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      Then Praxia was next to him, grabbing his arm, hauling him ahead, into the teeth of the fighting. She cut their way through,
         shouting at Que’rue and Ruslan to let them past. In desperation, she threw herself into the battle ahead of him, and the three
         Trackers fought to clear a path through the knot of skrails. From farther out on the flats, Logan Tom was struggling to keep
         others that were still in the sky from joining those on the ground, his magic flaring into the darkness in sharp bursts. But
         the skrails were coming at him from everywhere, recklessly flying into the magic’s fire, almost as if eager to sacrifice themselves.
      

      
      Kirisin hesitated, uncertain which way to go.

      
      “Get down!” he heard Logan Tom yell at him.

      
      He dropped to one knee, searching wildly. Dark bodies surged toward him, flew at him. He hunched his shoulders and tried to
         think which way to go.
      

      
      “Kirisin!” Praxia screamed.

      
      An instant later four sets of talons locked onto his shoulders. He had been seized by not one but two of the skrails, huge
         creatures with reptilian faces that were beaked and horn-encrusted. Their leathery wings beat madly as they hoisted him aloft,
         and although he twisted and thrashed in their grip he could not break free. The ground fell away beneath him, and his companions
         began to diminish in size.
      

      
      He experienced an overwhelming terror as he realized what was happening. He screamed for help, but it was already too late.
         Even if he were freed from the skrails, the fall would kill him. His companions were not going to be able to save him. Already
         he could barely see them. Only Praxia was giving chase, shouting up at him futilely.
      

      
      A cold certainty flooded through him. He knew where he was being taken and the fate that awaited him when he got there.
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      WILLS WALKED the empty corridors of Hell, looking for the code. He walked these same corridors every day, all day, searching, thinking
         that there had to be someplace he had overlooked and that on this day he would find it. But he never did. And knew in his
         heart that he never would.
      

      
      It was over. For all of them. In more ways than one. The others were already a long time dead. The entire command, wiped out
         by whatever virus had wormed its way in, sliding down through the air vents past the filters and cleaners and medico screens
         and whatever other safeguards the builders had installed all those years ago. They hadn’t all died at once, of course. Eight
         of them had, and that was now more than two years ago. At least, that’s how long he thought it had been. Time was uncertain.
         The rest had died one by one, some sickening right away, others staying healthy and providing false hope that a few might
         survive.
      

      
      But none of them had. Only him. He had no idea why. He had no sense of being different from the others, but obviously he was.
         Some small genetic trait. Some antibody peculiar to him. Or maybe he was mistaken and it was just plain old luck. He was alive;
         they were dead. No sense to any of it. No prize awarded to the last man standing. Just a mystery without a solution.
      

      
      Abramson and Perlo had been the last to go. If you didn’t count Major whatever-her-name-was. Anders, Andrews, something like
         that. He couldn’t remember anymore. Anyway, there was never much hope for her. She got sick and stayed sick. By the time she
         died, she had already been dead for weeks in every way that mattered, her brain fried, memory emptied, mouth drooling. Just
         lying on the floor making weird sounds and staring at them. Just gibbering about nothing, her eyes wide and rolling, her face
         all twisted. He would have put a stop to it if he could have made himself do so. But he couldn’t. It took Perlo to do that.
         Perlo hadn’t harbored the same reservations he had. He hadn’t liked her anyway, he told them. Even when she hadn’t been sick,
         when she was normal, she was irritating. So it was easy, putting the gun to her head and pulling the trigger. She probably
         would have thanked him if she could have, he said afterward.
      

      
      Two weeks later, Perlo was dead, too, shot with the same gun. He’d decided he couldn’t stand the waiting and pulled the trigger
         a second time. Left the gun with an almost full clip for the other two, an unspoken suggestion that they might be wise to
         follow him.
      

      
      They hadn’t taken the hint. Abramson had lasted almost seven months longer, and he and Wills made a good pair in that short
         time. They were both midwestern boys married young, gone into the service of their country, officer training, fast track to
         promotion, full of patriotic duty and a sense of pride in wearing the uniform. Both had been pilots before assuming command
         positions. All that was dead and gone, but they liked talking about how it had been when things were better. They liked remembering
         because it made them feel that even though things had turned out the way they had, there had been a reason for sticking with
         it, a purpose to their lives.
      

      
      It was hard for Wills to remember what that purpose was, now. Once Abramson was gone there had been no one to discuss it with,
         and over time the nature of the reason had eroded in the silence of the complex. Sometimes he sang or talked to himself, but
         that wasn’t the same as having someone else there. Rather, it made him think of all the stories of prisoners who went slowly mad in solitary
         confinement, left alone with themselves and the sound of their own voice for too many months. Or too many years. It would
         be years for him if nothing changed, if he didn’t find anyone, if no one came.
      

      
      Major Adam Wills. That was who he had been, who the military would say he still was, serving his country deep in the bowels
         of the earth, a quarter mile underground beneath tons of rock and steel-reinforced concrete, somewhere in the middle of the
         Rocky Mountains. Where he had been now for five long years, waiting.
      

      
      He thought about that word. Waiting. He stopped walking and stood in the center of one of the endless corridors and thought about it. Waiting. For what? It seemed to change with the passing of time. At first, he had been waiting for the wars to be over. Then he had been waiting for someone to come to relieve those on duty in the missile command center who were left alive. Then he had been waiting to be let out because he couldn’t get out if someone in authority, someone who could tell him it was time to leave, didn’t
         key the locks to the elevators from the surface.
      

      
      For a long time after he knew that there might be no one left in authority, he had simply been waiting for his transmitter
         signals to raise a response from any source. He no longer used a secure code. He simply opened all channels and broadcast
         mayday. He knew what was happening aboveground. The cameras told him much of the story. A bleak, barren countryside, a few wandering
         bands of what appeared to be raiders, a handful of creatures he had never seen before and hoped never to see again, and endless
         days of sunshine and no rain. Colorado had always been dry, but never like this. It had to rain sooner or later, he kept telling
         himself.
      

      
      Didn’t it?

      
      Waiting for it to rain.
      

      
      The government had been all but obliterated even before he had been sent to Deep Rock, the nickname given to the missile command
         complex. He was still on the surface then, stationed at a base in North Dakota, living in military housing with his family.
         Washington had been taken out in the first strike, and most of the East Coast cities shortly after. The environment was already in upheaval, huge portions of the country all but uninhabitable. Terrorists were
         at work. Plague had begun to spread. His last orders had sent him here, joining the others who had been dispatched to the
         bunkers and the redoubts and the protected complexes that honeycombed the country. A general from the National Command Authority
         was issuing the orders by then and not just to them but to the whole country. The orders had been grim and everyone had known
         that things were bad, but they had also known that they would get through it. There had been camaraderie, a sense of sharing
         a disaster where everyone would have to help everyone else. No one had doubted that they would survive, that they could withstand
         the worst.
      

      
      After all, Americans always had. No matter how bad it had gotten, they had managed to find a way. They would this time, too.
         They were infused with pride and confidence, the certainty that they had the training, the skills, and the determination that
         were needed. They had even accepted without question that they would have to leave their families behind.
      

      
      Wills smiled despite himself. What blind fools they had been.

      
      He had quit believing when he heard the last radio broadcasts, heard the descriptions of mass hysteria, and listened to the
         final pleas and desperate prayers of the few reporters and announcers still on the air. The destruction was complete and total
         and worldwide. No one had been spared. Armed strikes, chemical warfare, plague infestation, environmental collapse, terrorist
         attacks—a checklist of assorted forms of madness that proved overwhelming. Millions were dead and millions more dying. Hundreds
         of millions worldwide. Entire cities had been obliterated. Governments were gone, armies were gone, everything even faintly
         resembling order was gone. He had tried to reach his family at the base in North Dakota, but there had been no response. After
         a while, he accepted that there never would be. They were gone, too—his wife, his two boys, his parents, all of his aunts
         and uncles and cousins and maybe everyone else he had ever known.
      

      
      It began to feel like everyone was gone except for those few hunkered down in Deep Rock, waiting their turn to go, too.

      
      Which, of course, had arrived all too soon.

      
      Wills walked on, walked on, walked on. He had no destination, no particular route, and no plan. He walked to have something
         to do. Even though the complex had only eight rooms, not counting storage lockers and the cold room. Even though there were
         only three short corridors that, when added together, measured no more than a hundred yards. He carried his handheld receiver,
         which was linked to the communications center, which in turn was linked to the satellite system. It was a waste of time, but
         he carried it out of habit. Someone might call. You never knew.
      

      
      At the cold room, he stopped and stared at the heavy iron doors. He imagined what lay behind them, but only for a moment,
         because that was all he could bear. Seventeen men and women, stacked like cordwood in an eight-by-ten space. Stacked with
         the perishable food, which had long since perished. He couldn’t bear thinking about what was happening to the bodies, even
         at the freezing temperatures the cooling system maintained. He hadn’t gone in there since he had added Abramson to the pile,
         and he was pretty sure he would never go in there again. What was the point?
      

      
      Still, he stood at the doors and stared at them for a long time, his mind conjuring dark images. In the old days, this wouldn’t
         have happened; they wouldn’t have all been grouped together where a virus could wipe them out. They would have been assigned
         to a dozen different command centers. You wouldn’t have found more than two or three staffing any one, each center responsible
         for only a handful of silos. But near the end, when it became clear to someone in authority that an enemy strike was imminent,
         they had established this base, believing a central command center necessary. It had become home to dozens of teams moving
         in and out over a twenty-year period, each waiting for the call. His group of nine had been the last, but the team before
         his, the one on which Abramson served, had been unable to leave. The National Command Authority had decided to seal them in
         as a precaution. Rotation of personnel was temporarily suspended.
      

      
      Just until conditions improved.

      
      When he walked on again, he did so with less purpose, his head lowered. He should do something, but he couldn’t think what.
         He wanted out of there badly, but he couldn’t manage it by himself. Not unless he found the code he was searching for, the code that would activate the elevators and open the outer doors. That was
         the way the complex was constructed, a safeguard against infiltration by unauthorized personnel. The military thought of everything.
         He grinned. Sure, they did. They just overlooked the possibility that those inside might not be able to get out if the code
         was lost.
      

      
      Or maybe they hadn’t overlooked it. Maybe they just didn’t care.

      
      As commanding officer, Aroñez had carried the code coming in. He was the one who knew it, no one else. After gaining them
         entrance he had put it away, and everyone had forgotten about it. Except that when he caught the virus, he didn’t think to
         pass it on. Or maybe he did think and decided against it. Cold and calculating Aroñez—it was possible. He might have. In any
         case he was dead within twenty-four hours, and the secret of the code’s whereabouts had died with him.
      

      
      Except that Wills knew that it had to be written down somewhere, a safeguard that Aroñez would not have disregarded.

      
      So he searched. Each day, all day. Endlessly.

      
      He wasn’t sure why. Even if he could get out, what would he do? He was miles from anything and had no direct knowledge of
         where anyone was. His family? His home? His superiors at the National Command Authority? Gone. Oh, there might be someone
         left somewhere, but it was unlikely to be anyone who could issue orders, who could take his place, who would know what needed
         doing.
      

      
      It was unlikely to be anyone who could lift from his shoulders the burden he bore, anyone to whom he could pass the pair of
         red keys he wore on a chain about his neck.
      

      
      He reached down to finger their irregular shapes through the fabric of his shirt. His and Abramson’s. Well, not really Abramson’s.
         Abramson had taken his from Reacher after he died, because someone needed to have it, just in case it was required. When Abramson
         was gone, Wills had taken that one, too.
      

      
      Just in case.

      
      Yeah, just in case.

      
      As he fingered the keys, he thought about what was once the unthinkable. Even though he knew he shouldn’t. Even though thinking
         about it was dark and terrifying.
      

      
      He thought about the missiles.

      
      He thought about launching them.
      

      
      He could do so. Had done so, back in the beginning when the general was running the country. The general had the code and
         had authorized the launches. A handful of surgical strikes against countries and bases that, in turn, were targeting them.
         Wills had used the key together with another man he couldn’t remember. What was his name— Graham or Graves, a captain maybe?
         They had turned their keys together to open the switches and activate the triggers. They had waited as the trajectories had
         been punched in and the release mechanisms activated. Armed and ready, the warheads had been dispatched from miles away in
         a silence that within their underground command center was deafening.
      

      
      But that was the end of it. There had been nothing since. The general had never contacted them again. No one had. The communications
         board had gone silent and stayed silent. The cameras had shown them snatches of life moving on the surface, much of it strange
         and frightening, but communications had ceased. They were left to wait, cocooned in a vacuum of fear and doubt, of non-information
         and empty hope.
      

      
      But there were dozens of missiles still active and available. Dozens, all armed with nuclear warheads, some here in their
         mountain silos, some as far away as what remained of the coasts. The navy was gone and the air force with it. No ships sailed
         and no planes flew—at least not those of a military nature. Everything that was left that was usable was in the silos. But
         that was enough to take out anything.
      

      
      Or everything.

      
      He could launch a missile, just to see. He could choose his own target, something that needed taking out, obliterating. He
         had that power. He had the red keys and the knowledge. The retinal scans had been modified long ago to accept a single key
         holder using both keys for just this sort of doomsday situation. All it required was activating a remote device situated at
         the National Command Authority, and that had been done long ago. The machinery here no longer responded to other command centers,
         if there were any. It was autonomous and functionally independent. It did what its users told it to do with no need for anything
         but the knowledge and the keys, and he had both.
      

      
      But what would he blow up?

      
      And why?
      

      
      He closed his eyes against the darkness of the suggestion. Sending more nuclear warheads only fed the madness. He would not
         be a part of it. Even though it was tempting at times and he had the means, he would not.
      

      
      He was better than that.

      
      He walked back to the command complex’s nerve center and sat in his chair and stared at the monitors and readouts. Even though
         the people were gone, the machines worked on, powered by the solar collectors that functioned aboveground, doing what they
         had been created to do. He watched the monitors sweeping the empty vista of the rocks, and the readouts reporting that the
         weather and climate were unchanged. He fiddled for a time with the communications board, sweeping the signal range for a contact,
         finding nothing.
      

      
      He looked at the framed picture of his wife and boys where it sat on the narrow shelf in front of him, always visible from
         any part of his workstation.
      

      
      Then suddenly he bent forward, lowered his head, squeezed his eyes tightly shut, clasped his hands in front of him, and began
         to pray, mouthing the words softly.
      

      
         The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

         He maketh me to lie down in green pastures;

         He leadeth me beside the still waters.

         He restoreth my soul.

         He leadeth me in the path of righteousness for His name’s sake.

         Yea, though I walk through the shadow of the valley of death,

         I will fear no evil …

      

      
      He stopped abruptly, the words catching in his throat, lodging there and refusing to emerge. He could not finish.

      
      “Please,” he whispered into the darkness behind his closed eyes. “Please, don’t let me die here.”

   
      
      2

      
      
      ANGEL PEREZ WALKS THE HOT, dusty streets of her barrio in East LA, her small hand clutching Johnny’s. She hovers beneath the reassuring mantle of his
            protective shadow, feeling safe and warm. She does not look up at him, because holding his hand is enough to let her know
            that he is there, looking after her, staying close. The world around her is peaceful and quiet, a reflection of her sense
            of security, a testament to what being with Johnny means. People are sitting on their stoops and leaning out their windows.
            Their haggard, worried faces brighten at Johnny’s appearance. Hands wave and voices call out. Johnny’s presence is welcomed
            by everyone.

      
      She glances up at the sky. It is cloudless and blue, free of the smoke and ash that have plagued it for days. Months. Years.
            There have been gang activities all through the region, much of it ending in fighting and looting. But Johnny keeps all that
            away from this neighborhood, and today there is no evidence of it anywhere. The clear sky and the silent air are proof of
            a fresh cleansing. She smiles, thinking of it. She wonders if perhaps something good is coming their way. She feels that it
            might be possible, that a turning of the wheel of fortune is about to occur.

      
      “I am so happy,” she says to Johnny.

      
      He says nothing in response, but words are not necessary when she feels the gentle squeeze of his hand over hers. He understands.
            He is happy, too.

      
      They walk for a long time, content just to be with each other, like father and daughter, like family. She thinks of them this
            way, of herself as his daughter, him as her father. There is more to family than shared blood. There is trust and friendship
            and commitment. She is only eight years old, but she already knows this.

      
      They pass out of the wider streets and into some that are narrower, moving toward the edge of the neighborhood. She is not
            allowed to go beyond the boundaries that mark their barrio, but he takes her to those boundaries often so that she will know
            where she is allowed to go in his absence. He travels outside the barrio, but he does not talk of where he goes or what he
            does. When she asks, he only smiles and says it is necessary. He is her father in all but blood, her best friend and her protector,
            but there is much about him that is a mystery.

      
      At a corner marked by houses with broken-out windows and crumbling walls, they encounter members of a gang. She knows what
            they are from their markings, but she does not know their names. Johnny stops at once, confronting them. There are five in
            all. Their clothes are ragged and dirty, their faces hard and dangerous. They do not have weapons in their hands, but she
            knows they have them hidden in their clothes. They stare at Johnny for a long time, barely sparing her a glance. Then they
            turn aside and disappear into the ruins of the buildings.

      
      Johnny does that to people. She has seen it over and over. If they are like these sad creatures, they back away. There is
            something in his eyes that tells them what will happen if they don’t. There is a presence about him that warns of offering
            challenge. Johnny never needs to say anything much to those who pose a threat. They instinctively know what they risk and
            are likely to lose.

      
      The barrio ends at a forest of half walls, steel beams, and rubble piles, all that remains of what was once a warehouse district.
            The sun beats down on blocks and blocks of silent, empty ruins. Nothing lives here. Nothing will sustain life.

      
      “Walk with me, pococito,” Johnny whispers to her.

      
      He has never taken her beyond this point, so she is surprised at his request. But she does not refuse. She will go anywhere he wants to take her. Her trust in him is complete and unequivocal. She
            is not afraid.

      
      They thread their way into the maze, winding down narrow passageways that are more alleyways than streets and in some cases
            not even that. The air is heavy and thick with dust, and it is difficult to breathe. But she does not complain. She ignores
            her discomfort and walks with him as if everything were as it should be.

      
      Indeed, with Johnny, how could it ever be anything else?

      
      But as their journey through the surreal landscape continues, she becomes aware of a slow darkening of the sky. It happens gradually and for no apparent reason. There are no clouds, no storms
            approaching. The sun simply begins to fade until their surroundings are wrapped in twilight. If Johnny notices, he is not
            telling her. He walks steadily ahead, her hand in his, his stride even and unchanged. She keeps pace, but she is looking around
            now, wondering. It is midday. How can the light be so dim?

      
      Then suddenly Johnny stops, and his hand releases hers. For a moment, she cannot believe he has let go of her. She stands
            quietly, motionless in the fading light, waiting for him to join hands again. When he does not and when he says nothing, she
            looks up at him.

      
      He is no longer there.

      
      He has disappeared.

      
      She catches her breath and shudders. How has this happened? How can he have vanished so completely?

      
      Ahead, a shadow figure appears, cloaked and hooded, its features hidden. It does not move, but stands facing her. She does
            not know what it is, but it makes her feel cold and alone.

      
      “¿Quién es?” she calls out, her voice breaking.

      
      The figure says nothing, but starts toward her, moving woodenly through the rubble, cloak billowing out behind it in dark folds. She knows suddenly what it is and what it wants. She knows
            why Johnny has brought her here and why he has left her.

      
      She waits, already anticipating the inconceivable.

      [image: image]

      ANGEL WOKE SUDDENLY to biting cold and darkness. She lay half buried in a snowdrift, her damaged body stiff and drained of warmth. Her wounds
         were frozen beneath her clothing and in some places to her clothing, but she could feel almost nothing of the pain. The wind blew in sharp gusts, causing the snow to swirl across
         the empty landscape in intricate patterns. Particles of ice stung her face where there was still feeling, dancing at the edges
         of her vision like tiny creatures. Overhead the stars were bright and clear in the cloudless night sky.
      

      
      She was on the mountain the Elves called Syrring Rise, collapsed in the snow that layered the upper slopes. She had crawled
         this far after her battle with the demon, seeking to reach the ice caves into which Kirisin and his sister had gone earlier.
         She had used up the last of her strength to get to where she was, but she already knew that it wasn’t enough to save her.
      

      
      She was dying.

      
      She was amazed at how readily she embraced the fact, how clearly she recognized it. She should have been fighting against
         it, struggling to break free of its grip. She knew that the Elves might be in terrible danger from the second demon and have
         need of her. She knew that if she continued to lie there, to fail to rise and go on, she would be unable to help them. But
         a deep and pervasive lethargy gripped her, discouraging resistance to its immense weight, leaving her content merely to lie
         there and accept the dark hands reaching out to gather her in.
      

      
      She saw the cloaked figure in her dream anew, the one the ghost of Johnny had taken her to meet. Death was waiting patiently
         for her to come, and now she was almost there. She thought again of the four-legged horror that had brought her to this, a
         thing of chameleon shapes, first a woman with spiky blond hair and finally a monstrous cat, but always a demon with an insatiable
         need to destroy her.
      

      
      Which now, it seemed, it had.

      
      She was tired. She was so tired.

      
      She could feel the tears gather at the corners of her eyes, then trickle down and freeze on her face.

      
      Her hand gripped the carved surface of her black staff, but she could feel no life in it. The warmth that marked its magic
         was gone and the runes that signaled its readiness, dark and unresponsive.
      

      
      What should she do? She could continue to crawl forward through the snow, searching for the ice caves and shelter. But she
         had no idea where they were, and in the darkness there was nothing to show her the way. Her wounds from the battle had drained her of energy and strength, of willpower and purpose. It all felt so hopeless.
         She knew it was wrong to feel this way, but she couldn’t seem to help herself.
      

      
      The dream, she thought suddenly, had been a premonition of what was coming. She was going to meet Johnny. She was going to
         where he waited for her, away from this world, away from the madness.
      

      
      ¿Tienes frío, Angel? she heard him asking from the darkness. Are you cold? ¿Tienes miedo de morirte? Are you afraid of dying?
      

      
      “Estoy muy cansado,” she whispered. So tired.
      

      
      She would go to him. She would let go of what held her tethered to this world, to her hopes and plans and sense of obligation
         to the Word and its order. She had done what she could, and she could do no more.
      

      
      She closed her eyes and began to drift, the sensation both freeing and welcoming. She floated on the promise of a long, deep
         sleep that would end with her waking in a better place. With Johnny, once more. Her child’s world had been so good with him.
         That was why he was in her dreams. It was the best of what she remembered of a shattered childhood, of her dead parents, of
         her world destroyed. Johnny.
      

      
      Then suddenly he was coming for her, surrounded in a blue light that blazed out of the darkness like a star. She opened her
         eyes in surprise, the brightness reaching for her, bathing her in warmth. It approached from across the broad expanse of the
         snowy slope, a steady beam that stretched from far away to draw her in. She lifted her hand in recognition, reaching out to
         grasp it.
      

      
      “Angel!” he called to her.
      

      
      She watched him materialize out of the blowing snow and dark night, shrouded in a heavy-weather cloak, the blue light shining
         out of his extended hand. She tried to call back to him, but her mouth was dry and the words came out a thin, hoarse whisper.
      

      
      “Angel!” he repeated.

      
      “Johnny,” she managed to respond.

      
      He knelt in front of her. The blue light went out. “Angel, it’s Kirisin,” he said, bending close, his young face pinched against
         the cold.
      

      
      She stared at him, trying to find Johnny’s face in his young features, failing to do so, and then realizing who it was. Not
         Johnny. Kirisin. She blinked against her tears. She was back in the real world in an instant, lying cold and exposed on the frozen slopes of Syrring
         Rise, still alive, but not by much. “Kirisin,” she answered.
      

      
      He brushed snow from her crumpled body, his eyes scanning her bloodstained clothing. “Can you get up?” he asked.

      
      She shook her head. “No.”

      
      “I’m going to help you,” he told her at once. “You’re freezing to death. We have to get you inside, out of the cold.”

      
      He worked himself into position that allowed for decent leverage and put an arm under her body to pull her upright. The pain
         returned to her in a sharp flood as he did so, the wounds opening anew. But he got her into a sitting position, put both arms
         around her, and heaved her to her feet. She stood leaning into him, unable to move.
      

      
      “If you can’t walk, I will carry you,” he told her, his mouth against her ear so that she could hear him through the howl
         of the wind. “Do you understand me?”
      

      
      She almost laughed aloud; she knew he was too small for such a task. Nevertheless, she let him try. She brought the black
         staff around and used it for leverage, putting her weight on it. She found she could take a step by doing so. Then take another
         step, move the staff, take another step, and so on, while he moved along with her, taking her weight on his shoulders, guiding
         her with his arms.
      

      
      “It isn’t far,” he said, breathing hard.

      
      She nodded. Couldn’t speak.

      
      “Is the demon dead?” he asked a moment later. The powdery snow had already formed a layer of white on his hunched body, a
         cloak of sorts, blown in from the Void. He looked to be a ghost. As she must, too.
      

      
      She nodded. Dead and gone. “The other one?” she managed to gasp out.

      
      “Dead, too. I’ll explain everything, once we’re inside.”

      
      They labored ahead a few more steps, and then a few more.

      
      The snow swirled viciously about them, attacking with tiny, stinging bites. Angel had never been so cold, but at least she
         was feeling something again. Not everywhere—much of her body was numb and unresponsive—but enough that she could tell herself
         she was still alive. She thought fleetingly of the dream and of Johnny, leading her from life to death, from this world to the next. It had seemed
         so real, so close. She had wanted to go with him, to be with him. But now she understood that it was the hurt and the cold
         that had seduced her. The dream was a trick, a way to steal away her willpower and make her a slave.
      

      
      She wasn’t ready yet for death. Death would have to wait.

      
      But maybe not for long, she added. She had pushed it away, but it lingered at the edges of her vision and in the corners of
         her ruined body. It would come to claim her quickly enough if she faltered even a little. Kirisin had saved her for the moment,
         but only that. If she were to survive this, it would take an immense effort on her part.
      

      
      An effort that only a Knight of the Word could summon.

      
      She stumbled and nearly went down. Kirisin tightened his grip to hold her upright, pausing in his efforts to guide her until
         she had regained her balance. She straightened, and her gaze locked on the darkness ahead where the side of the mountain was
         a black wall rising to meet the stars.
      

      
      “I almost didn’t find you,” the boy said suddenly, his voice nearly lost in a sudden howling gust of wind. He was struggling
         for breath, his own strength depleted from his efforts to help her. “I didn’t think of it at first. Too new, I guess. But
         the Elfstones can find anything. Even you.”
      

      
      The blue light, she thought. It was the magic of the Elfstones seeking her out in the shroud of darkness. Kirisin had come
         looking for her using the Elfstones. Clever boy. She wouldn’t have found him on her own, wouldn’t have made it out of the
         snow and cold. He must have realized this.
      

      
      “I had given up,” she admitted, her voice a whisper.

      
      He didn’t reply, but his grip tightened about her waist. Don’t give up now, he was saying wordlessly. I’m here for you.

      
      Locked together, they staggered ahead into the night.
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