protest.


  Then it hit her all at once. “Winston.”


  “Yes?”


  Her heart dropped into her stomach and she forgot to breathe. “What time is it?”


  “Morning.”


  She lunged for the curtains over her window and ripped them aside. A bright sun over a green sky greeted her.


  “Nine on the dot to be exact.” 


  “No.” Her room was spinning and she nearly fell out of her bed. Arthur…  I’m too late. He left without me.  


  “Easy now.” Winston came hovering over to her aid. “You should still be experiencing some grogginess.” He ushered her to lay back down with his two retractable pincher arms. “Perfectly normal.” He tucked her in, dragging her blanket past her chest. “We had to sedate you—despite your many objections—in order to treat your wounds properly. Standard procedure. How do you feel?”


  Her skin felt flush and clammy. “Like hell.” 


  “I will notify the pain management nurse and see if we can add more medication to your current regiment.” He parted the dividing curtain and floated off down the hospital hallway. 


  She clenched her eyes shut. Any second now and it’ll all be over. Everything gone in a flash. “I’m too late.” All because I was too damn pigheaded to listen to reason. 


  “Too late for what, kiddo?”


  She shot up in bed when she heard his voice.


  A teenaged boy with a deep blue mohawk, a sleeveless leather jacket, and shaded circular glasses brushed aside the curtains and stepped in with a smile.


  She blinked at him. “Arthur?”


  Arthur took a swig from his beer bottle and tapped his glasses. “Mr. Glasses, you mean, Marauder. It’s too dangerous to use our real names. Who knows where spies might be lurking about.”


  His get-up was different but there was no mistaking the scrawny kid from her youth. “Arthur…” Her eyes watered. It had been almost two years since she last saw him. 


  “Mr. Glasses,” he repeated before taking another swig.  


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m not calling you that. It’s lame.”


  He nearly coughed up his beer. “Michelle, we talked about this—”


  She hugged him, squeezing him so tight he lost his air. “You waited. For me.” 


  It took him a moment to catch his breath. “Of course. You didn’t think I’d time-skip out on my best girl, did you?”


  She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “But what about Atlas’ rule? You should have assumed I was dead and left for good.”  


  “For being a little tardy? Atlas isn’t running the show anymore. I’ll decide…” Arthur grabbed hold of her shoulders, gently pushed her back, and gazed into her eyes. “We’ll decide. Together. Make our own rules and follow them if we like. Or not.” He shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a rebel.” He took another sip of his beer.


  “Ummm, Arthur?” She inched up an eyebrow. “What happened to your hair?” She ran her finger over it. “It’s very blue.”


  He seemed to take offense. “It’s called a mohawk.” He slid out a pocket comb and straightened his mohawk in the oval mirror above the nightstand. “Badass, huh?”


  Michelle couldn’t hide her cringe.


  “Oh, come on. I did this for you.”


  “Me? Don’t put that on me.”


  “You’re the one who said my last haircut made me look like a little girl.”


  “I did. Overcompensate much?”


  “Whatever,” he said, taking another sip from his bottle. “Haters gonna hate.”


  She frowned. “You’re drinking?”


  “So? I’m seventeen now. The legal age in New Republica.”


  “It’s morning.”


  “So, it is,” he said, inching the bottle to his lips. 


  “Hand it over.” She stuck out her hand.


  He scoffed. “What are you, my mom now?”


  Her intense scowl won him over and he tossed her the bottle. She emptied it out in the houseplant.


  “You’re no fun. I liked it better when you were younger than me. Little brother is gonna take some time getting used to. Though I gotta say.” Arthur stalked over to her. “It isn’t all bad.” He fished his fingers under Michelle’s chin and lifted her face up to meet his gaze. “You have grown up into quite the lovely woman.” 


  “You’re drunk.” Were you just as worried as I was?


  “Then I guess I can’t be held responsible for my actions.” He leaned in to kiss her.


  She pinched his earlobe and twisted it for good measure. “Neither can I.”


  “Ow, ow, ow…” He wormed himself free and retreated, nursing his bright red ear on the foot of her bed. “Friendzoned. Is there any crueler fate?”


  “Brotherzoned. It’s not as bad. Trust me.” She crossed her arms and looked away. “And not as creepy.”


  That’s when she spotted him. “Jon?” He was in the hallway, in nothing but a hospital gown (his bare ass exposed) fighting off a few robotic Orb-o-trons with a bedpan as they buzzed around him like angry bees.


  “Sir, please return to your room, you’re not well,” urged one of the red, cat-faced orbs.


  “Back off, ya little devils,” holler Jon. “You’re thicker than a fiddler in hell if ya think I’m gonna lie down and let ya stick that needle where the sun don’t shine.” 


  “Looks like you brought a stowaway with you this time,” said Arthur. “Gonna be a pain to forge a visa for him. But me and Winston should be able to manage.”


  “Thank you,” said Michelle. “He’s a nice guy.” 


  Jon smacked one of the orbs and sent it spinning.


  “I can see,” observed Arthur. 


  Jon was darted with a tranquilizer and, after he wobbled around like a blind mule in a pumpkin patch, he hit the floor. “Have I died and gone to robot heaven?” His last delirious question before he was dragged off.


  Michelle cringe-smiled. “Once you get to know him.”


  As Arthur closed the divider curtain his demeanor suddenly soured. 


  “What’s with that face, Arthur?”


  “You know what.” He leaned his back against the wall opposite of her—taking out a deck of cards—half his face cast in shadow. “Have you decided yet?”


  She hugged herself. “We’re doing this now?”


  “Yes.” He shuffled his cards, as he always did when he was nervous. “You almost died out there. I can’t lose another Marauder. I can’t lose you.” 


  “You didn’t. I’m here. Alive and—”


  “—Well? Hardly. How much longer?”


  “As long as it takes.”


  “Do you have to lose an arm or a leg before it sinks in?” He flashed a card. On the face, seven planets of various sizes and colors spun around an illustrated sun. “Nirva, Tuat, Elysium, and Earth have all fallen.” Four planets burned away leaving cigar tip sized holes in their wake. “Only Svar, Nifihel, and Hamistagan remain.” He slid the card back into his magical deck. “But for how long? We’ve lost the war, Michelle. I know it’s hard to accept. I thought I ended it with Able.” He drew another card, on the face was a huge female devil silhouetted by a black sun. A demonic Satyr with bat wings, ram horns, and bare exposed breasts—its stare hypnotic and enticing. Below the devil, chains slithered around two naked humans, a woman with blonde hair and a thin man with glasses, constricting and binding them. “I cut out his heart and left him for dead. But he—she—simply chose another. History has repeated itself. Despite our best efforts.” He put the card back in the deck and tossed her a golden pocket watch—her watch. “It’s time to travel back in time.”


  Michelle’s hands trembled as she clutched the watch. One of a pair and the third blessing of the Maidens along with Maiden’s Soul and her enchanted cloak. “If we do that we’ll reset the timeline and everyone will be—”


  “—erased?” Arthur pulled out his golden pocket watch and set it down on the bed next to hers. “Let’s not beat around the bush here, Michelle. Murdered. Going back will kill every last man, woman, and child alive right now.” 


  The harsh truths of time travel, there can only be one timeline, one reality. Meaning you can only go forward in time. Going back replaces the old timeline with the new one you’ve just created.


  “I did it once before,” said Arthur with a numb expression. “Snuffed out millions of lives in an instant. Not even Able or his replacement with the skull mask could ever hope to top that.”


  “You didn’t have a choice.” She reached out to him but came up short as he turned from her.


  “I did.” He laughed through a dark smile. “And I made it. Sacrifice millions of lives to save billions. The math was simple. The aftermath has been anything but.”  


  She averted her gaze. “I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t…”


  “I’m not looking for justification. I know what I am.” He peered down at his own shaking hands. “A killer. So was Atlas. And so are you. We’re all killers, Michelle. That’s what we are. No use pretending otherwise.”


  “I’ve only killed those who’ve had it coming.” She shot him a glare. “This is different.”


  “Is it?”


  “It is. And what if going back doesn’t solve anything? Like before.”


  “Then we go back again.” He could barely contain his cynical laughter at the horrifying absurdity of it all. “And again. And again. We keep trying. We keep struggling. Until our great adversary is defeated or until our last breath. Whichever comes first.” 


  “Now you’re sounding like Atlas,” she said, with more spite than she intended.


  His expression grew cold as he reached for his watch. “Look, I know it’s hard. It’s hard for me too. But sometimes you just gotta know when to fold.”  


  Michelle grabbed hold of his wrist before he could retrieve his watch. “There are good people out there, Arthur. People worth fighting for.” Her thoughts drifted to Jon. “I’m not giving up on them—not them or my little brother.” 


  He struggled to break free from her grip but she refused to let go. “You don’t even know if he’s still alive.”


  She placed her left hand against her chest. “In my heart, I know he is.” She locked eyes with him. “I will find Matthew. And when I find the bastard who took him—who murdered Atlas—maybe I’ll cut out his heart, too. This war is far from over. Not while I still draw breath.” She took his hand and rested it against her heart. “Please, Arthur. All I need is time. Just a little more time. And I’ll prove it too you. There’s still hope.”


  Arthur sighed as he leaned back against the wall. “Alright, I can’t say no to you.” He adjusted his glasses and smirked. “Just remember, you aren’t invincible.”


  She ruffled up his mohawk. “Speak for yourself.”


  The nurse stepped in, a busty redhead with an hourglass figure. “How are we feeling this morning?” The nurse injected a syringe full of painkillers in Michelle’s IV bag. “This should help with the pain. If you need anything else, just press the button by the side of your bed,” she said with a wink. 


  “Hello, nurse,” whispered both Michelle and Arthur as they watched the nurse head off down the hall with wide swaying hips. 


  “Was that wink for me or you?” asked Arthur.


  “Me,” replied Michelle with a smirk. “Definitely me.”


  Arthur sighed. “Some girls have all the luck.”


   


  THE END


   


  To be continued in Episode Two of The Marauder


   (coming soon…)


  Thank you so much for reading! And thank you in advance for your review! You are awesome!!!


   


   




   


  The Crow Behind the Mirror


  In the meantime, why not check out the first book in The Mirror Wars novel series set in the same universe as The Marauder.


  [image: Image]


  The crow behind the mirror


   


  Behind the mirror lies a world most people could never dream of. A land populated by tree-sprites and pig-runs, knights and pharaohs, dragons and unicorns, fairies and gods. But now their numbers dwindle. 


   


  In a dark temple, the Undead Bride weeps. Spring never comes. An endless winter sets in. A father's sin continues to fester and grow.


   


  Trapped on a dying world, a young high school student finds herself a pawn in an otherworldly feud between three kingdoms, three races, and three gods.


   


  Meet Sharon. After her father abandoned her at the ripe old age of five he left her to deal with more than a few issues. Social anxiety, depression, explosive anger, and a bitter, broken heart for starters. Despite her mother’s best intentions of starting over in a new city and enrolling her in a new high school, she finds it impossible to fit in. Too bad punching out the most popular girl in school hasn’t made her any friends—only distant ostracizing glares and a trip to the principal’s office. 


  But the cherry on top of the misery called her life? There's this ghost that stalks her where ever she goes. A crow to be exact. One that won't stay out of her dreams. 


  This mysterious phantom from the past comes for Sharon, stirring up dark secrets and forbidden sins of the father she hardly knew. Now, haunted by a crow that glides on the currents of daydreams and nightmares, she is drawn to the magic mirror. One careless touch will change everything…


  Sharon is about to learn that sometimes it takes a broken girl to fix a broken world.


  (Click here to buy it on Amazon)
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  Dear lovely reader,


  The email list is my way of letting my awesome fans know when my books come out or go on sale. So, if you want to be the first to know about my books, sign up now.


   


  SUBSCRIBE HERE!!!


  Click the link above to sign up for future upcoming release dates, alerts for free giveaways, sales, special promotions, and so much more!
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  Hello beautiful reader, my name is Sean M. Hogan, author of The Crow Behind the Mirror, A Halloween Carol, a collection of short stories The Devil, the Grim Reaper, and a Ghost, and a Short Reads series called The Marauder. 


   


  I was born, raised, and currently reside in Southern California and a proud graduate from San Jose State University. While primarily a dark fantasy writer, my fiction tends to range from Young Adult to Adult. But whatever your age, if you're a fantasy lover, I'm sure you'll find something to whet your appetite. 


   


  So, if you like what you read, please share or like on Goodreads, subscribe to my email list for upcoming news about future releases and free promotions, post a review on amazon, and keep an eye or two out for more stories in the future.

Have any specific questions about me, my writing process, or my books? Feel free to contact me at my Blog, and thank you so very much for reading. You rock!
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Mr. Sean




  I think we can all agree; insightful reviews are worth their digital weight in gold. They help stories get the exposure they need to reach more beautiful readers just like you.


  Thank you so much for reading! And thank you in advance for your review on Amazon! You are awesome!!!
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