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Silver Clouds Dirty Sky

A Montague and Strong Book 4


For Amy Beth Walker Nolan

Your bright light was extinguished during the writing of this book. You were one of the first voices in the MoB Family. You helped in every ART. Your voice, your humor, and your wit are interlaced in every Monty & Strong story and I thank you.

You were a dear friend who always had a kind word and insightful idea into Monty & Strong. When I suggested this story to you, you were excited to read it as you were with all my books. 

May the Valkyries raise a flagon of Valhalla Java in your honor Amy. I am proud to call you a member of my family-the MoB Family.

 Each of you comprises my support giving me insight, advice, ideas, and most importantly love. You allow me to brighten our sometimes dark world with a few moments of adventure, action, and humor. 

Our lives are dimmer with the sudden loss of Amy’s light, but I know she would want me to keep telling stories and she would want you to keep reading.

This story is for you Amy.


Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. -Hebrews 11:1


























ONE

I HATED TELEPORTATION. 

We landed on cool, smooth stone, and I seriously considered never moving again. I looked up in time to see the setting sun. It took a few seconds before I realized that we’d left New York City at dawn.

“Stay in the circle,” Monty said as he gestured. Light blue runes floated over us. “I can’t determine the effects of a jump of that scale. It’s safer if you stay inside.”

“Where the hell are we, Monty?” I sat up and really looked around this time. Peaches was sprawled out, stunned, and moving slowly next to me. Beside him lay Michiko, unconscious. I didn’t see Dex. I tried to stand, and the ground shifted in several directions, advising me that remaining seated was a good idea right now. “Where’s Dex?”

Monty pointed with his chin while he kept gesturing. We were in a courtyard. A large, squat, stone building sat in front of us in the looming darkness. In fact, from what I could tell, stone buildings surrounded us.

On the ground a few feet away lay Dex, with a woman next to him. It was hard to make out her features, but the chill in the air gave me a clue.

“Monty,” I whispered, “is that—?”

She looked up at me then, and I stared into the eyes of the Morrigan. Her eyes gave off a faint green glow as she laid Dex’s head gently on the stone and approached. 

“Which one of you allowed him to cast a spatial temporal circle—using his blood?” she asked with a smile that promised all sorts of pain. 

That little voice I always ignored, suggested burrowing into the stone and hiding. For once, I agreed with it.

“Well met” Monty stepped out of the circle and gave her a short bow.

“That remains to be seen, mage.” She pointed at Dex without turning. “How did this happen?”

“He cast the blood circle to save us,” Monty answered, glancing back at the rest of us. “No one tells my uncle what to do or how to do it. You know that better than most. I did my best to limit the backlash. I didn’t know he would be bringing us here or time-skipping.”

“Where is here?” I asked, getting unsteadily to my feet. The ground only wobbled slightly this time. In the dim light, I managed to make out a plaque affixed to the crumbling stone wall next to us that read: Wardrobe Tower-12th Century. “This isn’t much of a wardrobe tower.”

“The damn fool,” the Morrigan whispered and stepped back to Dex’s body, kneeling next to him. “He has exceeded his capacity and nearly killed himself in the process. What caused him to take such action? Why would he teleport you here?”

“We were evading a magistrate,” Monty replied. “One sent to apprehend or eliminate me.”

“That black orb that ate the Goat didn’t say apprehend to me,” I said, looking around the stone wall. Behind it stood a larger structure. “He was trying to kill us—especially you.”

<I’m hungry.>

Peaches stirred and sniffed the air. I rubbed his belly as he stood on wobbly legs. Whatever we just did, it hit him just as hard as it had me. Michiko was still unconscious.

“I’ll get you something to eat—as soon as I figure out where we are,” I said, looking at Monty. 

“The Consortium will be arriving soon,” the Morrigan said, scooping up Dex’s body with little effort. A large raven swooped in and landed on her shoulder. She plucked a feather from its body. “You will have to find another way to return. The entire island is gated.”

“The entire island?” Monty narrowed his eyes and looked around. “I see. Only the Consortium would sanction something like that. Uncle Dex bringing us here must have set off their defenses.”

“Your uncle will be in runic stasis for some time, and the Consortium would like to have some words with him—violent words.” She handed me the feather with a nod. “When you need my unkindness, destroy this.”

“He’s managed to anger them again, hasn’t he?” Monty said with a shake of his head.

The Morrigan smiled. “He’s your uncle. Why ask questions you already know the answer to?”

“Consortium?” I looked at Monty. “There’s no Consortium in New York.”

 “You are correct, Simon.” The Morrigan flashed her green eyes at me and began phasing out of sight, taking Dex with her. “But then again, you are no longer in New York.”

Her voice trailed off into the night as I turned to Monty. “Where did he teleport us?” I asked, trying to keep my voice calm. “What did she mean by her unkindness?”

“It’s more where and when.” Monty adjusted his jacket. “A blood circle allows the caster to incorporate an additional component to the teleportation circle—in this case it was a temporal component.”

“Don’t magic-science me. Where and when the hell are we?”

“He took us to a place of power,” Monty said, looking at the large stone structure in front of us. “That is the White Tower.”

“White Tower as in Tower of London?” I asked incredulously. “He ported us to London?”

Monty nodded. “I would say a few hours ahead since we left New York City at dawn. London is five hours ahead, and it’s evening here. I could really use a cuppa.”

“Why would he port us so far away?” I asked. “Even better, how did he do it?”

“I was just about to ask you the same thing,” a voice behind me said. “Welcome to London. You are all under arrest.”


























TWO

“CONSORTIUM MAGES?” I asked, looking at the group around us.

Monty nodded. “Five in the open, and several more trying desperately to camouflage but failing,” he whispered. “Don’t shoot them—yet. I’d like to hear what warranted this response.”

The Penumbra Consortium was the older, darker, angrier, European version of the Dark Council—heavy hitters with long memories and longer reach. They oversaw and controlled the Eastern Hemisphere.

“Good reaction time,” I said, turning slowly and facing the mage who spoke. Peaches rumbled next to me as I looked down at him. 

<A small bite? I haven’t eaten in a long time.>

“Can we find out who they are before you go munching on them?” I asked, grabbing Peaches by the scruff and looking at the mage who’d declared our arrest. He looked young, but that wasn’t an indicator of age with mages. Monty appeared to be in his late fifties but was over two hundred years old. “Who’s doing the arresting?”

“In the name of the Penumbra Consortium, I—Mage Bartholomew Anderson—place you under arrest,” the young mage said. “Do not resist.”

“Do you usually arrest visiting magic-users, Bart?” I asked. “Where’s the English hospitality I keep hearing about? What are the charges? Is this because of Wardrobe Tower? I promise we didn’t destroy it. It was like that when we got here.”

“You arrived in a place of power through gated defenses and disrupted all of the protections placed around the Tower,” Bart said, examining us. “The only ways to breach the White Tower defenses is to use a blood circle or dark magic. Both of which are grounds for extermination.”

“There’s a perfectly good reason for—” I began.

Bart narrowed his eyes at us and scanned the group.

“Furthermore, you’re traveling with a dark mage, a vampire and what I think is some kind of hellhound,” he continued, his voice laced with disgust. “Clearly that creature is demonic and should be dispatched with haste.”

Bart formed an orb of flame in his hand. I stood in front of Peaches and let my hand rest on Grim Whisper.

“His name is Peaches, and I think you might want to reconsider your next move before you let go of that orb,” I said with quiet menace. “If you send that our way, I promise I’ll shoot you first, in places that won’t kill you, just so Peaches can finish you off.”

Bart took a step back, clearly surprised, but still held the orb. The other mages around him also formed orbs. Expressions of fear were etched into their faces. Peaches couldn’t be causing this much fear. It’s true he could be intimidating, but most of the time he looked like a large, hungry, oversized, cute and cuddly hellhound. On second thought, it was possible Peaches was causing some of the fear.

“It’s clear you are engaged in demonic activity,” Bart said, his voice wavering. “If you resist, we will be forced to attack and destroy you, along with your demon.”

Michiko stepped silently to my side. “I invoke a council audience,” she said. 

“Only one of the heads of the Dark Council can do that,” Bart scoffed, not taking his eyes off us.

I began pointing at and counting the mages I could see, and even some of the ones that were trying to hide. There were about twenty in the immediate vicinity. It looked like an overreaction on the Consortium’s part. 

“What are you doing?” Bart asked, confused.

“Counting how many of you won’t make it back, for pissing off a vampire who also happens to be the head of the Dark Council.”

The blood drained from Bart’s face. “I beg your pardon?”

“Monty, what would require the attention of twenty mages?” I asked, still counting. “Dragon, maybe?”

Monty rubbed his chin. “I don’t recall any draconic activity in London,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s possible one is in the area. However, that wouldn’t require twenty mages, even if they are inexperienced.”

I looked at Bart. “Begging might be a good idea, but it depends on her mood,” I said. “I highly recommend abject groveling.”

Chi shot me a look. “I request an audience with the elders of the Consortium, as granted me by the statutes of the Supernatural Accords,” she said, taking another step forward. “Before dawn would be preferable.”

“Bollocks,” Bart muttered, and the orbs disappeared. “With the poor lighting and that creature, I didn’t recognize you. Please accept my sincerest apologies, Ms. Nakatomi.”

Chi waved the words away as one of the other mages approached Peaches with what appeared to be a steel leash covered in runes.

“We still need to secure the creature,” Bart said, looking at Peaches. “It’s too dangerous to leave unrestrained.”

“See, Monty?” I said as the mage approached. “Not every mage is as wise and all-knowing as you. This one has grown tired of living.”

The mage with the steel leash stopped.

“Indeed. Clearly they have been experiencing some kind of demonic activity.” Monty looked at the mage with the leash. “Do put that thing away before Simon lets him have you for a snack.”

The mage quickly tossed the leash to the side.

“Smart move,” I said, as we were escorted towards Tower Bridge, where we were greeted by a convoy of waiting vehicles.


























THREE

THE PENUMBRA CONSORTIUM was situated in several locations around London. We were heading to the Thames office, located on the top floor of the Tate Modern Blavatnik Building.

“That is one ugly looking building,” I said as we approached the museum. “It looks like some sort of factory.”

“It’s actually the site of the old Bankside Power Station before the Tate took it over.” Monty looked out of the window. “The Consortium has retained ownership of the property since the mid nineteen hundreds. The Blavatnik is just a new name for the old Switch House.”

“Maybe they should level it and start over?” I said, looking at the squat building overlooking the Thames.

We rolled south over the Tower Bridge in a convoy of four black Range Rover Velars. Chi was in the first vehicle, along with the other mages. Bart sat across from me and Peaches sat in the back area where I could hear him rumbling at me. 

<I’m hungry. Do you have meat?>

“I need to feed Peaches,” I said, looking at Bart. “I need to get him some food, or things will get unpleasant.”

Actually, I didn’t know what would happen if Peaches didn’t eat. Not feeding a hellhound sounded like a bad idea, though. I didn’t intend to find out the consequence of a starving Peaches.

“What does it eat? Small children?” Bart looked at Peaches with a mixture of fear and disgust. “Sorry, we’re fresh out.”

“A deli would be good, or a butcher shop.” I looked out the windows on my side. “A smart-ass mage will do in a pinch. He’s not picky.”

I rubbed Peaches’ head as I stared at Bart.

“I’m sure we could arrange some meat for the beast,” Bart said, shifting back even farther as Peaches growled at him. “But since Ms. Nakatomi invoked the audience, the elders will be heading to the Meeting Hall.”

“His name is Peaches—not beast,” I said. “Do you think it’s a good idea to bring a hungry hellhound into a room of twitchy mages who jump at anything that appears slightly demonic?”

“Driver, take us to Lobos, they should be open at this hour,” Bart said hurriedly. “They have all sorts of meat there, and it’s on the way.”

“Thank you.” I rubbed Peaches’ neck. “We’re going to get you some meat. Be patient.” 

“You talk to it?” Bart asked, surprised. “How did you bind it to service?”

“Bind it to service?” My level of irritation shifted up a notch. “Peaches isn’t a demon. I didn’t bind him to any kind of service. I mean technically he’s a hellhound, but he’s not a demon—at least, I don’t think he is.”

“You don’t know?” Bart rolled his eyes at me. “How could you not know? How was he procured if you didn’t summon him?”

I shook my head. “Trust me, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“He was a gift from Hades,” I said.

“You’re right, I don’t believe you.” He crossed his arms. “Want to know what I think?”

“Not particularly, but I have a feeling you’re going to share anyway.”

“I think you summoned that—thing, and now you’re trying to pass it off as some kind of pet,” he said, raising his voice. “It’s clear this mage is dark, and you…you must be some kind of demon trafficker. The Elders will sort you all out.”

“They sure seem nervous about demons,” I said, looking at Monty. “This have something to do with Dex?”

“Unlikely. His Vatican episode was years ago. This must be something new. However, I’m curious as to why he would bring us to the Tower.”

“What did she mean when she said the island was gated?” I kept from saying the Morrigan’s name. These mages were beyond twitchy. Hearing about her was probably not a good idea.

“It seems the Consortium has sealed off the island.”

“Which one? Last I checked, Britain was all island.”

“Exactly.” Monty looked outside. “They’ve managed to lock down—as in no teleportation is possible—the entire island. No small feat. I had no idea my uncle was that powerful.”

“How hard is it to get around one of these gates?”

“Not terribly. I should be able to manage it in two-hundred years.”

“Oh, soon, then.”

Bart glared but kept his distance from us, especially Peaches.

“Maybe they’re spooked because they haven’t come across a hellhound or someone with your level of dark mageosity,” I said with a smile. “That would be totally understandable, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m neither a demonologist nor a dark mage.” Monty looked at Bart pointedly. “Magical demonology is a specific branch of magic few mages study. If I recall, Nigel is the resident demon expert in London.”

“You know Mage Warrenton?” Bart asked, surprised.

“I know of him,” Monty said. “He spent a few years at the Sanctuary, and we spoke briefly a few times. Bright mage with a singular focus on the netherworld.”

“And he lives here now?” I asked. “Maybe we can ask him what’s going on?”

“Lived,” Bart said quietly. “Mage Warrenton was found murdered in his flat last night.”

“Are you sure it’s murder?” I asked. “How old was he?”

“They found his body inside a circle of summoning—minus the head.”

“I think murder is a fair assessment,” I said, leaning back and rubbing Peaches again. “Well, that explains why a gaggle of mages showed up. Do you have any other demon experts in London?”

“They’ve called in Mage Rafael,” Bart said. “He’s the resident expert now.”

Monty groaned and looked out the window again.

“What?” 

“Thomas Rafael is not the usual mage,” Monty answered without looking. “I’m surprised they called him.”

“What does that mean—he has a sense of humor?”

“Let’s just meet these Elders and get back home. You don’t want to get involved with demons.”

“Worse than dragons?”

“A dragon is forthright about trying to incinerate, eviscerate, or generally erase you,” Monty said. “A demon will do all of the same—but make you believe it’s your friend first. Never trust a demon.”


























FOUR

TWO VEHICLES STOPPED at Lobos so we could get Peaches some much needed meat. The other vehicles continued to the Tate. Bart refused to let us out of his sight and came inside with us.

I ordered five pounds of black pudding and was assured that it was edible by the butcher behind the counter. I asked him to cut it into sections. They looked like large hockey pucks with flecks of white material in the center. It didn’t look remotely edible.

“Do you have a metal bowl?” I asked. “Titanium would be better.”

“You plan on eating five pounds of black pudding from a titanium bowl?” the butcher asked incredulously. 

“Not me.” I pointed down at the eager Peaches. “Him.”

<So many good smells. This is almost as good as the place.>

The butcher looked over the counter and whistled. “That’s a fine creature. Give me a moment.”

He came back with a large bowl made from a section of steel bent into a loose square shape. I dropped the five pounds of meat into the square bowl, and Peaches promptly buried his face in it.

“Maybe you want to taste it before inhaling it?”

<Too good. So good.>

Bart took a step back looking on with both disgust and disapproval etched on his face. Monty just sighed and stood by the door.

“Nice bowl,” I said, as it withstood the onslaught of Peaches chomping on the pudding.

“That’s a section of a Heavy Churchill,” the butcher said, with pride and a chuckle. “If your dog manages to chew through that, he’s welcome here anytime. Meat on the house.”

“That’s just steel, right?” I asked, shaking my head. “Hope you’re well stocked.”

“Not just steel.” The butcher looked down at Peaches. “English steel.”

The screeching sound of tearing metal filled the butcher shop as Peaches ripped off a section of the bowl. The butcher leaned over the counter, disbelief in his eyes. Peaches spit out the section and proceeded to lick what was left of the bowl.

“How did he—?” the butcher started.

“I’ll take five more pounds—to go. Thank you.”

The butcher packed the bag and kept looking at Peaches in shock. His hand trembled slightly as he passed me the bag. 

“On the—on the house.” He crossed himself and stepped back and away from the counter. “That thing’s not normal.”

“His name is Peaches,” I said with a smile and held up the bag. “Thank you for the pudding.”

Bart moved out of the way, surprise combined with a large helping of fear replacing the disgust. “Demon,” Bart muttered under his breath, along with some curses I didn’t catch. 

I headed to the door and looked down at Peaches. “You’re not going to say thank you?” I caught Monty wincing as he opened the door and stepped outside. “Not too loud,” I whispered.

Peaches spread his legs, faced the butcher, and barked. It wasn’t one of his loudest, but it shattered most of the jars behind the counter. The butcher crossed himself again and ran to the back. Bart, who just happened to be in the line of fire—I must have forgotten to warn him—had lost all the surprise, and was just showing fear now.

<Was that good?>

“Perfect.” I rubbed his neck. 

<Can I have more meat?>

“No, you may not.” I opened the door, but Bart was still frozen in place. “Are you coming?”

Bart stepped quickly out of the shop, into the waiting Range Rover, and slammed the door. Monty and I were left to take the other one. For some reason it appeared that we no longer required a mage escort. 

“The driver knows where to go,” Bart said, right before he locked the door. “I think it’s best you travel with your demon hound on your own.”

“You think it was too much?” I jumped into the other Range Rover, and Peaches bounded in after me. He rocked the suspension as he settled into the seat he had to himself and sprawled.

“Who? You or the creature?” Monty asked. “Can you refrain from frightening the Elders of the Consortium?”

“Peaches is a good boy, he’ll behave and not munch on any scared old mages.” I rubbed his head and tugged on his neck.

“My relief knows no bounds,” Monty said, and settled into his seat. 

We had made the right turn onto Southwark Street, when Bart’s Range Rover catapulted into the air. It hung there for a few seconds before ungracefully slamming into the street. It rolled several times, then ground to a halt, in the middle of the road.


























FIVE

OUR DRIVER SLAMMED on the brakes as we screeched to a stop, nearly slamming into Bart’s overturned Rover ahead. He rushed out of the vehicle to help Bart and the other mages as they spilled out of the destroyed vehicle.

I looked behind us and saw what appeared to be a man on fire.

“Demon?” I pointed to the figure behind us.

“The flames appear to be supernatural in origin.” Monty narrowed his eyes as he looked. “Maybe we should investigate?”

“Investigate sounds like you think we should get closer,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper as I stepped out of the Range Rover with Peaches in tow. “I think we should put more distance between us.”

“We should ascertain the reason for the attack,” Monty said. “I highly doubt this has to do with us. More than likely it is another summoning. There may be more mages involved.”

“I can load persuaders if we’re going to be dealing with twitchy, paranoid mages.”

“Might be a good idea,” Monty said. “I don’t think the English magical community would appreciate you leaving a trail of bodies on your visit here.”

“Why do you keep acting like I’m the destructive one?”

“We may need some assistance—just in case.” Monty gestured. An orb shot off into the sky, followed by a wall of energy rising between the human flame-thrower and us. A fireball exploded against the barricade, and the demon roared at us.

“No way,” I said. “Did you just fire a bat-signal orb? Who’s coming?”

“That wasn’t a bat-signal anything,” Monty said with a shake of his head. “You really need to let go of your fixations.”

“My fixations make life interesting,” I said, looking at the demon. “Is that barrier going to hold?”

“That will keep it busy for a short while.” Monty walked to the totaled Range Rover. “At the very least, let’s check on our escort.”

“How wide is that barricade?” I kept looking back to make sure the demon didn’t find a way around the wall of energy. Every time it tried to get around it, the energy shifted to block its path. I holstered Grim Whisper before Bart and his friends got the wrong idea.

“This—this is all your fault,” Bart said, pointing at me with eyes wide in fear. “You’re the one with that—that demon spawn.”

I was about to answer, when Peaches rumbled next to me.

“What is it, boy?” I grabbed the scruff of his neck, but he didn’t move when I pulled. I let go. “What’s wrong?”

The fact that I could ask that question with a demon trying to charbroil us explained my life in a nutshell.

<Something big, bad coming.>

“Monty, you sense something other than Johnny Blaze over there trying to barbecue us?”

Monty closed his eyes for a few seconds. “The gate runes are interfering with…Bloody hell,” he said, looking in the direction of the energy barricade. “We need to relocate the injured. Now.”

“They can use the Range Rover,” I said, pulling out Grim Whisper. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.” He began gesturing. “Whatever it is makes that thing over there look harmless.”

I looked down the street and saw the barricade flex and bulge. It buckled and burst into nothingness, as another figure appeared behind the demon. I turned to Bart and the other mages, who were looking on in shock.

“Get in the Range Rover and get out of here,” I said, checking Grim Whisper for entropy rounds. The mages were locked in a rictus of fear. “Now!”

They stumbled to their feet and jumped in the Range Rover. Those who couldn’t walk were carried. Bart hesitated a moment and looked at me. I waved him off. Eventually they all piled in and closed the doors.

“Let’s go,” Bart said urgently, as the driver floored the gas pedal. The Range Rover sped down Southwark. The second figure plunged a hand into the demon and absorbed it in a matter of seconds, as it roared and howled. The sound of footsteps filled the street as the figure approached.

“Have you faced demons before, Monty?” I asked. “Please say yes. Because I don’t think persuaders are going to do anything to that except piss it off.”

“Somewhat,” he said under his breath. “Control your beast and let me handle this.”

Peaches was rumbling like a throaty engine with a distinct pounce-and-rip-to-shreds stance. I grabbed him by the scruff and shoved him back. He moved a whole three inches.

<Can I bite him? He smells wrong.>

“No, boy. He probably tastes like rotting meat.” I kept a firm grip of his scruff. I doubted I could hold him if he lunged. “Let Monty deal with him.”

“Mage,” the figure said. “You are not my target. Step aside. Do not throw your life away.”

“Who are you?” Monty asked as I glanced at him. He really was going to start a conversation with the demon absorber.

“You want to know my name?” the man said with a smile that really made me wish I had jumped in the Range Rover with Bart.

“No,” Monty said immediately. “I wish to know your hierarchy.”

“You are versed in my world, Mage.” I felt the wave of energy around the man. It was a dark and cold undercurrent of fear. Primal and irrational—the fear that seized your breath and laughed as you suffocated.

“I’m familiar.” Monty nodded. “Your hierarchy?”

“You do not possess the power to compel me, Mage,” the stranger said. “Step aside or perish.”

“He doesn’t, but I do,” another voice said with a slight accent. “Hello, Tristan. I apologize for the delay.”

“You bloody well took your time,” Monty said, looking to the side. “Do you think you can handle this, Thomas?”

A short man dressed in a black robe walked towards us. He pushed back the large hood, revealing a boyish face, short black hair and day-old stubble.

“Is this Batmage?” I asked, looking him over. “I was expecting the Bale version. This is closer to the West version. Can he deal with whatever that thing is?”

“I can,” Thomas said as he stepped into the street. “If my faith sustains me.”

“Is he going to start praying now?” I whispered. “Because he”—I pointed at tall, dark, and scary—“doesn’t look too impressed by Friar Tuck here.”

Monty held up a hand, and I shut up. I took a few steps back and made sure I could reach my mala bracelet. If things went south, I could throw up my shield immediately. Peaches stayed next to me in full pounce-and-tear mode.

“You have no power over me,” the demon said. “Step aside.”

“Only that which is loaned to me, Cinder of the Seventh.” 

“You know my name?” Cinder said, surprise etched into his voice. “Then you know my power.”

“I do,” Thomas said, and gestured. “All power can be transformed. Energy can never be destroyed—only changed.”

White runes materialized around Cinder and penetrated his body. His face tightened as his skin began to bubble and peel. “We are only the beginning,” he gasped, falling to his knees. “There will be more, stronger than me.” His voice rasped as pain started to overtake him. “There are powers and principalities you will never dispatch with a wave and a whisper.”

“I will be waiting,” Thomas said calmly while making a fist. Cinder screamed as the runes exploded and white light filled the street, obliterating the body and blinding me in the process. Cinder was gone.

“Who are you?” I asked, impressed. I stuck out my hand. “I’m Simon—Simon Strong. This is Peaches.”

Thomas shook my hand and then crouched down, rubbing Peaches behind the ears. “He’s delightful,” Thomas said, somehow managing to keep all of his limbs attached. “How did you manage to get one of Cerberus’ pups?”

“Hades?” I stepped to the side, amazed that Peaches would let a stranger manhandle him this way. “That’s pretty amazing.”

“He’s always been this way.” Monty tugged on the cuffs of his shirt and sniffed. “Every stray fell in love with him. The Sanctuary was a zoo while he stayed there.”

Thomas petted Peaches once more and stood. “Hades must think highly of you to gift one of his pups.” He brushed off his robes and extended his hand. “Peaches is an excellent name. Mine is Thomas. Thomas Rafael.”

“Are you a mage?” I asked. “Because what you did back there with the demon—impressive.”

“You had to ask,” Monty said with a groan, and threw up a hand. “Thomas, the short version please, not a dissertation.”

“I see he’s still as cheerful as ever.” We headed to the Tate, which was visible in the distance. “I’m just a regular person, like you.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Regular people don’t go around casting and throwing runes at people. That’s more mages and wizards, those types.”

“Mage and wizard are just titles for the same thing,” Thomas said with a smile as he glanced over at Monty.

“They are not the same thing,” Monty said. “And you know this. In fact, you spent fifty years learning the difference.”

“Still touchy about the whole ‘mage-wizard’ thing, I see?”

“You have no idea,” I muttered. Monty shot me a stink-eye. “But you were saying?”

“I’m not a mage or a wizard,” Thomas said, clasping his hands in front of him. “I’m just a person who can manipulate energy that comes from a higher power—a source, if you will.”

“That sounds really close to what a religious person would say, but you use magic.” I glanced over at Thomas, who nodded. “At least when you explain it, I understand some of it.”

“That way of thinking and speaking forced the Elders to cast him out of the Sanctuary,” Monty said. “I told you to have any thought you want, just keep it to yourself.”

“They asked, and I answered.” Thomas shrugged and smiled. “They knew my arguments were sound, proven and more importantly, replicable. But maintaining their antiquated customs was deemed more important.”

“You taught others to use magic?” I asked. “Non-mages?”

“To manipulate energy, yes, and it scared the Elders shitless,” Thomas said with a laugh. “What took them decades to master, I was showing the novices in years, sometimes months. They never appreciated my powers of observation.”

“You would have thrown the entire magical community into an upheaval, a revoluti—” Monty started.

“A renaissance, Tristan,” Thomas interrupted, his voice on edge. “And you know it. Only, my ideas were too radical. Teach anyone to wield this power? Blasphemy!”

“I know,” Monty said in a low voice. “Thank you for coming tonight. Your assistance was appreciated.”

“You didn’t need me for that demon.” Thomas narrowed his eyes at Monty. “Especially with your recent shift. Are you masking?”

“You can say that,” Monty answered. “We’re here to see the Consortium, and I would rather they not know about the extent of my abilities just yet.”

Monty looked off in the distance and motioned with his chin. I saw the Range Rover with Bart and his group.

“I’m afraid this little interaction will pose a problem,” Thomas said. “They’re quite anti-demon these days.”

“It doesn’t help that most of Nigel was found in the center of a demonic summoning circle,” Monty answered. “Convincing the Consortium of our innocence in this matter will be near impossible.”

Thomas rested a hand on my shoulder. “You’ll find that mages, wizards, and most magic-users are very much fixed in their ways,” he said. “Don’t bother trying to change their minds. Especially now with the demons roaming London, everyone is a ‘dark mage.’ Ooh, beware.” 

I snuck a glance at Monty, and Thomas laughed.

“What happened to Nigel?” Monty asked. “They said a demon killed him. If I recall his power level, a demon would have had a difficult time with him.”

Thomas grew serious. “Nigel’s arrogance killed him, not a demon.”

“Can you trace the source of the summoning?” Monty asked.

“We tried without success,” Thomas said quietly. “Mages are being targeted, especially the demonologists. I don’t know why yet.”

“Wait, doesn’t that mean you’re a target?” I looked at Thomas, who smiled back at me.

“Not an easy or a soft one.”

“Is the Consortium after you?” Monty asked as the Range Rover pulled away and headed in the direction of the Tate. “Are we walking into a magical inquisition?”

“Is that like the Spanish Inquisition?” I asked. “Because mi Español is rusty.”

“Worse.” Monty looked across the Thames at St. Paul’s Cathedral. “The magical inquisition consisted of mages judging what was or wasn’t acceptable. They killed or erased whomever they considered to be transgressors.”

“Don’t mention your past to them, Tristan,” Thomas said, looking around. “We can’t speak here. Find me when you’re done and I’ll tell you everything I know. This is a dark time.”

“The usual?” Monty turned to face the Tate and pulled on his cuffs. Thomas stepped a few feet away and gestured. White runes floated in the air in front of him and disappeared.

“Always on time,” Thomas said with a nod, his face serious. “Keep your wonderful creature close, Simon. They will try to neutralize it due to its origins.”

“Over my dead body,” I growled.

“That will probably be the plan,” he said. “Don’t trust them. Don’t believe them. Right now they’re operating from fear, which makes even the most intelligent quite stupid.”

He crouched down and rubbed Peaches again before stepping back and extending an arm. He pulled it down as if he were unzipping a dress and stepped through a rift. It closed after him silently.

<I like him. He smells good.>

“I noticed,” I said, nudging Peaches with my knee. “You can’t bite anyone in here—so don’t ask.”

“I thought you said the island was gated?” I turned to Monty. “How did he manage that?”

“That wasn’t teleportation.” He stepped close to where the rift had opened and narrowed his eyes. “It’s very similar to a Smith bridge. You don’t want to travel this way—trust me.”

“Still,” I said, adjusting Grim Whisper and my dark blade, Ebonsoul, “it’s a good skill to have on an island that’s locked down.”

Monty nodded. “Good point.”

I turned to face the Tate Modern, looming in the dark before us.”

<This place doesn’t smell good.>

“Are you ready?” Monty asked. “This will most likely become unpleasant.”

I rubbed Peaches behind the ears.

“We’ll try diplomacy first,” I said, adjusting my holster.


























SIX

WE WERE INFORMED that the audience was moved to the top level of the Tate Modern proper. The Blavatnik building was still sealed due to runic interference.

“Is that code for someone screwed up a spell?” I whispered to Monty.

“Possibly, or someone set off the defenses and they need to be reset.”

Five mages surrounded us, positioned two in front and three behind. They were dressed in combat armor, and escorted us from the lobby of the Blavatnik Building to the monstrosity that was the actual museum. We entered from the Thames side into a large open space. I saw that, in addition to being mages, they were armed with conventional weapons.

“Why didn’t they send these guys to the White Tower?”

“ECU—Elite Combat Units. Not expendable.” Monty glanced at our escort. “These are the men they send after Bart and his group become casualties.”

The entire building thrummed with power. I could see runes on most of the walls, halls, and ceilings. “This place is covered in runes,” I said under my breath. “Paranoid much?”

“This is one of the general meeting spaces,” Monty answered, looking around. “Its main purpose is to serve as a neutral meeting space for countries. Think of James’s butcher shop, on a global scale. What the Dark Council is to the city, the Penumbra Consortium is to the Eastern Hemisphere.”

We arrived at the top floor and crossed a long hallway covered in runes. I made out some of them as dampeners. Most of them were too complicated for me to decipher. 

“I don’t think you can cast in here.” I looked up and down the corridor. A large wooden double-door sat in the center. “Do you still have your blades?”

I looked him over to see where they would be stored, since he wasn’t carrying the sheaths on his back.

Monty nodded, and followed the runes leading to the doors. “Those runes are particularly nasty,” he said under his breath. “If anything happens, we resort to your methods.”

“Bullets and blades,” I said, looking at the large doors. “That’s a language I can understand.”

“Agreed.”

“I’m a little concerned that they haven’t taken my weapons.”

“Arrogance, or ignorance.” Monty looked at the large doors in front of us. “Or perhaps this is all a façade, and our fate has been pre-determined.”

“Now I’m feeling super-confident about this meeting.”

Each of the mages in front of us stood facing one of the doors. They placed their hands in sequence on different parts of their respective door. Large locks slid back, and the doors swung inward slowly, leading into a darker chamber. 

I stopped walking and gave my eyes a moment to adjust to the poor lighting. The chamber lights came on, momentarily blinding me. Large tables were placed on either side, all surrounding the lowered platform in the center. 

An immense table dominated the center space, with seven people seated behind it in large chairs. The space was designed so that you were looked down upon from the large table once you stood in the center. Three of the walls were a rich mahogany and covered in the same runes I saw in the corridor outside. They stretched down the wall and into the green marble floor beneath us.

On the right side of the room, a window-wall allowed an expansive view of the Thames, St. Paul’s Cathedral, and North London. The glass appeared to be several inches thick. I saw the glint of runes dance across its surface. 

From the energy in the room, I could tell most, if not all, the people seated were magic-users of some kind. I saw Michiko standing in the center of the floor with an escort as large as ours. A collective gasp filled the room when Peaches entered next to me.

“A hellhound,” I heard. It was followed by, “It must be contained and destroyed. How dare he bring that filth in here?”

“Monty, maybe you want to talk to them before I let Peaches hit the mage buffet table?”

<I can bite a few of them but would prefer the meat in the bag.>

I looked down and realized I was still carrying the bag with the five pounds of black pudding.

“No meat for you until we’re done,” I muttered under my breath.

Chi glanced back as we entered the chamber. We walked until the two escorts merged. Now we were surrounded by ten armed mages in combat armor. I couldn’t have felt any safer.

“So good of you to join us,” Chi whispered as we stood next to her. “What took so long?”

“The traffic was hellish.” I looked around, examining the faces around the table. “They look upset. Is this a mage thing or something Monty did?”

“I haven’t done anything…yet,” Monty said, narrowing his eyes and examining the room. “And from the looks of things, I won’t be doing anything anytime soon.”

The seven Consortium members were a mix of men and women. With all the runic activity in the space, I couldn’t tell how strong they were, but I did know one thing: they weren’t happy to see us or to be called into an audience in the middle of the night. They each wore what I would call business formal wear. We could’ve been sitting in a boardroom discussing the direction of a corporation and they would’ve fit right in.

Most of them looked uncomfortable, except for the center suit. He looked calm and relaxed, and leaned forward to study Peaches. He leaned back and steepled his fingers, resting them on his lips as he narrowed his eyes at the rest of us.

“On what authority is this audience convened?” Suit on the far left-hand side asked. “And who is the master of the demon-hound?” There was a lot of grumbling at the mention of a demon-hound.

It was going to be one of those meetings. This was just like any other organizing body of people—except with twitchy mages. It meant we were in the middle of a pompous circumstance. Lots of ego, red tape, kowtowing, and ass-kissing until they were satisfied we were inferior enough to be of little threat to them. It was the kind of meeting that made me twitchy.

Chi stepped forward, radiating controlled menace.

“I convened this audience.” Her voice sliced through the chamber with surgical precision. “I am Michiko Nakatomi, current head of the Dark Council in New York City.”

“You are a long way from home, Ms. Nakatomi, if it really is you,” far right-hand Suit said. “How do we know you aren’t a demon sent to infiltrate this prestigious assembly?”

“Surely the institution of the Penumbra Consortium, with its rich history and accomplished governing body, would have safeguards in place to combat and prevent such an incursion?” she responded somberly.

“Well said,” Center Suit stated. “You are correct. If you were demons, you would have been incinerated where you stand. That doesn’t change the fact that you are quite a distance from your home. Why are you here?”

“We were dealing with a contingent of Blood Hunters, and needed to egress Ellis Island,” she said, focusing on the center suit. “The ambient energy of the island must have enhanced our teleportation circle.”

“Let me get back to that in a moment, shall we?” Center Suit asked. “Who are the gentlemen with you?”

Chi looked over at me, and motioned with her head. It took me a few seconds to catch on that she wanted us to introduce ourselves.

“I’m Simon Strong, and this is my associate, Tristan Montague.” I looked down and rubbed Peaches’ neck. “And this is Peaches—not demon-hound.”

Center Suit focused on Monty. “How did you manage to circumvent our gate?”

“And, who am I addressing?” Monty asked, as if he were asking about the weather. This seemed to give Center Suit an atomic wedgie, judging from his brief expression. He got himself under control, sighed, and narrowed his eyes.

“I am Delane, Arch Mage of the Consortium.”

“You know full well how they bypassed the gate.” far left-hand Suit pointed at Monty. “That one is a dark mage, and the other is a demon trafficker. Both led by a blood-drinker. It’s as clear as day.”

“Thank you for your valuable input, Mage Rothford.” Delane held up a hand. “I would, however, like to hear them explain how they managed to teleport inside a gated island and into a protected place of power, if you don’t mind.”

Rothford grumbled and crossed his arms, as Delane focused on Monty again. “Please continue, Mage Montague.”

The way he said ‘mage’ made me want to punch him in the jewels. It was the ‘you are fortunate I allow you to breathe the same air I’m breathing’ attitude that irked me. I peeked over at Monty and saw he was unbothered, so I reserved my jewel-punching for later.

“You overestimate my abilities, Arch Mage Delane.” Monty gave a slight bow. “It is as the Dark Council head stated. The rush of ambient energies must have disproportionately augmented the teleportation circle we were using, creating what Ziller refers to as a quantum skip.”

Delane tapped his upper lip and stared at Monty.

“I’m familiar with Ziller’s work, and the quantum skip would only work if a temporal displacement was in effect,” Delane said with a smug smile. “To my recollection, no such displacement exists on Ellis Island.”

“I managed to disable the runic dampeners on the island for the space of ten minutes, causing a temporal shift,” Monty answered. “Once the shift passed, the temporal flow was restored at an accelerated rate.”

“Liar,” Right-hand Mage said with venom. “I know your lineage, Montague. No one in your family is that powerful. Not even your father.”

“Mage Anderson, please control yourself. Accusations—” began Delane.

“My son, Bart, saw him speaking with the demon that attacked them on the way here,” Anderson said, thrusting a finger at Monty. “Do you deny it, Mage Montague?”

I didn’t like where this meeting was going. I sensed Chi was feeling the same thing. The escort around us had made a subtle shift in attitude, and I could tell things were slipping away. If it kept up, it was going to get bloody—and fast.

“How can we help you?” I asked loudly.

“Excuse me?” Anderson looked at me. “What did you say?”

“I noticed you seem to have a demon problem.” I glanced at Monty, who was subtly shaking his head. “Maybe we can help with that. I heard you already lost one mage—this Nigel person who’ll never have another headache.”

“Mage Warrenton’s demise was an unfortunate accident.” Anderson glanced at the mages seated next to him. They all nodded in agreement except Delane. “We don’t need assistance from…What are you, anyway?”

“I’m a detective, and we”—I gestured to Monty and myself—“specialize in situations that are out of the ordinary.”

Monty groaned and rolled his eyes.

“Of course he would say that to deflect suspicion,” Rothford said. “He walks around with a demon-hound, and the other one speaks to them.”

I noticed the escort had spread out around us. Excellent firing positions if the target was in the center. That target currently being Chi, Monty, Peaches and me. Some of the other mages started raising their voices now, again all except Delane, who sat there and stared at us.

Delane raised his hand, and the table started to calm down.

“At the very least, destroy that demon-hound,” Rothford argued as the other mages stopped speaking. There seemed to be a consensus on the Peaches extermination front. “If he’s not a demon trafficker, have him dispatch the demon-hound.”

My anger was escalating, and I was having trouble keeping it in check. Large doses of ignorance in others usually triggered that response in me.

“He’s not a demon-hound,” I said, my voice on edge. “He’s a hell-hound, and his name is Peaches.”

I looked at Monty and then at Chi. They both just shook their heads.

“He admits it’s a foul creature from the depths of Hell!” Rothford yelled, with entirely too much glee. “Destroy it!”

I crouched down and covered Peaches with my body. The mages were yelling over each other until Delane pounded the table with a gavel.

“By your own admittance, that”—Delane pointed at Peaches—“is a foul creature from the depths of Hell.”

“I didn’t say the depths of Hell.” I looked down at Peaches. “I don’t think he’s ever been to the Underworld.”

“The demon-hound must be destroyed,” Anderson said. “And its master with it. All in favor?”

All of the hands went up, even Delane’s, who looked at me and gave me a ‘you screwed yourself’ smile. I thought about giving him a one-fingered response but decided it would be better to just shoot him.

“Ms. Nakatomi—if that is your real name, we will inform the Dark Council of your trafficking with demons and your subsequent extermination,” Anderson said, with an apologetic look that said ‘sorry, but we have to kill you now because we’re all paranoid idiots—you know how these things go.’ “Truly sorry.”

I inched forward to Peaches’ ear. “You can bite everyone at the table, boy.”

<Everyone? More than once?>

“As much as you want—just wait until I tell you, and don’t eat any of them.” I really hoped he would be able to do his thing, or I was going to find out just how indestructible a hellhound was.

“I just want to go on the record saying that the institution of the Penumbra Consortium, with its rich history and accomplished governing body—totally and completely sucks.” I stood slowly as I spoke, and made sure I had access to Ebonsoul and Grim Whisper.

“Eloquently stated, Mr. Strong.” Delane looked at the escorts. “Destroy the hell-hound first, then his summoner.”

The ECU escort stepped back and began raising their guns.

“Go, boy!” I yelled.

That’s when all hell broke loose.


























SEVEN

MONTY RAISED HIS hands as if he would surrender, reached back, and removed the Sorrows from a cross sheath that materialized as he drew them. Chi extended her hands, and her nails became claws. I drew Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul, as Peaches leaped, disappearing mid-jump.

For a split-second, I thought about using my mark, but after last time, Karma was becoming a real bitch and I didn’t want to chance her slapping me into oblivion, thinking I summoned her. I did, however, make sure my mala was accessible.

“Now I know why they didn’t disarm us,” I said, firing persuader rounds into our escort. Their body armor did absolutely nothing to prevent their effect.

Persuader rounds were designed to scramble neural networks. They were ideal for dealing with magic-users and normals alike. They hurt like hell but were non-lethal.

When a round hit you, it caused your synapses to misfire all over the place. For mages, it meant no more spell-casting for a good ten minutes. It also made the target lose control of all bodily functions and gave new meaning to the term “pissed-off mage.” Probably another reason the magic community disliked me. I dropped four of the escorts before the rest scattered for cover behind the tables.

Monty slid between two of the escorts and swung his swords. The Sorrows wailed as they hit the men and launched them into the walls with enough force to crack the wood. I turned in time to see Chi grab one of our escorts and casually fling him into another escort behind her. Both of them bounced off a wall, unconscious. 

The two remaining escorts managed to get some shots off before I could raise a shield. One of the bullets grazed Monty’s arm before he whacked that escort with a Sorrow and sent him flying. Chi took a shot in the leg before burying a fist in the last escort’s abdomen and doubling him over.

That was just the opening act. Six of the seven mages fanned out, leaving Delane seated at the table. Monty was looking pale and Chi was looking pissed. I saw Delane gesture and the energy in the room shifted. I felt the flow of magic rush through the room.

Chi upended the nearest table and we took cover behind it.

“What did they hit you with?” I noticed that Monty wasn’t bleeding much, but the wound looked angry and red. “That looks bad.”

“Erasure rounds,” he said, and cast a rune that floated toward the wound. It sputtered and partially manifested before disappearing altogether. “Bollocks. No casting for now.”

“You’ve run out of magic?” I asked, incredulous. “Are you kidding me—now?” 

He gave me the ‘don’t be dense’ look. “I don’t run out of magic,” he snapped. “Erasure rounds block access to magic, usually by permanently stripping a mage of the ability to cast. I was only grazed. The effect will wear off shortly.”

“Well, Delane did the magic finger wiggle and now this is a magic zone,” I said, peeking over the table. “Those mages look anxious to unleash a huge can of magical whoop-ass.”

“He must’ve reversed the polarity of the runes, turning them into magic enhancers. Fascinating,” Monty said, marveling at the feat that could lead to our eventual destruction. “The power it takes to do that—he must be an accomplished Arch Mage.”

“Spoken like a true Vulcan.” I heard one of the mages cry out in pain, and peeked over the edge of the table again. Peaches had latched onto a leg and shook the mage across the floor before disappearing again. He materialized next to me seconds later. “Good boy,” I said, rubbing his neck.

“We have five mages coming our way,” Chi said matter-of-factly. “I can take two, possibly three, before they hit me with something nasty and fatal. I would prefer not to die in London.”

I looked at the window-wall behind us, and remembered Peaches’ bark in the butcher shop.

“Can you break that glass?”

<I will have to speak, and it may hurt you.>

“We don’t have much of a choice. They’re coming over here to hurt all of us.” I rubbed his neck. “Can you do it?”

He spread his legs and sank half an inch into the marble floor. Iridescent runes appeared on the sides of his body and his eyes became bright red. He expanded and grew more muscular as the runes flared along his fur. His hardened claws cut grooves into the marble as he hunkered down. For a brief second, I understood the fear the mages felt. Peaches could be one scary hellhound.

I raised Grim Whisper and fired over the table. I heard the soft thud of the rounds hitting a magical shield and falling to the ground.

“Your attack is pathetic.” I recognized Anderson’s voice. “We will destroy your demon and the rest of you.”

A blast of flame hit the table and began consuming it.

“What the hell is that, a napalm spell? Not cool,” I said, looking down at the rapidly disappearing table. “Now, boy. Do it now!”

“What is he going to do?” Monty asked, concerned. “The reversed polarity of the runes in here will magnify—”

Peaches barked, and Monty gestured.

Sound travels at seven hundred and sixty-one miles per hour. At that velocity, the pressure waves compress together until they merge into a shockwave. That’s the speed known as Mach 1. That speed causes a wonderful sound called a sonic boom. 

Peaches’ bark pulverized the window-wall and two of the other walls, compromising the integrity of the chamber. The shockwave of the sonic boom followed soon after to finish the job. The mages were flung back, and I managed to see Delane gesture before he pressed a section of the wall behind the large table and disappeared. Four of the mages managed to get out of the room before the ceiling started to collapse.

One of the remaining mages was crushed and killed instantly by debris, and the other was unconscious and pinned by one of the large steel beams, that made up the structure of the Tate. I signaled to Monty and ran for the remaining mage. Chi came up beside me and lifted the beam. I pulled the mage behind me as we ran out of the chamber. I felt the entire building shake around us.

“We feed the trout of the building,” Monty said in a muffled voice, and pointed. “Fat quay.”

“What?” I looked for the nearest stairwell. “We need to get out of the building!”

I heard my voice coming from a distance. Monty gestured, and my ears popped as normal hearing returned.

“I just said that, but the stairwells appear to be sealed.”

Both stairwell doors were blocked by a crisscross of thick metal bars. The top half of the building was exposed and collapsing. Across a gap, I could see the Thames.

“How deep is the Thames?” I asked, gauging the jump across the gap. “At its deepest.”

“Are you suggesting we jump into that moving cesspool?” Chi gave us a look of disgust. “I would rather drink rat blood.”

“I’m open to a better idea that doesn’t involve being crushed under this building.” I held on to a railing as the building shuddered. “Dawn is coming soon.”

“You’re remembering the river the way it was a few centuries ago,” Monty said. “The Thames is now the cleanest river flowing through a city in the world.”

“How about an air spell to launch us to the promenade?” I asked, looking for an alternative.

“From this height, you’ll break several bones on the initial landing.” Monty shook his head. “Not life threatening for you—potentially fatal for us.”

I crouched down and grabbed Peaches by the scruff. “I need you to go down there, and then get away from the building,” I said, rubbing his ears. “We’ll be down in a second.”

<You lost the meat. Can we go get more?>

“Absolutely, right after we’re done. Go, boy.”

He leaped over the railing and disappeared.

“This is going to be imprecise at best,” Monty said. “I’ll release a blast here, then try and correct our angle upon descent.”

“What about her?” I looked down at the unconscious mage. “We can’t leave her here. She’ll be crushed.”

“No less than she deserves,” Chi said, crossing her arms. “They tried to kill us.”

“I could try a bridge, but I won’t know the outcome.” Monty started to gesture. “The quantum probabilities make it incredibly risky.”

“The probability of her death is certain if she stays here. Do it.” I moved back as runes fell on the unconscious mage and her body vanished.

“Don’t want to risk that again,” Monty said. “Especially not with three of us.”

“Let’s go with the launch plan.” I heard glass shatter and the building groan as it moved to the side several feet. “This would be a good time, Monty.” 

I held onto Chi, and Monty launched us into the night.


























EIGHT

FLIGHT WAS WORSE than teleportation.

At least with teleportation, I never saw the trip between point A and point B. It was usually instantaneous, and the only downside was winding up in a different country, with the usual wonderful feeling of my intestines being ripped out of my body. 

Flight truly sucked. We launched off the top floor of the now crumbling Tate Modern. Half the building was collapsing and the other half didn’t have long left before it too, fell into a heap of bricks and steel. I hoped they stayed away from the nouveau industrial look for the next Tate.

The black band that was the River Thames raced up at us. I could see the brightly lit Millennium Bridge. It took me a few seconds before I realized we were heading for the bridge, not the Thames.

“Monty, I don’t think the bridge is going to move for us.”

“Working on it.” He gestured rapidly, leaving golden trails floating in the air as his hands moved. “This isn’t my preferred mode of travel. Forgive me if I need to make mid-course corrections.”

A blast of air shunted us to the side. We changed direction and headed straight for the Thames. “Are you okay?” I looked down at Chi, who stared up at me with an ‘are you serious right now?’ look.

“I’m traveling through the air, about to crash into a river in the middle of the night, and you’re wondering if I’m okay?” She pushed off me and put her arms in front of her like a diver.

I felt the shift in energy around us, and turned quickly to Monty. “Did you…?”

He shook his head. I saw Chi disappear before the energy slammed into me, and the Thames disappeared. We landed in a large space in what appeared to be a church. Somehow we had just ported in an island where porting wasn’t supposed to be possible. Monty and Chi landed smoothly, recovering quickly. I landed smoothly right into some benches and ended up sprawled next to them.

“Sorry about the abrupt tug.” Thomas stepped into view in the darkened space. “The rift port runes are still in development.”

“Were you experimenting again?” Monty glared at him. “Do you know where we were?”

“One hundred seventeen meters above the Thames,” Thomas said. “Your mid-course correction—which was prudent, considering you would have impacted the Millennium Bridge at an eighty five-degree angle—provided you with zero chance to impact the Thames at a proper vector to facilitate survival unscathed.”

“How? What?” I looked around the church in shock. “Monty said you could create a Smith bridge, but how did you grab us mid-air?”

“I didn’t. Not entirely,” he said, and opened a door heading downstairs. “Please, follow me.”

“Do you think he used the Force?” I asked Monty as Thomas headed to a stairwell leading down.

Monty gave me a withering look as we followed Thomas down several flights of stairs. At the bottom, he placed his hand on a large ironwood door covered in runes, similar to the one in the Randy Rump, just on a smaller scale. He moved his hand around and the runes shifted position, unlocking the door.

“Random runic combination?” Monty asked, admiring the door. “You’ve been practicing.”

“What happens if you get the order wrong?” I asked, looking at the runes. The ones I could decipher looked painful.

“Everything around and above you collapses,” Thomas answered, pushing open the door. “The excavation teams would find us—eventually.”

“Good thing you didn’t forget the combination, then,” I said, looking at Monty. “Wouldn’t want to transpose runes or anything.”

Monty just shook his head and sighed.

We stepped into what could only be described as a lair. It was a Wayne-worthy layout. Large tables occupied the sides of the room, the tops of which were covered by several projects, each in varying stages of completion. The center of the lair was easily twice the size of the lobby of the Tate. It was dominated by an enormous runic circle etched into the stone floor, easily forty feet in diameter.

On the far side, I saw what appeared to be a living area, complete with kitchen and bedroom. A door must have led to a bathroom. To our side, on a raised platform, sat a bank of four laptop computers, two of which appeared to be running what looked like advanced mathematical computations at a speed that was impossible to follow. 

The computer area was set up around a large wall screen. The screen was divided into quadrants. Each one corresponded to one of the laptops. In the upper right corner, I saw what remained of the Tate Modern building. It was slowly imploding. Someone was going to wake up angry, but most of London would breathe a sigh of relief, I thought.

“How did you manage that, Tristan?” Thomas pointed at the collapsing museum. “This has to be some sort of record, even for you.”

“Finally someone understands who the wrecking ball is,” I said, giving Monty the ‘I told you so’ look. 

Monty gave Thomas the stink-eye. “That wasn’t me,” he snapped. “It was his creature.”

“A hellhound brought down the Tate? With what—his bark?” Thomas laughed, and then grew serious when he looked at us. “You’re kidding me.”

“I think Peaches started it, but the Consortium finished it,” I said. “I saw that Delane guy do something right after Peaches barked.”

“Did the Consortium survive?” Thomas zoomed in on the image of the dying Tate. “Did they make it out of that?”

“Most of them made it out.” I stepped closer to the image of the Tate. “One was crushed, and Monty ported another out of the building, but we don’t know where.”

“Where are we?” Monty looked around. “Where is this place?”

“One second.” Thomas held up a hand and gestured. White runes formed a lattice and spread out into a small opening. “There you go.”

Peaches bounded through a second later, ramming into me and nearly knocking me down.

<I knew where you were but couldn’t find the way.>

“You did good, boy.” I crouched down and rubbed his neck. “I didn’t think there was a place Peaches couldn’t jump to. Where are we?”

“This is under St. Paul’s Cathedral.” Chi looked around the room. “Quite a distance under.”

Thomas nodded. “This level was constructed by Wren, after the last Cathedral was destroyed in the Great Fire,” Thomas answered. “It’s an interstice. This is why I was able to pull you here mid-flight.”

“Wren was a mage?” Monty examined the large circle in the center of the floor without stepping into it. “I had no idea.”

“He was before our time.” Thomas looked at Chi. “Ms. Nakatomi, with dawn approaching, I felt underground was the best place to be. You can find accommodations beyond that door.”

“Thank you,” Chi said. “I do need some rest, and your actions this evening will not be forgotten. Is that circle functional?”

“The Consortium blocked access to the immediate ley-line that would power it.” Thomas pointed to the computers with the mathematical symbols flashing across the screens. “I’m working on an alternate power source, but I don’t know how secure it will be or how long it will last. I’m close to solving it, though.”

“I need to get back to the Dark Council— preferably before my seat is challenged and a war starts.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Thomas said. “I may have a partial solution and, with Tristan here, it may just work.”

“I would be in your debt,” Chi said, and stepped close to me. “I need to speak to Valen, the Clan Head of London, and repair my Daystrider. Please wake me when the sun sets.”

“Will do.” I was conscious of her proximity. “Wouldn’t it be better to stay here instead of meeting with this Valen? It’s not like the Blood Hunters have suddenly given up.”

“If I don’t meet with him, it will be viewed as an insult. I would rather not offend a large group of vampires on their  home soil.”

I nodded. “We have enough people after us, and by ‘us,’ I mean you two.”

“I only have a few days, Simon,” she said. “If I don’t get back, the Council will splinter and they will attack Ken. He no longer holds Kokutan no ken.”

“We had to use it,” I said. “The Blood Hunters still want it. Monty said he put it somewhere safe.”

“I know you had to,” she said, touching my cheek. “I wanted to thank you for coming for me.” 

“I wasn’t going to let them bake you.” I remembered seeing her strapped to the window, facing the rising sun, and shuddered. “But now that Ken doesn’t have it—they won’t hesitate to challenge him—you.”

She nodded. “Without that deterrent or my presence, they will feel emboldened, which is why I must return as soon as possible,” she said. “See if your mage can get that circle active.”

“I will.”

She headed off to the other side of the floor, and I walked over to Monty and Thomas. They were standing near the laptops, and Monty had the ‘I’m unconvinced’ face going full blast.

“The ley-line runs right under St. Paul’s and connects to the Tower of London.” Thomas tapped some keys on one of the laptops. A topographical map of London appeared on the screen. Superimposed on the city were yellow lines in different configurations. He tapped again, and most fell away, leaving a triangular diagram.

“Tapping a ley-line is suicidal, Thomas, even for an Arch Mage—a level neither of us has attained.” Monty crossed his arms and shook his head slowly. “How do you propose to grab this power?”

“It’s not tapping—that would fry us both.” Thomas tapped on the keys again. “This would be skimming power off the line. The Consortium blocked the access to the ley-line by using an inhibitor rune. But they can’t control the line—that would be like trying to turn off the sun. They can only control the access.”

“Yes, an inhibitor rune strong enough to block the entire island,” Monty answered, shaking his head. “What you’re proposing requires a shift beyond both our levels combined. It’s impossible.”

“Improbable—not impossible, and not without a measure of risk.”

“Measure of risk?” Monty pointed at the ley-line diagrams. “Harnessing a ley-line would require several Arch Mages. The measure of risk involved could reduce us to ash in seconds.”

Thomas tapped the keys in response. A diagram popped up on the screen with a string of runes beside it. It zoomed out until the city of London appeared under it. The diagram traced the earlier triangle from a place called Bryn Gawr, to a place called Tothill, and then to another point named Llandin, farther north.

The Cathedral was on the Llandin-Bryn Gawr arm of the triangle. It popped up on the map with a grouping of runes next to it.

“I can make it work.” Thomas stared at Monty. “You just left an island that has a similar rune. How did you use magic there?”

“I had help,” Monty said, glancing at me. “Why do you want to activate this circle? Something this large will attract the wrong kind of attention once it’s functional.” 

“Someone is killing mages. I can use this circle to stop them when they summon.”

“Impossible,” Monty said and shook his head again. “Ziller postulates a summoning to being equivalent to an entanglement between summoner and summoned. It’s self-contained.”

“I spoke to Ziller, and I can unravel the entanglement just enough to intercept the summoned.” Thomas’s fingers raced across the laptop again. Another set of runes raced across the screen too fast for me to decipher the symbols. 

“The theory is sound,” Monty said, after a few seconds of looking at the screen. “You intercept and then what? Now you have a demon on your hands—an angry demon capable of killing mages.”

“He finds out who did the summoning,” I said, following the logic. “If he traps the demon, he can offer it release in exchange for the name of the summoner.”

Thomas nodded and pointed at me. “Exactly.”

“Yes, because demons are always so truthful and forthcoming,” Monty snapped. “Don’t be naïve, Thomas. This plan has countless ways it can go wrong, with you ending up like Nigel—”

Thomas looked away. “That was unfortunate.”

“Wait.” Monty stared hard at Thomas. “You’ve tried this already—with Nigel.”

“He didn’t listen—said he knew more about demons than anyone alive,” Thomas said. “Called me a novice and then tried to use my method without the failsafes.”

“What happened?” I asked. “How did it go wrong?”

“We were at Llandin.” He looked at the screen. “I told him it was unsafe. We needed a ley-circle, like this one”—he pointed to the large circle in the floor—“to contain the demon. He laughed at me. Called me a rank amateur, drew his own circle, and skimmed the ley-line.”

“Bloody arrogant fool,” Monty muttered under his breath. “What did he do?” 

“He intercepted the summoning, but then it went wrong,” Thomas continued. “He hadn’t skimmed enough power from the line and had used the wrong circle.”

“The intercept worked?” Monty asked, curious. “You managed to capture the demon?”

“Capture? No,” Thomas shook his head. “Nigel diverted the demon to his circle. It was a circle of immobilization, only he hadn’t skimmed enough power from the line.”

“Nigel was dead—he just didn’t know it.” Monty looked over at the large circle. “How did you escape?”

“I tried to cast a rift port to shunt the demon back to the original summoner, but it was too late.” Thomas looked off into the distance. “It moved so fast. One second Nigel was trying to cast, the next—his head was gone.”

“I thought they found his body in his flat?” I asked, remembering Bart’s words.

“His flat? No, I was there,” Thomas answered. “We were in Llandin.”

“That demon sounds much stronger than what we faced earlier.” I glanced over at Monty, who was still looking at the large circle. “As in, the kind that won’t be stopped by your runes.”

“By several orders of magnitude,” Thomas replied, nodding. “Which means the summoner is quite strong as well.”

Monty turned and faced Thomas. “You still haven’t mentioned how you escaped.”

“The same way I plucked you in mid-flight over the Thames,” Thomas answered, and gestured. White runes floated in the air in front of Monty. 

“You got them to work?” Monty’s voice held barely contained surprise. “How?”

“Trial and error, mostly, and several meetings with Ziller on energy transformation and porting without circles.”

“I thought he said it was impossible.” Monty answered, looking at the white runes and tracing their designs. “He argued porting without a circle was an exercise in futility at best, and certain death at worst.”

“I was very convincing once I crafted the correct runes,” Thomas said with a smile. “He banned me from visits after the third unannounced trip, and told me to shove my riftrunes up my—well, he wasn’t pleased. Anyway, I call them riftrunes.”

“Does this mean we can send Chi home?” I asked. “Preventing a Dark Council civil war would be a good thing.”

“I haven’t tried it over such a great distance, but it should work.” Thomas looked at Monty. “It’s still very risky, and I would need a power source to harness.”

“But the ley-line circle isn’t working.” I said. “How are you going to get power?”

“With your recent power shift.” Thomas looked at the scowling Monty. “Do you think you could cast a corsolis?”


























NINE

“YOU DON’T KNOW what you’re asking.” Monty stepped back and away from Thomas. “A corsolis isn’t an ordinary orb of flame.”

“A sun’s heart—you can cast it, can’t you?” Thomas asked with a measure of certainty. “You’ve shifted several levels.”

“Last time, he did the cannoli mini-sun, and nearly disintegrated the entire sub-level of a building,” I looked around the lair. “Don’t think the Thomas ‘bat-lair’ can handle what one of those things can do.”

Thomas rubbed his chin in thought, looking like a shorter, rounder version of Monty. “He can use the circle.”

“I thought you said it didn’t work?” I countered.

“It won’t—at first, but I can reroute the energy of the spell and funnel it into the circle.” Thomas got excited at the idea of turning the lair into an inferno. “I haven’t shifted like Tristan, but I can do that.”

“This sounds like a bad idea,” I said, glancing at Monty. “I don’t even think he was aware of what he was doing. It was a scary-Monty moment—I mean, more than usual.”

Thomas nodded at me with a serious look.

“If we get the circle working, I can use a riftrune to send you all back.”

“And then we don’t have to deal with demons in London?” I looked at Monty, who was still scowling. “I really like that idea.”

“The spell is unstable, Thomas.” Monty shook his head. “I don’t even know how I cast it.”

“My runes will make it stable and safe. You’ve seen that I can create a stable bridge. I just need the added power of the corsolis. The circle will create the stability.”

“I’ve always been wary of your experiments,” Monty said. “Especially after the goat incident.”

“Goat incident?” I asked, suddenly curious. “What happened?”

“He started this ‘riftrune’ practice during his time at the Sanctuary.” Monty gave Thomas a look, and continued. “He started riftruning goats. Many of them didn’t survive the initial process. Those that did, didn’t survive long after. Something about having their internal organs missing shortened their life spans.”

I stared at Thomas. “And you want to try that on us?”

“How do you think I brought you here?”

“Blind luck,” Monty said. “And proximity to a ley-line. Snatching us here from the Thames is different from creating an accurate bridge across an ocean and time. What if you send us back and it’s the middle of the day? You’ve just scorched the head of the Dark Council.”

“She won’t appreciate being barbecued, trust me.” I shook my head. “She’ll come here and maybe rip your arms off, then beat you silly with them.”

“That was early on.” Thomas tapped some keys on one of the laptops and pointed. “The calculations are sound, see for yourself. Goats don’t possess magic and have a fundamentally different runic signature from humans.”

Monty stepped closer to the large screen. One quadrant was showing runic formulae and then extrapolating them into a diagram of a tunnel.

“This looks like only one person can travel at a time.”

“I’m being cautious to avoid signature crossover.”

“We can ask your vampire if she is willing to take the chance,” Monty said, looking at me. “I would prefer to avoid a Council civil war as well, but this is a risky way to travel. Even if the theory is sound.”

“If you think Montgomery Scott over here can do it, I say we give it a shot—it’s not like he’s trying to change the laws of physics.”

“Well, actually—wait, who’s Montgomery Scott?” Thomas asked and Monty shook his head with a sigh.

“Don’t engage him.” Monty tapped some of the keys. “Do you have a diagram compendium on the database?”

“I do, but why would you…Wait, you really don’t remember how you cast the corsolis?” Thomas asked. “You were serious?”

Monty nodded. “There were—extenuating circumstances.” He kept tapping. “I was dealing with a Negomancer and the effects of my power shift. Things were a little hazy.”

Another screen came up, and I saw a group of diagrams appear in another quadrant of the large screen. Monty stopped and analyzed the diagrams.

“Can you get it from the diagrams?” I asked, remembering the inferno he caused the last time he cast this spell. “And not let it get out of control?”

“I should be able to get the basic tracing,” Monty said, tracing the diagram with his eyes on the screen. “Without an advanced runemaster here, it’s going to be trial and error until I can figure out the right amount of energy needed.”

“There’s a safe room off to the side where I conduct the more volatile experiments.” Thomas pointed to a large door. “You can get your calibrations correct without setting us all on fire.”

“I like the ‘not setting us on fire’ part.”

“Besides, I have some things to discuss with Simon,” Thomas said, grabbing me by the arm.

“Thomas.” Monty gave him a look. “He’s not a mage. Do not experiment on him.”

Thomas stared back. “He’s not a mage, and yet, here he is, fighting alongside them.” 

“He possesses other skills,” Monty answered. “I don’t know if he can cast like a mage.”

“At the very least, he should know the incantation.” Thomas set his jaw, crossing his arms. “Especially if we’re dealing with demons.”

“He was able to hold the essences of magic-users, which means the ability is there,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “The incantation and nothing else?”

“Hold the essences of magic-users?” Thomas asked. “Do I want to know?”

“Not really.” I looked at Monty, who nodded. “I’m not a mage, and don’t really want to be one, but if you think this incantation can help against demons, I like the idea of not being barbecued.”

“Only the incantation.” Monty stepped away from the computers. “I don’t need him destroying half the city because of something you taught him.”

Thomas and I both stared back, mouths agape. “Do you know he used to be called ‘Tristan the Terror’ back at the Sanctuary?” Thomas asked after a few seconds. 

“Because he was always so cheerful?”

“No.” Thomas shook his head. “Any time he stepped into a building, one of the Elders would be close by, just in case his temper got away from him and he felt like demolishing something.”

“Monty, demolish a building? Never.” I feigned offense, and looked at the quadrant that showed the collapsing Tate. “He would never consider unleashing that much magic.”

“Hilarious.” Monty started walking toward the safe-room door. “I’m going to learn this corsolis and maybe unleash it on the both of you.”


























TEN

“THE INCANTATION OF Light is a basic spell that allows you to create an orb of light from ambient magic.” Thomas stepped into the large ley-circle, waving me close to him. “Over here, please.”

“Is there a reason we’re in the middle of the circle?”

“Even though it’s blocked from the ley-line, it still holds a large amount of residual energy.” Thomas pointed down to the circle. “It’s perfect for learning the incantation. Think of the circle as magical training wheels.”

“How dangerous is this?” I asked, wary. Mages had a different definition of what was dangerous. “Am I going to learn this incantation and create an orb of light that blows my fingers off?”

He tapped his finger on his chin for a few seconds, and scrunched up his face in thought. “That would be an interesting application, but I don’t think it’s practical,” he said. “How would you cast again?”

“Again? I’m thinking I don’t want to do it this time.”

“Nonsense.” He waved my words away as he narrowed his eyes at me. “This is a basic spell, and you need some kind of defense besides a siphoning blade, a gun that fires magical rounds and a mark that can stop time. I do, however, like the shield bracelet.”

I stood there in shock for a few seconds. “How did you know that?”

“I told you, I’m observant,” he said and gestured. White runes floated in the air and fell into the circle beneath us. The circle gave off a subtle blue glow, which faded after a few seconds. “Now, the incantation. Watch me.”

He moved his hand in a series of movements that reminded me of watching the third-base coach telling me to steal home before the next pitch. It wasn’t as elaborate as some of the gestures I’d seen Monty do, but it still looked impossible for my fingers.

“You want me to do that?” I asked, incredulous. “With one hand, without breaking fingers?”

“I know it looks complicated, but I’m showing you the one-handed version in case you find yourself needing to fire your gun or use your knife,” he said with a smile. “Now, watch. It’s a pattern broken into three parts. Do it with me.”

He walked me through it until he felt confident I had the pattern and could do it with my eyes closed. After some time, my hand started cramping up.

“Why am I not seeing the orb of magnificence?” I asked, doing the pattern repeatedly. “What am I missing?”

“There is a long phrase that goes with this gesture—hence the title incantation.” He stopped my gesturing with a hand. “I found a shortcut.”

“I’m sensing a huge ‘but’ there.”

He nodded. “Instead of using the ambient energy around you, the shortcut uses life energy.”

“Like Ebonsoul?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Your blade siphons life energy and gives it to you. This version of the incantation uses your energy to create light.”

“So basically I’m creating a magical flashlight with my energy?” I asked, disappointed. “This is great if I’m stuck in a dark cave. I don’t see the use outside of magical illumination.”

“At first, that’s all it will be, since you haven’t practiced harnessing your energy like a mage.” He began to gesture. “But once you become familiar with it, it will be more than a magical flashlight.”

He finished the gesture and muttered something under his breath. An orb formed in his hand, and slammed into and through the far wall cleanly, leaving a perfect circle in its wake.

I walked over to the hole in the wall. “This is the same spell?” I asked, pointing at the smooth hole in the wall. It was close to four inches in diameter.

He nodded. “Once you learn it and can control the energy output, the spell is quite powerful. You just need to remember—it’s using your life energy.”

“This—this is a magic-missile!” I said, barely keeping my excitement in check. 

“No, it’s an incantation of light—well, technically it’s a missile created of magic, but it’s not called a magic-missile.”

“Does it miss?” I asked. “Can I split it into several orbs at once?”

“Of course it can miss, it’s not a homing magic-miss—incantation of light,” he said, flustered by my excitement. “Several orbs? You haven’t formed one orb yet.”

“What am I missing?” I asked, eager to launch my first missile. “What else do I need?”

“Once the gesture is complete, you need the trigger.” He gestured and quietly uttered: igniscoruscanti. Another orb formed and followed the path of the first one. “Remember, it uses your life energy. Overdo it and it can prove fatal.”

“Got it, don’t overuse the magic-missile.”

I gestured and whispered the trigger. A small orb, the size of a grape on its way to becoming a raisin, formed in my hand, rolled off my palm, and bounced on the floor a few times. It sputtered and disappeared a few seconds later.

Thomas followed my orb with his eyes and then looked up at me. “It does take some practice.” He shook his head slightly. “At least you still have your blade, your gun and your mark.”

I was about to answer, when Monty approached.

“I have the basics,” Monty said. “I can summon a rudimentary corsolis that will serve as a power source, but nothing more.”

“That’s all we need.” Thomas moved to the computers and began tapping on the keyboard. “I’ll begin setting the coordinates for the circle.”

“He learned the incantation?” Monty asked, looking at the hole in the wall across the room. “Is that his handiwork?”

“Not exactly,” Thomas said. “I showed him the shortcut, but he isn’t aware of his life force.”

“Was that wise?” Monty walked over to the hole and examined it. “That shortcut could prove fatal if misused.”

“He grasped the gestures, but judging from the orb he created, the execution will take some work.” Thomas looked at me with a tight smile. “I think he’s safe for a few decades, at least.”

“I’ll go get Chi,” I said quickly.


























ELEVEN

CHI STOOD IN the center of the circle.

“Check the numbers and runes again,” Monty said.

It wasn’t a suggestion. Thomas tapped on the keyboard and pulled up the diagram of the riftrunes. I recognized the symbols, even though I couldn’t make out their meaning.

“They’re accurate, Tristan.” More tapping followed by more symbols. “Once you cast, I’ll be able to divert the energy of the corsolis into the circle.”

I stepped over to the edge of the circle.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked Chi. “Maybe we can locate Dex and he can send you.”

She walked over to me but stayed inside the circle. “I must.” She placed a hand on my cheek. “Without the sword to act as a deterrent, I need to be present.”

“Why don’t you just retire from the Council?” I asked. “It’s not like they appreciate you being there. I didn’t see the Council on Ellis Island when you were about to become a sun-dried vampire.”

“Council politics aren’t complicated,” she said with a smile. “The balance is established by three factions: vampires, werewolves and mages. Remove one of those, and the balance is destroyed.”

“Instant civil war.”

She nodded. “More importantly, humans become wholesale targets again,” she said. “That would anger the mages and spark another supernatural war.”

“They need someone to keep them in check,” I said, understanding. “With something that scares them more than the sword.”

“The order of succession is not democratic among my kind. I am their deterrent.”

“Ken informed me when he gave me the sword.” I looked into her eyes. “I’m not feeling great about this. What about the meeting with Valen?”

“Preventing a war takes precedence over protocol,” she said. “Do you trust your mage?”

“He’s not my mage, but yes, I trust Monty.”

“And he says this method is viable,” she replied. “I trust you, so I place my life in your hands, again.”

She lowered her hand and let it rest on my chest.

“Don’t let your guard down,” I said. “The Blood Hunters are still out there.”

“I will address the Blood Hunter situation upon my return, once stability is re-established in the Council,” she said. “You’ll be returning soon?”

“Thomas is sending us one at time, to avoid what he calls ‘signature interference’.” I looked back to see him still tapping at the computers. “Once you’re safely through, I’ll go next, and then Monty. We’ll be right behind you.”

“That is acceptable.” She moved back to the center of the circle. “Tell the mage I’m ready.”

I let out the breath I had been holding. My chest felt tight, and I pushed the feeling to one side.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said, stepping back.

She checked her watch. “Make sure he sends me back during the evening.”

I stood next to Thomas. “If she arrives during the day, I will be upset,” I said. “You don’t want me to get upset.”

“Why? Do you turn green and musclebound?” he deadpanned, raising a hand in surrender at my expression. “I’ve checked the runes and numbers several times, as per Tristan’s instructions. She will make it through fine.”

“Let’s proceed,” Monty said, and stepped to the edge of the circle. “Thomas?”

“Ready. Once you unleash the corsolis, I can reroute it to power the circle. Then I’ll cast the riftrunes and off she goes.”

<Where is the angry lady going? Is she getting meat?>

Peaches rubbed up against my leg and nudged me, nearly knocking me down. I crouched down and rubbed his back.

“She needs to go back home. After she leaves, we go next.”

<Then we can go to the place and get meat. Since you lost the bag and I’m hungry.>

“When aren’t you?” I asked as he rumbled at me. “Fine, when we get back we’ll go to Ezra’s. Now, move back, Monty is going to do something dangerous.”

We stepped back while Monty began to gesture. Violet tendrils of energy shot out from his hands as an orb formed in front of him. It was a small, dim orb, and I thought maybe he had gotten the spell wrong when it flashed, bursting with violet light, blinding me.

Spots danced in my vision as I saw Thomas approach Monty. Thomas gestured, and I saw the orb of the corsolis funnel into the edge of the circle. Violet streams of energy trailed into the floor. I saw Monty still gesturing as the circle thrummed to life.

Thomas began gesturing again, and white runes slammed into the circle. In seconds, a large rift opened in front of Chi. She looked back at me, nodded, and stepped through.

The rift closed behind her, and Thomas raced back to the computers. Monty stopped gesturing, and I could see the sweat on his face as he caught his breath.

“I’d prefer not doing that again,” Monty said. “For at least a few decades.”

“Did it work?” I asked, stepping close to Thomas. “Tell me it worked.”

“One second.” He tapped furiously on the keyboard. “She’s through.”

I sighed with relief until I heard Monty behind us.

“Thomas, the circle is still active,” Monty said, concern in his voice. “The corsolis should have been expended with the rift. The circle should have gone dormant.”

“That’s correct,” Thomas said, nervously looking at the screens. “The ley-line is still blocked. The circle should be inactive—wait.”

I heard Peaches rumble and growl. I drew Grim Whisper, and Monty stepped back from the circl which had shifted in color from violet to deep red.

“That doesn’t look good at all.” I loaded entropy rounds into my gun and made sure Ebonsoul was accessible. “Why is it still active?”

“Buggery bollocks,” Thomas said under his breath. “We have incoming.”

“We have what?” I asked, as the center of the circle erupted, sending pieces of the stone floor everywhere. Monty cast a shield and deflected the shrapnel that headed our way. A large arm had punched through the floor. It was attached to a creature that was mostly flame and horror.

“This is your last day, mage,” it roared as it crawled out of the hole in the floor.

I looked at Monty, who shook his head and pointed at Thomas.


























TWELVE

THOMAS KEPT TAPPING furiously on the computer. A shimmering wall of white energy formed at the edge of the circle. The energy increased in intensity as the demon slammed its fists against the wall.

“Thomas, I think the angry demon is looking for you.” I pointed at the large creature in the middle of the circle.

“We need to leave. Tristan, in the safe room there’s a runic exit on the far wall opposite the door. All of you go. I’ll be right behind you.”

Monty and I ran for the safe room. Peaches stayed close to me as the demon pounded against the circle and then stopped. I looked at the circle and saw the demon looking down.

“Monty?” He turned and looked in the same direction. “How smart are these demons?”

“Some of them are highly intelligent.”

The demon disappeared from sight.

“If a summoning circle is broken, say, like that one there,” I said, “does that mean it can get out?”

“Run, now!” He gestured and sent orange runes into the floor behind us. They joined and formed a large lattice along the floor.

The demon had dived through the center of the circle and was about to pay us a visit outside of it. We ran into the safe room. Monty placed his hand on the far wall, and a section slid back, revealing a staircase.

“Thomas!”

Thomas slid into the room a second later, and we bounded upstairs into St. Paul’s Cathedral. Thomas gestured, and a barrage of white symbols flashed along the floor. A rumbling sound followed.

“You collapsed the entire level?” Monty asked.

“That will only slow it down,” Thomas muttered distractedly. “How did it get through? The circle should have prevented that kind of incursion.”

“Is this part of Mage 101?” I asked, rubbing Peaches. “When in doubt—demolish?”

“How long before it’s free?” Monty asked, ignoring me. “Before it accesses the surface?”

“Hard to say,” Thomas said, narrowing his eyes and looking at the floor. “I have failsafes in place to prevent minor demons from coming through the circle.”

“I’m not a demon-whisperer, but there was nothing minor about that thing down there,” I said, looking around to make sure it wasn’t coming through the walls or floor. “This means we can’t leave Demon City?”

“Without a ley-line circle, I’m afraid the answer is no.”

“Chi made it safely through?” I asked, pulling out my phone, dialing her number, and putting it on speaker.

“I’m here.” Her voice was calm, but I could hear the undercurrent of anger. “I thought you were right behind me?”

“We’ve had some technical difficulties—the circle is gone,” I said. “Are you safe?”

“I’ve had to convince some eager vampires that death is still an option—stupid children,” she said. “How long before you arrive?”

Monty shook his head. “We would have to disable the inhibitor rune blocking the island from the line,” he said. “That takes at least three mages. In this case, I would assume more considering its range. We need to find my uncle.”

“Call me when you arrive,” she said. “I’ve convened the Council to deal with the Blood Hunter threat.”

“They were quite ready to let the Blood Hunters eliminate you.”

“You need to be careful,” she said, her tone serious.

“Me?” I asked, confused. “Why would I need to be careful?”

“The Blood Hunters are after the dark blades,” she said. “Your mage made it impossible to get one. Where is the other blade?”

It didn’t take long for it to dawn on me. “Shit,” I said. “Can you keep the Blood Hunters there busy for a while? Will the Council cooperate now that you’re back?”

“I’m certain some of them were surprised at my return,” she answered. “But they will comply. Erik wanted to send your mage a message.”

“Yes?” Monty said.

“He wanted you to know that the Ghosts will arrive soon,” she answered. “It appears they will need to travel through conventional methods, due to the island being locked down, but they are on their way.”

“Did he mention how long before they arrived?”

“A few days at most. Prepare.”

“I’ll call you once we get back,” I said. “Be careful.”

“Find another circle, stay away from the Consortium, and demons,” she said. “Stay safe.”

“Working on it,” I said as she hung up. I glanced at Monty. “How many Ghosts are there?”

“There are a total of seven Ghosts active at any given time,” Monty said. “Oliver would never send all seven to one location—the Elders would never approve.”

“You have Ghosts after you?” Thomas asked, surprised. “What did you destroy this time?”

“Nothing. The Elders are overreacting,” Monty answered. “It was just a void vortex.”

I held up two fingers.

“You cast two void vortices?” Thomas asked. “Inside a city?”

Monty nodded. “They were under control and the city is still intact.”

“I’m surprised they haven’t erased you.” Thomas narrowed his eyes and looked at the floor. “The level has settled, and the demon is contained—for now.”

“We need to deal with this demon problem before they arrive.” Monty stood and straightened his jacket. “At the very least, we need to find my uncle and get off this island.”

“I don’t have the Morrigan in my speed dial. Do you?”

“The Morrigan?” Thomas asked with a hint of fear. “As in ‘Chooser of the Slain’ Morrigan?”

“Yes, that one,” I said with a smile. “If Dex plays his cards right, she could be your aunt, Monty.”

He glared at me with a shake of his head.

“First, we need some place safe that isn’t above a contained demon trying to get to us,” Monty said, looking down at the floor. “Preferably somewhere I could get some tea.”

“I know just the place,” Thomas said.


























THIRTEEN

WE HEADED OUT into the maze of streets around St. Paul’s Cathedral. After a few turns, we headed down a dead-end street. Thomas gestured, and a sign came into view. The blank wall turned into a door of what I recognized as a pub.

“Cool Cats & Blokes?” I read the sign over the door. “Sounds like your kind of place, Monty.”

“As long as they have tea, I don’t care what it’s called.”

We entered the pub, with Thomas leading the way. He took us to a table in the back room. The pub itself was mostly empty. It held the smell of old wood and alcohol. I instantly liked the place. As I looked around, I noticed it was covered in runes.

“This is a neutral place?” I asked Thomas, who had approached the bar and was coming back with a tray of drinks and a large bowl.

“More like shadow. Unless you have the key, you won’t find it.”

He placed a large cup of Earl Grey in front of Monty, who closed his eyes, lifted the cup to his lips, and just took in the aroma with a soft hum of approval.

“Why don’t you and the tea get a room?” I asked as Monty took his first sip and groaned. “Really, you need help.”

“All I ever need is a good cuppa.”

“I figured you weren’t a big tea drinker, so coffee?” Thomas asked, handing me a cup. “I’m afraid that’s all they have.”

I sipped the coffee, winced at the taste, and immediately reached for my silver flask covered in glowing skulls. Thomas narrowed his eyes at the flask as I poured a spoonful of the hot Valhalla Java into the cup. I took another sip, and it instantly became the best coffee in the universe.

“That is orlandgasmic,” I said, reverently inhaling more of the aroma. 

“Excuse me?” Monty asked, giving me a look.

“It’s when something is shaynetastic and then taken to the ultimate level, especially when it comes to coffee.”

“Now you’re just making up words.”

“It’s new—feel free to use it,” I said and took another sip of my javambrosia.

“I don’t speak gibberish,” Monty scoffed.

“Says the mage who’s constantly muttering a strange language under his breath,” I answered, keeping the cup close to my face.

“That flask, where did you get it?” Thomas asked, placing the large bowl on the floor. I noticed it was full of meat.

“What is that bowl made of?” I asked, grabbing Peaches by the scruff before he dived into it. 

“Aluminum,” Thomas answered, looking at the bowl. “Why?”

“Do not eat the bowl.” I tugged on Peaches until he looked at me. “Got it? Only the meat.”

<Only the meat, yes. Meat.>

“He chews through anything softer than titanium. Hope you aren’t attached to that bowl.”

I let go of his scruff, and Peaches proceeded to vacuum the meat into his stomach.

“He does enjoy meat.” Thomas looked down at Peaches for a few seconds and then back at me. “The flask?”

“It was a gift.”

“From Hel?”

“How did you—?”

“What is it filled with?” he asked. “I’ve heard the stories.”

“It tastes like super coffee to me, but I doubt that’s what it is.” I poured a few drops into his cup of tea and put the flask in my pocket. “They didn’t give me the recipe, just told me not to drink more than a spoonful.”

He took a sip of his tea and opened his eyes wide.

“That’s spectacular,” he said in wonder. “It’s the best cup of tea I’ve tasted in my entire life. I’ve read about these flasks, but they aren’t given to mortals, according to the texts.”

Monty placed his cup gently on the table. “Who stands to gain from eliminating mages, Thomas?”

Thomas grew serious. “It’s not just the elimination of mages, but using demons to do it,” he said. “The demon we just saw was sent. It wasn’t summoned.”

“Are you on someone’s shitlist?” I asked. “Because we haven’t been here long enough to piss off anyone—besides the Consortium.”

Thomas looked at me. “That would be enough, trust me.” He folded his hands on the table. “Who do you think will get blamed for the Tate’s destruction?”

I pointed at Monty. “Him?”

“No, not yet,” Thomas said. “Initially, it will be the vampires, werewolves, and mages who don’t belong to the Consortium. The Tate was a designated neutral meeting ground. When they mobilize—it won’t be pretty.”

“They will use this to declare war on the vampires and werewolves, won’t they?” Monty asked. “We were just a convenient catalyst.”

Thomas nodded. “This has been happening since the demons started appearing in the streets.”

“I noticed the Consortium was all human,” I said. “The Dark Council has three groups: vampires, werewolves, and mages. Why doesn’t the Consortium?”

“The three factions exist here as well, but the Consortium is older, with deep ties to the past,” Thomas said, and sipped his tea with a groan. Between him and Monty, the tea drinking was getting uncomfortable. “Here, they’re distinct groups that don’t mesh. The mages wouldn’t mind eliminating the other two.”

“The demon knew you,” Monty said, looking at Thomas. “What have you been up to?”

Thomas sipped his tea and looked away. “I may have angered some powerful people,” he muttered, sipping some more tea. “People who, I think, are controlling the Consortium.”

“If mages and specifically demon-whisperers are being killed, the list has to be short.”

“Demonologists, not demon-whisperers, but it’s a valid question,” Monty said. “Why target that sub-class?”

“There are members of the Consortium who have shifted without going through the proving.” Thomas looked around before continuing. “Even Delane was just a mage several years ago. Now he’s an Arch Mage.”

“Ascending to Arch Mage takes at least a century,” Monty said. “How did he manage to shift so quickly?”

“I think they’ve discovered a new power source.” Thomas tapped the table. “I can’t prove it yet, but this power source allows them to shift faster, and with more power than usual.”

Monty rubbed his chin. “The demons?” he asked. “Are you saying the Consortium is harnessing demonic energy to accelerate shifts?”

Thomas nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. First, it was the inhibitor rune. Under the pretext of containing the summoning. Except that it also had another effect.”

“Cutting off the ley-lines and preventing teleportation, vastly diminishing the ability of the mages on the island,” Monty said.

“Not all of the mages,” I corrected. “At least not Arch Mage Delane. He used a considerable amount of energy inside a dampened room.” I remembered how Delane switched the polarity of the runes inside the Tate. “How did he change it from inhibiting to boosting?”

“We need to locate my uncle,” Monty said just before the door to the pub exploded.


























FOURTEEN

IT WASN’T JUST the door. The entire wall that held the door exploded inward and was reduced to rubble.

“Where are you, mage?” Bellowed a voice from outside the pub. “Come out and greet your death.”

It was the demon from the circle.

“I’m going to suggest you decline the invite.” I pulled out Grim Whisper. “So much for having it contained. I hope you know some way to send it home.”

“I don’t understand,” Thomas muttered as Monty pulled him to the side. “The containment runes should have kept it restrained underground. How did it get out?”

“It’s quite possible that either you underestimated its strength, or overestimated the efficacy of your riftrunes.” Monty moved to the side of the door. “In any case, it’s here. How did it track you?”

“My riftrunes work,” Thomas said under his breath. “I tested them. It should have been contained. They absolutely work.”

“Thomas, focus! How did it find you?”

“My energy signature from the circle,” Thomas said. “It must have locked onto that.”

“How did it find you before it broke through the circle?” I asked. “Looks like someone needs you out of the way—why? Why are you a threat?”

“I’m getting too close to the truth,” Thomas said. “They can’t afford to have me stop the summoning or restore access to the ley-lines.”

I slid to the doorframe separating the back room from the rest of the pub, and peeked at the entrance. The demon stood outside, smoldering—as in covered in smoke and flames—not upset. I noticed flames dropped off it and fall to the ground, burning the cobblestone street.

“That thing’s a hot mess,” I said. “Why doesn’t it come inside? Doesn’t like the décor?”

“The runes that make this place impossible to find must be causing interference,” Thomas gestured and sent white runes into the ground. “Oh, this is bad.”

“Worse than the demon waiting for you outside to violently introduce you to death?”

Thomas nodded. “There’s a rift open under the Cathedral. It must have happened when he escaped,” Thomas muttered, still gesturing. “Once the demons realize there’s a way in, they’ll flood the rift. I have to close it.”

“London will become Demon City,” Monty added. “First we deal with this, then we close that rift.”

“But we can’t get down there,” Thomas said. “The whole level is collapsed and sealed off.”

“If he got out, there’s a path in,” Monty said, and walked out of the back room. “Let’s use diplomacy first.”

“With a demon? Are you insane?” Thomas hissed. “There’s no reasoning with them.”

“I think you want to stay back here,” I said as I followed Monty out. “I have a feeling this is going to be a short conversation. Peaches, keep him safe.”

Peaches stepped over to Thomas and sat on his haunches. He gave me a low rumble and shook his body before assuming the protect-and-shred stance.

The demon stood outside what used to be the entrance of Cool Cats & Blokes. It looked like a man on fire, except that the fire didn’t consume him. It blazed, sputtered, and rekindled. Smoke rose from different parts of its body. The face was mostly indistinguishable, being covered in flame. I figured it was stronger than the first demon we met, but weaker than Cinder. It made me wonder why Thomas couldn’t runeject this one but had been able to handle Cinder easily. Something was off.

“Monty, something feels off here,” I said as I stood next to him. “Didn’t Cinder feel more powerful than tall-and-flamey here?”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” Monty replied, tugging on his cuffs as he approached the door. “It is possible this demon is stronger than Cinder.”

“Doesn’t feel that way, and Thomas hit him with some runes and erased him.”

“What are you trying to say?” Monty glanced at me. “I’ve known Thomas for decades. He may be eccentric and unorthodox, but I have no reason to distrust him.”

Peaches rumbled next to me and nudged my leg.

“I thought I told you to stay near Thomas.”

<My stomach doesn’t feel so good.>

“That’s because you overdid it,” I said, looking down at him. He was shivering, and his tongue lolled to one side. I crouched down, held his head, and looked into his eyes. “How much did you eat?”

“He won’t suffer, much.” Thomas stood in the doorway to the back room. “I had to make sure he wouldn’t attack. You can’t imagine what it took to devise and then disguise the poison. Hellhounds can eat almost anything—and usually do.”

“You fuck!” I drew Grim Whisper and fired. My rounds hit a white lattice of energy with no effect. “I will find you and end you.”

“You should have never come here, Tristan.” Thomas gestured, and I saw the white runes fall from his hands. “Why did you come back? I didn’t want to hurt you. I really didn’t.”

“Thomas.” Monty turned and held up his hands. “Whatever it is you’ve done or are involved in, we can help you.”

“You can’t!” he yelled. “Don’t you see? It’s too late. You’ll never understand—you’ve never understood. It’s too late.”

He thrust both arms forward and unleashed a torrent of runes. I pressed the main bead on my mala, raising the shield. Monty gestured, casting another shield. The impact of energy catapulted us outside of the pub. I landed in a roll and ran back to the demolished wall. I bounced off another lattice of energy, which re-introduced me to the ground—hard. Monty stood slowly but remained where he was.

Thomas came up to the edge but remained inside the pub, behind the lattice wall. He looked at me with a sad smile and shook his head. I looked in his eyes, the rage threatening to blind me. I got shakily to my feet, acutely aware of the demon behind us.

“You killed Nigel.” Monty dusted off his sleeves. “It was no accident.”

“He was beginning to grow suspicious.” Thomas looked at the demon behind us. “I couldn’t have him exposing my work. When I offered him a position with us, offered him power beyond imagination, the fool refused. I didn’t kill him—he killed himself. Just like you did.”

“Wait, I don’t recall you making us an offer.” I moved my coat to make sure I could access Ebonsoul. “Why didn’t we get a chance at ‘power beyond imagination’?”

“Because he knew what I would say,” Monty answered. “Nigel was ambitious, but he resisted when he discovered the source of the power.”

“Nigel had a sudden case of conscience at the last moment. It proved to be fatal.” Thomas shrugged. “You were always too righteous for your own good, Tristan. I knew you would never join us.”

“You’re harvesting demons for energy.” Monty stepped close to the ruined wall. “Are you insane?”

“You always were pompous and arrogant. The Elders favored you while dismissing me. I hated you for it. Consider this my dish served cold. You wronged me, and I shall have my revenge.”

“Did he just bard you?” I asked, surprised. “You really have to teach me how to make friends.” I glanced at Monty. “Mine are mostly jerks, but this one’s a world-class asshole.”

“He’s not my friend.” Monty gestured and released an orb at the lattice with no effect. “He’s just a frustrated little mage prick, who will be made to bleed.”

“Make sure nothing is left of them,” Thomas said angrily to the demon. “If you do a good job, I’ll let you have the hellhound for a snack. It’s still mostly alive.”

“Yes, master,” the demon said, and licked its lips. “No remains.”

“Thomas, try not to die before I get to you,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy putting you out of your misery, you son-of-a-bitch.” 

I drew Ebonsoul and aimed Grim Whisper at the approaching demon as I stepped back.

“Goodbye, Tristan.” Thomas gestured and opened a rift. “I’d make sure your body received a proper burial, but you’ll only be an unpleasant memory. There won’t be any body left to bury.”

He disappeared through the rift, and the demon charged.


























FIFTEEN

I ROLLED OUT of the way and fired. Entropy rounds had no effect on the demon.

“Hold on, Peaches,” I said under my breath. I could see him lying on his side in the pub. “Monty, I don’t care what you have to cast—get me in there.”

Monty gestured, and I saw white runes appear from his fingertips. They slammed into the demon, slowing it down. The light spread out and formed a large spherical cage. The demon pounded against the cage and roared.

“Where did you learn those?” I asked between gasps. 

“Thomas isn’t the only observant one,” he said with a grunt and a final gesture. “This can only hold it for a short while. If we’re going to be fighting demons, I need a seraph.”

“The angel?” I asked, looking around. “I guess we could try St. Paul’s again, but I don’t think they hang out in the churches.”

“The blade,” he said with a look. “They’re created to fight demons.”

“Perfect. Which means we won’t find one in Tesco.”

“Not likely, no. We need to find an artifact dealer—but first things first. Let’s save your creature.” Monty approached the lattice wall. “This will take some time. The lattice is an energy entanglement designed to implode if dismantled without a harmonic stabilizer.”

“Oh, really? And that means?”

“If I try to burst through, the building collapses.” He began gesturing. “Keep an eye on the demon, and let me know when it starts to get free.”

“Don’t you mean ‘if’ it gets free?”

“No.” White runes flowed from his fingers into the lattice, landing on certain areas of the wall but avoiding others. “That cage isn’t going to hold it forever. I still haven’t studied the casting thoroughly.”

I wondered when he found the time to study the casting at all. He approached the lattice wall, and I kept an eye on the caged demon. It had stopped pounding and was testing each individual part of the cage.

“If it gets loose, I could always unleash my Incantation of Light orb at it. Or was Thomas lying about that too, and just working another angle?”

“The incantation orbs are real.” Monty released another set of runes. “He was probably trying to gauge what kind of magical threat you were. I’ve seen incantation orbs punch through solid rock with ease.”

“Mine would barely get through toilet paper,” I muttered, as he kept gesturing.

“It takes years of practice,” he said, and stepped back. “That should do it.”

The lattice wall dropped, and I made to step into the pub. Monty grabbed me by the arm and shook his head.

“What? The wall is down.”

“But not the defenses—hold on.” He placed his hands on the ground, and a covering of runes appeared in front of us. “These will be easier to disable.”

“Mage, release me!” the demon demanded from behind us. “It’s clear you are powerful. I can give you more power.”

“Ignore it,” Monty said working on the runes. “It’s all lies and deceit, until it’s too late.”

“I speak truth.” The demon pressed against the cage. “My power can be yours.”

Monty raised a hand and made a fist. The rune cage began to shrink around the demon.

“Half-truths,” Monty said without turning, as he unraveled the lattice of runes on the ground. “The price your kind exacts is too high, and always has been.”

“There is always a cost, mage.” The demon bowed. “This is the way. Some, like your friend Thomas, are willing to pay the price. I can help ascend you to Arch Mage.”

“Shut it,” Monty answered. 

Monty put his hand on the ground again, and rotated his palm counter-clockwise. The symbols on the floor inside the pub disappeared. I ran in to Peaches.

“Hey, boy,” I said, placing my hand on the side of his body. His breathing was shallow, and he struggled to look at me. “I’m here.”

<The meat was bad. It hurts.>

“From now on, you don’t eat meat from strangers.” I looked at Monty. “I know you’re not a healer, but could you—?”

“I have an idea, but we’re going to need your flask.”

I reached in my pocket and gave him the Valhalla Java flask. It glowed in the night, the blue skulls grinning at me with power as I uncapped it.

“It did help Quan, but I don’t know if it will work on a hellhound,” I said, nervously. I didn’t want to make a bad situation worse.

“We have no precedent, and the only person who could help is an ocean away,” he said quietly. “Pour some into your hand and ask him what it smells like.”

I did as Monty asked and held my palm in front of Peaches’ nose.

“Hey, boy,” I said, gently rubbing his side. His breathing was becoming ragged. “Can you tell me what that smells like?”

<Good…it smells like meat from the place. Do you have some?>

“No, you black hole,” I said, holding back a smile. “He says it smells like pastrami.”

Monty nodded. “I thought as much. Whatever that liquid is, it operates on the principle of transmogrification—becoming what the drinker enjoys the most.”

“Will it work?” I asked quietly. “Can we save him?”

“Without knowing what Thomas gave him, it’s dangerous,” Monty replied. “We could make it worse and accelerate the poison. I honestly don’t know.”

“We can’t let him die, Monty.” The words were ash in my mouth.

Monty set his jaw and nodded. “Open your hand. This is going to be unpleasant for you. I’m going to channel energy through your bond.”

“Excuse me?”

“When I tell you, pour about a vial’s worth into his mouth.” He started gesturing and violet trails followed his fingers. “I’m going to attempt to infuse the liquid with energy from your bond. Hopefully that can jumpstart his regenerative process and destroy the poison.”

“And if this goes wrong?” I asked, placing Peaches’ head in my lap and turning it so he could drink. “Just want to know what might happen.”

“Damn it, Simon. I’m a mage, not a vet! Not that your creature qualifies as a dog,” he said, his voice grim. “This is uncharted territory for me. In my calculations, he either gets well as his body takes over and heals him—he has been thrown through walls, exploded, and exposed to a void vortex with no ill-effects—or the poison takes over, and catastrophic failure follows, and we lose him.”

I nodded. “Thanks for being honest.”

A roar from outside diverted my focus. I turned to see the cage of the demon had shrunk to the point that it was curled into a fetal position.

Monty stopped the violet trails and gestured again, sending more white runes over to the cage holding the demon. The runes joined and formed another cage outside the existing one. 

“It will buy some time, but not much,” he said, starting the violet trails again. “The pub won’t keep us safe once it breaks free, since the defenses are gone. Let’s focus on the task at hand, shall we? Ready?”

“Do it.”

He formed a violet orb of energy, and clasped my hand while still holding the orb. My arm instantly felt on fire. I looked down to make sure flames weren’t consuming me. The roar of waves filled my ears, and my vision tunneled in.

“Give it to him, now!”

I poured a small amount of liquid into Peaches’ mouth. He weakly swallowed it, and the flames in my body intensified. Tears streamed down my cheeks as the pain ratcheted up a few more notches into rip-my-nails-out-with-pliers territory.

He rumbled and growled as his body spasmed. I tried to hold him down, but failed as he thrashed on the floor. I managed to regain control and hold on to his head. For the first time, I felt my connection to Peaches as a physical sensation. The bond we shared was strong, and right now, he was dying. I poured more liquid into his mouth.

“Simon, no!” Monty’s voice was a muffled sound in the distance. “It’s too much. The bond is too strong. You have to let him go.”

“Get back, Monty.” I realized the tears streaming down my face were made of blood, as I looked down at the stained floor. I was grabbing Peaches by the scruff, and I could feel the surge of power growing within us. “I can’t let go.”

He made a move to grab my arm, and the backlash of energy shoved him back across the floor. He began gesturing as the surge erupted, and I was flung to the other side of the pub, across the bar, and into the wall.


























SIXTEEN

I WAS DIZZY from the impact as Monty came to my side. He grabbed me by the shoulder and shook me quickly.

“You need to get your wits about you,” he hissed. “And quickly.”

“Is he okay?” I asked, looking around. “Did it work?”

“I’d like to say yes, but I’m not sure,” Monty said quietly next to me. “There was one outcome I didn’t foresee.”

My heart sank. “No. What happened?” I asked. “I gave him too much, but he was dying. I didn’t know what else to do. I killed him.”

“Don’t be daft,” Monty said, keeping his voice low. “We wouldn’t be hiding behind the bar if your creature were dead.”

“We’re hiding?” I asked, confused. “Why are we hiding?”

“See for yourself,” he said, and pointed over the bar.

I was about to stand when he held me down. “What is it?”

“Use this,” he said, and handed me a piece of the mirror I shattered when I slammed into it. “Slowly.”

I lifted the shard over the edge of the bar and looked into the reflection of the center of the pub. Sitting in the middle of the floor was a large creature with glowing red eyes. 

“That thing ate Peaches?” I asked in shock. “What the hell is that creature?”

“Look again. It didn’t eat your creature.”

I lifted the shard again and looked closely. The canine-shaped monster was easily ten times the size of Peaches. Its glowing red eyes were focused on the demon in the cage outside of the pub. I felt its low rumble as a tremor along the floor.

“That’s Peaches?” I asked in disbelief. “What the fu—?”

<DESTROY>

I held my ears in pain, as his voice slammed into my brain.

“What is it?” Monty asked, concerned, as I held my head to keep it from splitting. “What happened?”

“He’s loud—too loud.” I checked my ears to make sure my brain wasn’t leaking from them. “What is this, Terminator mode?”

“You can hear him?” Monty asked. “What did he say?”

“Yes, I can hear him,” I said. “He nearly gave me a stroke. He’s not asking for meat, I can tell you that much.”

“Oh, good.” Monty sighed. “It means you can stop him.”

“Good? What do you mean I can stop him?” I asked. “That thing isn’t Peaches.”

“Underneath that mountain of destructive muscle and sharpened fangs of obliteration, dwells the creature you love and adore.” Monty pointed at the monster, as it got to its feet and cratered the floor of the pub. “You need to reestablish your bond.”

“But I can still hear him,” I said, still rubbing an ear. “The bond isn’t broken on my end.”

“Whatever we did seems to have interrupted the bond for a moment.” Monty looked over the bar as the Peaches Monster stomped out the pub. 

“You mean what you did, right?”

“I don’t recall holding the flask and giving him more in the midst of an energy infusion.”

“He was dying.” I looked away. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It seems that whatever occurred removed the poison but caused this transformation.” Monty nodded. “This must be what Uncle Dex was referring to, when he mentioned that breaking the bond would unleash a creature that’s nearly impossible to kill and capable of wonderful amounts of destruction.”

“And I’m supposed to stop him how?”

“Do you have any meat?”

I gave him my best Eastwood squint, easily a four on my glare-o-meter. “No, I’m not currently carrying a truckload of meat.”

“Well, he is your creature.” Monty dusted off his jacket, as he made his way from behind the bar and took in the damage. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

I cautiously followed Hulk Peaches out. He growled and rumbled at the demon.

Laughter erupted from the cage. “You decline my offer, mage, yet summon this beast?” it asked, pointing at Monster Peaches. “A dark mage of your level should embrace my gift and ascend even higher.”

Monty stepped out next to me. “I didn’t summon anything, and he doesn’t belong to me.” He pointed at me with his chin. “He belongs to him.”

The demon looked at Monty and then at me in confusion.

“He isn’t a mage, he barely wields magic.” The demon stared at me. “You are an anomaly, but you do not possess the power to control a creature of this level. This must be a deception.”

I walked around to face the Galactus version of my hellhound. “Hey, boy,” I said, as gently as I could while standing next to a monster of muscle and large fangs. “How are you feeling?”

Peaches swiveled his head to face me. His glowing eyes focused on me and, for a second, fear rushed through my body. The voice in my head urged me to run away screaming. I considered it for a few seconds before ignoring it.

<I AM WELL, SIMON. THIS CREATURE IS ALIGNED WITH THE HUMAN WHO CAUSED ME HARM.>

The force of his voice in my head nearly drove me to my knees. I held a hand to my head and held the other one up in surrender.

“Could you turn it down to a five on the volume?” I asked. “Since when do you speak like a university professor?”

“Is that a university professor with Vinnie Jones’ voice?” Monty deadpanned. “Do you have a concussion?”

<PLEASE STAND BACK. THE CREATURE’S ESCAPE IS IMMINENT.>

Peaches turned to face the demon, who shredded the cage and broke free. Runes materialized along Peaches’ flank as Monty began to gesture.

“Your pathetic cage only delayed the inevitable, mage.” The demon took two steps forward, and stopped when Peaches gave off a low growl. “This stupid beast will not stop me from my task. Prepare to die, ma—”

Peaches’ eyes grew bright, as beams of light shot forth and blasted the demon. A few seconds later, the demon was gone, along with most of the stone where it stood.

“I thought you said demons were intelligent?” I asked, looking down at the charred stone. “This one didn’t expect to get omega beamed.”

“I said some were. Clearly this one wasn’t,” Monty answered. “Do you think you can get him down to a normal size, so we don’t cause a panic on the streets of London?”

I walked over to where Peaches stood. I raised a hand and slowly petted his side. I was conscious of the fact that he could probably chomp me in two with one bite. He swiveled his head and looked at me.

<WE ARE BONDMATES. I AM HUNGRY AND REQUIRE SUSTENANCE.>

You need to be a lot smaller, or we’re going to need a herd of cows. This was my first thought as he tried to melt my brain with the Galactus Voice of Doom.

“I’m going to need you to get back to normal size before we get you food, boy,” I said, still petting his side. “I’m sure we can get you some more black pudding.”

<A HERD OF COWS WILL NOT BE NECESSARY. TEN POUNDS OF BLACK PUDDING WILL SUFFICE.>

“Wait, you heard me?”

“Of course I heard you,” Monty said. “You just asked it to reduce from enormous, panic-inducing, monstrosity to its normal, panic-inducing size.”

“Not you, him.” I pointed at ginormous Peaches.

“You do have a concussion.” Monty stared at me for a few seconds. “Hasn’t your creature always heard you? Would you like to sit down?”

“No, I don’t want to sit down,” I snapped back. “And I don’t have a concussion. My head is pretty hard.”

“At least on that we agree,” Monty said with a nod. “Do you think you can clarify what you meant—in English?”

“He heard my thoughts.” I looked at the Lockjaw version of Peaches who stood immobile and made the butterflies in my stomach uneasy—because standing next to a hellhound the size of a small bus is never a pleasant feeling. “He heard what I said without my speaking it.”

“It’s possible the bond was strengthened by the infusion.” Monty rubbed his chin. “We need to find an artifacts dealer, and roaming the streets of London with the Hound of the Baskervilles would be unwise. Can you” —he made a motion with his hands—“make him smaller?”

“I don’t know how he got supersized in the first place,” I said, stepping back and taking in the immensity of his canine enormity. “It’s not like he has a shrink switch.”

“It will be dawn soon.” Monty looked up the street. “Once someone sees him, what’s left of the Consortium, as well as whatever group Thomas is part of will be after us. I’m going to get us transportation.”

“You may want to get a truc—”

“And no, I’m not getting a lorry,” he said, cutting me off. “Fix him.”

Monty pulled out his phone and walked inside the pub, leaving me outside with industrial-sized Peaches. I looked up into his face. His eyes gleamed with latent power, and the runes along his sides pulsed with energy. I had no idea how to get him smaller.

Impossible to kill and capable of wonderful amounts of destruction was pretty much what I was looking at. Monty was right, if the sun rose, and Peaches was still this size, he’d get noticed—and fast. I wanted to try our mind-link again.

Do you know how to shrink yourself down to size?

<THAT INFORMATION IS NOT AVAILABLE TO ME. WILL WE BE ACQUIRING SUSTENANCE SOON?>

He could hear my thoughts.

“You managed to break a hellhound. Truly impressive, Strong.”

I turned at the voice and stared at Hades.


























SEVENTEEN

HE WAS DRESSED in a slate gray Desmond Merrion Supreme, with a pale blue Battistoni shirt, and finished with a patterned Zegna tie. The Testonis he wore on his feet barely made a sound as he stepped over to the newly enlarged Peaches.

The ensemble would’ve given Piero a fashion aneurysm.

“I understood you and your mage partner’s propensity for destruction,” he said, looking up at Peaches, “but I never would have foreseen this—considering that you’re mortality-challenged.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” He raised an eyebrow at the destruction of the pub and the charred stone where the demon was contained. “But it seems you’re up to the usual. Where’s Montague?”

Monty stepped out of the pub, and narrowed his eyes at the god of the Underworld before looking at me. “You called him?” he asked. “I said figure it out, not make it worse.”

“I didn’t call him, he just poofed in.”

“Good evening to you, too, Montague,” Hades said with a nod. “I stopped by the Tate on the way over. Fascinating art. If you ever have the time, you should drop by. The entire building is doing a Cubist interpretation of a museum—Picasso would be proud.”

“Why are you here?” Monty looked up the street. “Where did you put the sword?”

“This transformation”—Hades lifted his walking stick and pointed at the planet-sized Peaches—“only occurs when the bond between hound and human is broken. Imagine my surprise when I arrive and find Strong alive, trying to speak to his hound.”

“Do you know how to get a hellhound smaller?” I asked, knowing it was a bad idea to ask Hades for any favors.

“Of course I do—with Cerberus,” he said with a smile. “Each hound is unique. You will have to discover what works for yours. I was only here to prevent the cataclysm they create when they transform into unstoppable engines of destruction.”

“Excuse me? You just swung by to check in?”

“Yes, Simon,” he said. “I happen to be a god. Dropping by unannounced is part of what we do.”

“And what? Monster Peaches called you?”

“Bad hellhound PR inevitably leads back to Cerberus, which leads back to me, and then it’s a mountain of paperwork, dealing with damages, loss of life, destroyed cities, and infrastructure,” he said, waving his hand. “One headache after another. Thankfully, it seems you have this under control. He doesn’t seem to be going on a rampage.”

“Under control? I don’t know how he got to this size in the first place.”

“Then you have a problem.” Hades pointed his stick at me. “Bigger than the mess of demons infesting this city.”

“What do you know about that?” Monty asked warily. “How long has this been going on?”

“Long enough for me to notice.” Hades sniffed. “They really need to get some demon exterminators—but who’re you going to call? Demons are a nasty business.”

“You’re the god of the Underworld,” I said. “You don’t like demons?”

“Don’t confuse your pantheons. My name is not Satan.” Hades pet Peaches’ side as he spoke. “Demons and their ilk are his thing, not mine. I prefer not dealing with any of you on the surface, if I can help it.”

“Yet, here you are,” I said, before my brain got the memo that it was monumentally suicidal to taunt a god—especially the god of the Underworld who also happened to be one of the big three. “I meant, thank you for being here?”

He walked over to where I stood, and I felt the sheer power come off him in waves. Peaches looked at him, but he remained growlless and rumblefree, which only proved he was smarter than I was.

“Strong, do you know why I don’t blast you into oblivion?” Hades asked with a smile that did nothing to put me at ease.

“The possibility that I may come back?” I answered weakly.

“Well, there’s that, and the fact that a part of me—a very small, infinitesimal part of me—likes you.” He smiled again, which made me afraid. “However, you try my patience, and there may come a time I do blast you into small little Simon particles to test this immortality of yours, even if it pisses off Kali.”

He said the last part while tapping my chest with his walking stick. For a moment, it felt like each tap would be my last. I visibly sighed when he turned to Monty, who noticeably tensed but kept his hands gesture-free.

“The sword?” Monty asked. “Is it still in your possession?”

“I placed it somewhere safe. It would be less than efficient against demons,” Hades said, shaking his head. “Unless you bonded to it, which we both know would be unwise.”

“I have no intention of bonding to that, or any blade,” Monty answered. “I do, however, need a seraph until we can get off this island.”

“You won’t find one on this island. Seraphs are extremely rare,” Hades said. “And it appears that whoever is inviting the demons prepared for that contingency.”

“Thomas,” I said with venom. “He poisoned Peaches.”

Hades raised an eyebrow at me. “Unlikely. Hellhounds are notoriously difficult to stop, and they can eat almost anything, but if he managed to incapacitate your hound—he’s dangerous.”

“He poisoned him and then set a demon on us.” 

“Your hound seems recovered, albeit a little on the large side.” Hades looked around. “Where is this demon?”

“Peaches”— I pointed at him—“shot him with some laser beams from his eyes. Went total Cyclops on him.”

“A Cyclops only possesses one eye, Strong,” Hades said, staring admiringly at Peaches. “A baleful glare? And so young—well done, hound.” 

Peaches rumbled and shook his head. Which was normally not an issue when he was normal sized. At celestial-body size, his drool slammed into me, drenching and threatened to knock me down. It mysteriously missed both Hades and Monty.

“Ugh, dog,” I said, shaking most of it off. “Keep your slobber under control.”

<I STILL HUNGER. I NEED MEAT.>

“You need to lower the volume while we deal with these demons.” Besides I’m not going to get you meat at this size. There aren’t enough butcher shops in London to feed you.

“I see you’ve learned to communicate with him, good.”

“Bollocks,” Monty uttered under his breath. “Without those blades, facing demons will be problematic.”

“There is a solution, if you would like it.” Hades cocked his head to one side.

“The cost?” Monty asked.

“To be determined at a later date.” Hades looked at his watch, a Patek Phillipe Sky Moon Tourbillion. “I do have other pressing matters to attend to, and London is not in imminent danger, at least not from a hellhound. Yes or no?”

Agreeing was giving Hades a blank check. I shook my head at Monty. The cost would be too high.

“Yes,” Monty said after a moment. “Provided the cost does not require a violation of my inherent beliefs.”

“Spoken like a true mage.” Hades smiled. “Very well. You can transform your blades, any blade, actually, into a seraph. You only need the right spell and symbol.”

“That would require one of the lost runes, which I don’t possess,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “No one knows where to find those. Hence the title of lost.”

“Except, maybe, a god of the Underworld.” I looked at Hades, who nodded.

“Those runes aren’t lost, just protected,” Hades said. “There is a Wordweaver on this island. She’s one of the guardians of the runes. Her title is the Dahvina.”

“Which means?” I asked, curious. “Sounds very dignified.”

“It means let Montague do all the talking,” Hades answered with a sigh. “If I recall, she comes from an old royal lineage—the house of Wessex, if I’m not mistaken. She is one of the oldest Wordweavers, so tread carefully.”

“So Dahvina is a noble?” I looked at Monty, who gave me a ‘you can’t be serious’ look. “Do I bow or curtsy? Monty, what is the protocol?”

“Try to behave in her presence. Do not use improper speech, and give her this.”

Hades produced a small silver key and handed it to Monty.

“A key?” Monty asked, turning it in his hand. “To what?”

“Knowledge, of course.” Hades started walking away before stopping again. “A few things…”

“Yes?” Monty asked, looking up from the key.

“Get the hound off the street before a policeman glances down the street, has a heart attack, and then calls the Met.”

“It would’ve helped if you could’ve given me the key to bringing him down to size,” I said, pulling on Peaches, who refused to budge. 

“I did help you, Strong.”

“Anything else?” Monty said quickly, before I could answer.

“Extrapolate what occurs if Thomas and his associates wrest power from the Consortium.”

“I have,” Monty said. “None of the scenarios end well.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Hades nodded and walked off, disappearing before he reached the end of the street.

“What the hell was that about?” I asked, trying to push Peaches, who now decided this was the best time to imitate a large statue. “Extrapolate what?”

“It’s the same thing your vampire was describing, except on a larger scale,” Monty answered, walking in front of Peaches and gesturing. “If Thomas and whoever is helping him take the Consortium, the balance will be upset.”

“It won’t be a civil war, they’ll destroy London.”

“To start with, yes.” He nodded and began gesturing again.

“What are you doing?” I looked at him, confused. “Are we under an attack I can’t see?”

“Getting your creature inside and off the street.” He finished gesturing, and a sausage the size of my leg materialized in front of Peaches. Followed by another, closer to the pub. The last one was inside the pub itself.

“That is one large sausage,” I said, poking it with a toe. “Where did you learn that?”

“Uncle Dex gave me the spell, but I didn’t think it would actually work on this scale.” Monty shrugged. “Once your creature is inside, figure out how to reduce his size. He’ll never fit in the vehicle like that.”

<MEAT. YES.>

“Who’d you call?” I winced, as Peaches’ voice crashed through my skull while he inhaled the sausages and entered the pub. He settled on the last one and started chomping loudly. “SuNaTran?”

“Of course. Cecil has offices everywhere.”

“Can we get another Goat?”

“They were fresh out, unless you meant an actual—?” 

“The car, not the quadruped.” I looked at Peaches. “We have enough animals—thank you.”

“I’m sure Cecil will send us something appropriate,” Monty said, tugging on his cuffs. “I told him we needed room, speed, and durability.”

“An M1 Abrams would be perfect,” I said, as I walked into the pub. I had no idea how to shrink a ginormous hellhound. “This is going to be fun.”


























EIGHTEEN

“ARE YOU SURE there isn’t a spell or incantation to reverse this?” I asked the scowling Monty. “You know, something Latin: doggosmalliticus or reversocaninusgiganticus?”

“First,” —Monty held up a finger—“that’s not even remotely Latin, and second,” he said, holding up another finger, “there are no hellhound reversal incantations.”

“That you know of,” I said, frustrated. “I’m sure this Dahvina person probably knows one or two. Maybe we can get a C-5? He would fit in that.”

Monty just kept scowling. “SuNaTran will deliver the vehicle soon, and I don’t want to be here when the sun rises,” he said, sipping a cup of tea. “There are no incantations for this—you need to use your bond.”

“Where did you get tea?”

“This is a waystation neutral zone,” he explained as if that meant something to me. He continued when he saw my expression. “It means it’s self-maintained. It’s too small to have a staff. The spells keep it clean and stocked. If you want something, you only have to request it—with the appropriate symbol. Would you like a coffee?”

“Yes, please,” I said, checking to make sure I had my flask of Valhalla Java. I felt it in the inside pocket of my jacket. “That would be perfect.”

“You know what else would be perfect?” he asked, walking to the back room. “A normal-sized hellhound. Focus.”

“That was just cruel.” I stepped close to the sprawled-out Peaches, who took up most of the floor. “Never, ever, tease with coffee. Lives could be at stake here, you know—starting with mine.”

<THE MEAT WAS EXCELLENT. PLEASE THANK TRISTAN.>

“You know his name?” I asked after the mental megaphone stopped ringing in my head. “Why don’t you ever use it? Actually, why do you sound so different now?”

<THIS FORM ALLOWS FOR AN EXPANDED LEXICON. SINCE YOU DO NOT SPEAK HELLHOUND, I HAVE CHOSEN TO CONVEY MY IDEAS IN AN ELEVATED MANNER. MY LEVEL OF INTELLIGENCE HAS REMAINED UNCHANGED.>

“You sound like a mage,” I said. “I need to get you back to normal size, so let’s do this.”

I placed a hand on his head and closed my eyes. I focused my breath, and felt for the physical sensation of the bond I felt before. It was like trying to grab smoke. I felt it on the edge of my awareness, but every time I tried to grasp it, it would evaporate.

<I COULD MASTICATE YOUR LEG IF IT WILL PROVIDE ASSISTANCE.>

“No thanks, boy,” I answered quickly, raising my hand. “No mastication required. I just need to focus.”

I closed my eyes again and felt for the bond. It was there, a tenuous flow, entangled with two other strands of power linking us. I sat on the floor and slowed my breathing. I let my senses expand, but I didn’t reach for the bond. It slowly solidified around my thoughts.

I placed a hand on Peaches’ head again, and mentally reached for the bond. A surge of power rushed through my arm and forced my eyes open. I grunted in pain and saw Monty enter the room with a look of concern on his face. He began to gesture, but I shook my head, and he stopped.

The power coursing through my arm increased, and it felt like the muscles were tearing themselves apart. I wanted to let go, but found myself unable to remove my hand. I clenched my jaw and started reaching for my mark. 

If I could pause the pain for a few seconds, maybe I could figure out another way to do this. Peaches started growling and shifted quickly into a whine.

<THIS HURTS, SIMON.>

I know, boy, but we have to try this. Don’t fight the bond.

Red energy flowed around us, and his runes erupted with light. In the space of a few seconds, I sensed him getting smaller.

It’s working. Just a little longer now.

I had no idea how long it would take. I just hoped the pain would end before I drew Ebonsoul and removed my own arm. Another surge blasted through my arm, and I felt that familiar weightless sensation of being launched across the floor and into a far wall. I landed some distance away from the newly shrunken Peaches. 

“Let’s not do that again,” I muttered, as I rolled into a sitting position.

All sensation in my left arm was gone from the shoulder down. I slowly looked down with trepidation, breathing a sigh of relief to find it was still intact and attached. I touched it gingerly and winced. It felt slightly barbecued, but my body was dealing with the damage as warmth flooded the area. 

I tore off my coat and yanked up my shirt. Angry red skin greeted me when I examined my arm. I had just gotten a one-arm tan with a setting of “surface of the sun.”

“That looks painful,” Monty said, as he looked at my barbecued arm. “I’ll be right with you.”

Monty walked over and placed his hands on Peaches. Golden light cascaded onto his body and enveloped him. He then stepped close to me, placed a hand on my arm, and let the same golden light suffuse the area.

“That should help with the injuries,” Monty said, standing and dusting off his pants. “I don’t think that’s a transformation you want to encourage.”

“Agreed.” I rolled down my sleeve and rested my head against the wall as I caught my breath. “At least he’s back to normal.”

“For a hellhound, yes.” Monty sipped more of his tea.

“I was going to personally disintegrate your pal, Thomas, but I think I’ll let Peaches have him.”

“We need to find Thomas first.” Monty looked over at Peaches, who was slowly standing. “Do you think your creature can still ‘hear’ you?”

“Only one way to find out,” I said, and focused to make the floor stop swaying. “Let me try something he enjoys.”

Hey, boy. How about we go get some more black pudding?

Peaches stood and stretched out, sticking out his tongue.

<That sounds delicious. Can I have more than one bowl?>

He shook his body, padded over, and began licking my face. 

What’re you doing? Don’t lick me. No. no!

<My saliva will help you heal faster. Then we can get meat faster.>

“Stop the tongue assault!” I demanded, pushing him away. “Ugh, yes, he can still hear me, and isn’t trying to Metatron my brain. Doesn’t mean he’s listening, though.”

“Good, now when you speak to him you’ll only sound slightly deranged,” Monty said, and headed to the entrance. “I believe our transportation is here.”

I stood slowly, bracing myself against the wall as a black Lamborghini Urus backed up in front of the pub. As far as vehicles went, it was a work of automotive art. If you enjoyed pretty. It wasn’t a Goat, but it would do.

I opened the back door and Peaches bounded inside, rocking the SUV. The driver turned quickly at the motion, and I held a hand up to calm him. 

“Just my dog,” I said and got in on the left-hand side next to him. The steering wheel was on the wrong side, of course, which meant I would be subjected to Monty’s ‘bat out of hell’ driving. This was going to be as pleasant as riding a rollercoaster without a destination.

Monty walked over to the driver’s side and nodded as the driver stepped out and handed him a card.

“Here you are, sir.” The driver tipped his cap. “Cecil sends his regards.”

“Thank you, Lewis.” Monty got in as the driver walked away and stepped into one of SuNaTran’s signature Phantoms. It pulled away as Monty read the card and handed it to me. It read:

T,

Enjoy your stay in London. 

P.S. Kindly treat this one better than the Pontiac. If Simon is with you, gently remind him that the pieces of the Aventador are still hanging in the shop.

Cecil.

“Is he blaming me for that?” I asked, offended. “I didn’t destroy the Goat or the Aventador. One was your Ghost Magistrate and the other was a troll.”

“I warned you not to go on that date.” Monty felt around the dash for the scanner. “Surprised he didn’t send us a tank.”

Monty pressed his palm on the panel and runes flashed across the dashboard. The engine roared to life. It was a throaty European sound, but it lacked the menace of American muscle. I missed the Goat.

“Strap in,” he said. “We need to put some distance between us and this place.”

“I’m not going to miss Cool Cats & Blokes,” I said, reaching for the seatbelt, looking back over the sprawled, snoring Peaches and out of the rear window. “At least you left it mostly standing.”

He gave me a stare and shifted the vehicle into drive. “That damage was the demon.”

“Which Peaches erased with his omega beams,” I added, looking back again at the sleeping beast. “You know they’ll blame a mage for this. I’ll give you three guesses who.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Monty swerved around some early morning traffic. “Thomas wasn’t lying when he said the destruction of the Tate will be used as a motive to target the other factions.”

A few near misses and I started imagining us wrapped around a pole. “Why can’t the steering wheel be on the proper side?” I asked and held my breath as he made a sharp turn into what seemed to be oncoming traffic. “I’m never going to drive here. Bunch of maniacs.”

“Right side is the proper side.” Monty cut down a narrow side street barely wide enough for the SUV. “Ford was the one who changed American cars to the left side, consigning all of you to inferior driving abilities.”

“Still wish we had the Goat.”

“Not practical for these streets unless you enjoy getting stuck,” he said and turned onto the Waterloo Bridge.

“Where to now?”

He handed me the key Hades had given him. It was an ornate skeleton design about four inches in length. It was too large to fit any normal door. When I turned it, I could see the subtle runework along the shaft even though it was indecipherable to me. 

“We need to go find a Wordweaver.”

“Is there a Cloisters here, or this being England, a Wordweaver Castle?” I asked. 

He glanced at me quickly. “Hades was being serious,” he said. “These Wordweavers are very proper and stand on protocol. They frown on what they perceive to be rudeness.”

“This Dahvina is a noble, right? Maybe the Wordweaver Estate?” I asked, channeling my inner Julia Child. “I need to practice my lifted pinky for teatime.”

“That—that right there will get us killed,” he said. “Do not try an English accent. Actually, just don’t speak.”

“No promises,” I said in my best Bond. “I’ll take my coffee stirred not shaken. Is there a Bond museum we could swing by?”

“We’re going to die,” he muttered under his breath as he turned into traffic and nearly side-swiped another car. “Hold on.”

He floored the gas and gave me whiplash.


























NINETEEN

“YOU REALIZE WE aren’t being chased?” I asked, as we sped through the streets. I turned around. “Are we being chased?”

“No, and I intend to keep it that way.” He swerved around a corner.

“Did Cecil send you this to test the limits of the vehicle, or are you calling this thing you’re doing driving?” I asked, white knuckling the handle of the door and trying to tighten my seatbelt.

“We’re almost there.”

“I thought the Wordweavers here would be in some swanky castle,” I said, as he drove into London. “This looks like you’re heading into the city, not out of it.”

He crossed Waterloo and turned left on to the Strand. Being immortal did nothing to diminish my fear of being mangled by a truck due to Monty’s driving. It only meant I would be alive to experience the bone-crushing, limb-shredding impact of smashing into one of the large vehicles that blasted by us.

“The Wordweavers here prefer to stay close to the word,” Monty said, making a right onto St. Martin’s Lane. “Unlike Aria and the Weavers in the States, these aren’t cloistered away. They own a group of theaters near Covent Garden.”

“Is Aria like the American Dahvina?”

Monty shook his head. “No, there is only one Dahvina at any given time.” He stopped the vehicle and ended our drive of death. “They aren’t mages so I’m not privy to the details. I do know that the Dahvina is usually the most powerful of all the Wordweavers.”

“In London?”

“In the world.”

He got out, and I saw why he had stopped. The streets were too narrow for any kind of vehicular travel. I opened the back door and poked Peaches.

“Let’s go, Mr. McSprawl.”

<Meat? Are we getting meat?>

“You just ate three sausages large enough to feed a small village,” I said, amazed. “How can you even think about food?”

Monty stared at me, as did some of the people who walked by. My Vulcan mind-meld with Peaches was still new to me.

<I was bigger too. Now, I’m hungry again. Can we have some pudding?>

I promise to get you some food after we’re done here.

We made a left on the even narrower St. Martin’s Court to avoid the foot traffic and stares. We made a right on Charing Cross Road and another on Great Newport. At the end of the triangular block sat a large memorial to Agatha Christie.

“Here,” Monty said, and approached the memorial.

I looked around. The memorial was a bronze cast of a large book with a bust of Agatha Christie in the center. At the base were the titles of some of her books and plays. They were in English and translated into a few different languages. 

“I didn’t know you were such a huge fan of mysteries,” I said, still looking at the memorial. “Let me guess, Miss Marple?”

“As much as I appreciate Dame Agatha,” he said, narrowing his eyes at the memorial, “I’ve never read a Miss Marple.”

“You know, if you grow out a mustache, you could pull off an excellent Poirot.”

He ignored me and crouched down to the base of the memorial. He rubbed a finger under the translations, and a string of runes appeared.

He stood and quickly turned Agatha’s bust clockwise and then back to center. I saw a bright flash across the street. 

“The entrance.” He crossed the street and headed to a stairway leading down.

“Seriously?” I asked, looking at the memorial. “That’s what I call a doorbell.”

“Let’s go. We only have a minute or so before the door closes again.”

I followed him downstairs. At the foot of the stairs, two large, black ironwood doors covered in runes remained closed. Monty placed a hand on one, and the locks clicked open. He pushed, and it silently opened into a large corridor.

It seemed to be the basement of a theatre and smelled damp and musty. Monty stopped walking, and I pulled up next to him. Gargoyles, or what seemed to be gargoyles, adorned some of the corners looking down at us from the corners with silent screams and expressions of anger.

“We wait here,” he said, quietly. 

I looked around the basement. “I get this is England, with a rich history, but even a Goth would say this is too goth,” I said in a hushed tone because it felt like the gargoyles were watching me. “You think they have a picture of Shelley hanging around here somewhere?”

“No, but we do own her first draft of The Modern Prometheus,” a voice said behind me, and nearly caused me to grab Grim Whisper and shoot blindly. “Welcome, Mage Montague, Mr. Strong, and companion. Please follow me.”

The Wordweaver wore the usual flowing white robe covered in silver runic brocade. Her long black hair flowed behind her as she led us through the corridors.

“I almost shot her,” I muttered to Monty, as we followed. “What is with magic-users and the ninja tactics?”

Monty shook his head and remained silent.

“I can assure you, Mr. Strong,” she said, as we walked, “I was in no danger from you or your weapon. Thank you for your concern.”

“You’re welcome?” I answered, as Monty rolled his eyes at me. 

We traveled through more winding corridors until I saw a large wooden staircase leading up. It was one of those staircases that put the ‘grand’ in grand staircase. Several steps led to a small platform, that led to another series of steps. Huge railings capped by more gargoyles with arms extended waited for us to ascend. The Wordweaver stopped and motioned for us to climb the stairs.

“She is waiting for you.”

“Word travels fast around here,” I said with a grunt of pain as Monty elbowed me in the ribs. “I mean, thank you.”

“Shut it,” he hissed, as we climbed the stairs. “I would like to leave here of my own volition. Not be carried out in a jar.”

I didn’t answer because it was one of the few times I noticed Monty was nervous. It meant this Dahvina was a serious heavy hitter and could dust us with a word—or he was just being overly polite and my ‘rudeness’ was giving him a fit. I was leaning towards the latter.

“I promise to be on my best behavior,” I said, using my happy Julia Child’s voice. The one when she’s about to pull the dish out of the oven and she’s overjoyed at the results. “Minding my p’s and q’s.”

“I swear, Simon, if you embarrass me—”

“Embarrass you?” I gave him a shocked look and held a hand to my chest. “Heaven forfend.”

“If you embarrass me more than usual, I will charbroil you…slowly.”

We climbed the stairs in silence. I looked down at Peaches.

No biting in here, boy. Monty will get upset and cook us.

<Cook? Did you bring meat? When are we cooking?>

I was getting used to the Vulcan mind-meld with my hellhound. We weren’t going to be discussing philosophy unless he was the size of a house, but we could always have a culinary conversation, as long as it revolved around meat.

<Do you think the angry man could wiggle a sausage from his fingers?>

I stifled a laugh behind a cough as Monty bounced a glare between Peaches and me. We reached the next level and faced another pair of open ironwood doors. These were designed to reinforce the fact that you were being allowed to enter.  Each one was two-feet thick and stood at least twenty feet tall.

“Don’t think anyone will be storming the Wordweavers anytime soon,” I said, walking past the immense doors.

We crossed the threshold into a large, airy chamber filled with sunlight. One side of the immense room was covered in books, scrolls, parchments, and what appeared to be skins with some kind of writing on them. 

The books were arranged on shelves that ran floor to ceiling with several rolling ladders situated in front of them. The rest of the materials sat on desks scattered on that side of the room.

The other side of the room was the definition of minimalism. One large mahogany desk, about twelve feet wide, dominated the space. Five wingbacks were spaced in front of it, and they still looked small compared to the redwood posing as furniture. No one sat behind the desk.

I looked around and noticed movement. Perched high above us was a woman dressed in jeans, boots, and a black T-shirt, dangling precariously off the rolling ladder as she reached for a book. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and glasses were on the verge of sliding off her nose as she read the spine of the book she had just grabbed. I tapped Monty on the shoulder and pointed.

“Maybe the book assistant can help us find Her Highness the Dahvina?”

He looked up, narrowed his eyes, and then opened them in shock. “That’s the—”

“Um, excuse me?” I yelled. She was high up, and I wasn’t sure my voice would reach her all the way up there. “We’re looking for the Dahvina?”

Monty groaned next to me.

“What?” I said. “I’m getting us help.” I looked back up at the woman who smiled and started climbing down the ladder, book in hand. “Maybe she’s an intern? Do Wordweavers have those? You know, like junior Weavers. Maybe wordknitters?”

“She is the Dahvina,” Monty said, quietly and bowed as the woman approached us.

I looked at the woman as she got closer. “Are you sure?” I asked. “Is that proper Dahvina attire? I expected something a little more robey, maybe with gleaming runes of power. Not casual Starbucks attire.”

The short woman pushed the glasses up her nose and peered up at us. Her black shirt had the image of a thorny dragon and some place called The Dive. It read, be discreet or be delicious. 

“I apologize for your reception, but one of my students requested a volume and needed it right away.”

She whispered a word and the book in her hand vanished.

“No apologies necessary,” I said. “What do I call you? Your Highness? Your Weaverness?”

“Dahvina will suffice,” she said with a smile. “Welcome, Tristan, Simon, and”—she crouched down to give Peaches a scratch behind the ears—“Peaches, I believe is his name?”

I liked her right away. “Yes, his name is Peaches. How did you know?”

She walked over to her behemoth of a desk and sat down behind it.

“Names, words, symbols,” she said with a nod, “are what you may call—my area of expertise.”

“I don’t understand,” Monty said with a perplexed expression. “Hades said you were—”

“Let me guess, ‘Wordweavers are very proper and stand on protocol’ or something to that effect?” she asked, doing an impressive imitation of the god. “Probably told you to behave and watch your speech around me?”

Monty nodded mutely, clearly taken aback. Dahvina whispered again and her clothes transformed into a golden robe with red brocade. Runes glimmered in the fabric of the robe.

“That looks more Wordweaverish,” I said, nodding.” I did like the shirt, though.”

“Thank you. It’s a collectible.”

“I just didn’t expect…” Monty was clearly in shock.

She looked at Monty and a wave of violet power flashed across her eyes. “I wouldn’t believe everything a god tells you, especially that one.” She removed her glasses and placed them on the desk. “Do you have something for me?”

Monty tapped his jacket and then looked at me, motioning with his head.

“Please give her the key.”

“What key?” I asked, patting my jacket and feeling the large key in my pocket. “Oh, this one.”

I placed the key on the table as Dahvina scrutinized me.

“How long have you had Kali’s mark?” she asked, and caught me off guard.

“Not long,” I said, glancing at the endless knot inscribed into my hand. “Too long.”

She nodded. “Bonds can be like that.” She lifted the key and pointed at Monty with it. “What do you need, Mage?”

Monty reached behind his back and drew the Sorrows as they materialized in his hands. “I need to create seraphs.” He placed the blades on her desk.

“Two?”

“Three,” he said, and pointed at Ebonsoul. “I’m certain that blade will prove the most difficult.”

She extended a hand as she looked at me. I unsheathed Ebonsoul and placed it next to the Sorrows. She whispered something under her breath and changed back into her earlier ensemble, except the shirt had different text. This time it read: Drink in peace or leave in pieces.

“These two,”—she pointed at the Sorrows—“require runing which is difficult but not impossible.”

“And his?”

She narrowed her eyes at me and shook her head. “Not since Arthur have I seen a thrice-bound so entangled.”

“Thrice-bound?” I asked, confused.

“Arthur was bound body, mind, and spirit,” she said, holding up three fingers. “Guinevere, Merlin, and Excalibur. He was a royal mess. Literally.”

“I don’t have three bonds,” I said, looking at Peaches. “Just one, with the incredible black hole over there.”

“Wrong.” She pointed at me. “Hellhound, Kali, and this blade. You’re thrice-bound and two of your bonds are so intertwined, I don’t know if they can be separated.”

“Wait, you knew Arthur and Merlin?”

“Can it be done?” Monty asked. “Considering London is facing an onslaught of demons and, surprisingly, seraphs are in short supply.”

“Not surprising,” she said. “In order for this blade”—she ran a finger along the length of Ebonsoul—“to acquire the properties of a seraph, the bond must be unraveled.”

“That sounds painful,” I said, remembering my recent scorching with Peaches.

“Excruciating, and possibly fatal—even for you, with Kali’s curse.”

“Pass,” I said, reaching for Ebonsoul. “One barbecuing per day is my quota, thanks.”

“Simon…” Monty started.

“She said possibly fatal,” I snapped. “As in dead?”

“That is usually what fatal means,” she answered, resting her hands on her desk. “However, I did say possibly.”

“Well, now I’m really enthusiastic,” I said, sheathing Ebonsoul. “I’ve grown attached to breathing, thanks.”

“Your blade is ineffective against demons,” Monty said, giving me the ‘don’t be dense’ look I’d learned to ignore. “Your gun, even with entropy rounds, had no effect on a minor-level demon. Have you thought this through?”

“Clearly, he hasn’t,” she said. “Facing a demon unarmed is foolish.”

I was about to give her one of my Eastwoods, but my brain quickly flashed the memo that she was the most powerful Wordweaver on the planet. Pissing her off would be a bad idea, even by accident. I glared at Monty instead.

“Have you thought this through?” I looked at Monty. “What if, and that’s a huge if, I do this and the untangling thing she wants to do goes south. Are you going to deal with Planet Peaches?”

“There is that to consider.” Monty looked at her. “If the bond with his creature is severed, it will transform into a true hellhound. Of the larger variety.”

“Then it will have to be dealt with before it turns,” she stated matter-of-factly. “I can’t have a menace running through the premises.”

“Why is his process ‘difficult but not impossible’ and mine is potentially fatal?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “Is this a mage thing?”

“He will receive the rune he requires and perform the casting.” She pointed to Monty. “It will exact a high cost, and if successful, he will possess the blades he desires.”

“Just give me the rune and the instruction manual, and I’ll take it from there,” I said. “Follow the step-by-step directions, hold the agony.”

She shook her head and smiled sadly. “You aren’t a mage. Frankly, I’m surprised you survived dealing with one bond. If you attempt this on your own, it will certainly kill you.”

“It’s a mage thing,” I muttered under my breath.

“Yes, in a way—Tristan isn’t bound to his swords,” she said, lifting one of the Sorrows. “For him these are tools to channel energy through, but they aren’t a part of him. Your blade is different. You know this, don’t you?”

“I do.” I looked away, remembering the last time I used Ebonsoul. I remembered how the energy siphoned into my body and filled me with power and rage. 

“We’re trapped on this island, defenseless,” Monty said, calmly. “We both know Thomas will be after us once he discovers we banished his demon. How will you face whatever he sends next, stern words? What if you have to face a demon alone?”

“Alone?” I looked at him. “You planning a vacation I don’t know about?”

“I’m planning for every eventuality,” he said, his voice grim. “If I fall or can’t continue, one of us has to stop Thomas. Permanently.”

I didn’t know what was worse, accepting the fact that agony was inevitable or hearing Monty talking about dying. I settled on the latter and nodded my head.

“Fine, but you owe me dinner at Masa when we get back,” I said, taking off my jacket and pulling out my flask of Valhalla Java. I took a long swig and put it back. If I was going to face agony—coffee was essential.

“If we get back intact, I’ll make sure to make the reservation myself,” he said with a nod. “I know they have you on the DNA list since your date.”

“I swear it was Ken who put me on the Do Not Admit list, but I can’t prove it, and Chi just tells me to go somewhere else.”

He nodded. “Masa it is.” 

Dahvina picked up the Sorrows as a Wordweaver entered the room silently and waited by the door. She handed them to Monty and together they walked to the waiting Weaver. Dahvina whispered something to him I couldn’t catch. Monty nodded and followed the Wordweaver out of the room.

With a word and a gesture, she closed the massive doors and turned to face me.

“Let’s have a conversation,” she said, approaching me.


























TWENTY

IT WAS MY experience that the mage definition for conversation always involved pain of some kind. So I was wary when those were the words she used. 

“Before we start, I need to place your hound in the proper state.”

“Proper state?”

“He shares a bond with you.” She walked over to where Peaches lay. “Once we get started, he will think I’m attacking you—which is correct in a loose sense—at least it will feel that way to him, and you.”

“I can hardly wait,” I said, not meaning a word. “I’d like a proper state, too, unconsciousness would be good.”

“I would be concerned if you didn’t feel some fear,” she said, gesturing as golden trails flowed from her fingers. “This will put him in a stasis in case the worst should occur.”

She placed a hand on Peaches’ head, and he sprawled out and closed his eyes. A few seconds later, his legs moved jerkily as he woofed.

“Probably dreaming of chasing huge sausages.” I watched for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and drew Ebonsoul, handing it to her hilt first. She pushed it back to me gently.

“We need to discuss the cost first.”

“You mean besides the agony and probably dying?”

“Yes, that’s not the cost,” she said. “One is certain, and the other is probable. Neither factor into the cost of this.”

She stepped close to me. Her hands still trailed golden light as she moved them. 

“I understand.”

“Not yet, you don’t.” Her hands grew bright and the trails more pronounced. “Today you will pay the ultimate price, but that is not the cost of my assistance.”

“Wait a second,” I said, holding up my hand. “That sounds a lot like dy—”

She slammed both palms into my chest and set my body ablaze with energy. Golden light cascaded around me as searing heat suffused and burned my body. The heat was so intense it took a few seconds for my brain to register the pain. When it did, it shut down immediately as my body went into shock. I felt the warmth of my curse trying to deal with the trauma, but it couldn’t keep up. The heat from the energy overwhelmed and engulfed it. I tried to speak, but no words formed.

“Dying, yes.” Those were the last words I heard as I collapsed forward and fell into an inferno, losing consciousness.

I opened my eyes and looked into Dahvina’s upside-down face.

“Welcome back,” she said, tapping me on the forehead. “It would seem you really are immortal, or I’m losing my touch with old age.”

“You…you killed me?” I touched my face and chest—unconvinced this wasn’t some Inception move on her part. Maybe I was dreaming inside a dream. 

“Only temporarily,” she said, sipping from a cup. “I needed to get to the spirit strand. I’m going to leave Kali’s curse alone, that thing is a mess.”

I was lying in a bed in what appeared to be a guest room. I tried to sit up, and she shook her head. I understood why a few seconds later as every nerve in my body fired, stealing my breath with the pain.

“What the hell?” I groaned as every muscle in my body seized and contracted, arching my body on the bed. It passed after about ten seconds that felt far more like a lifetime. It was clear I wasn’t dreaming.

“No sudden movements,” she said. “At least not until you heal.”

“You killed me?” I asked in disbelief. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Yes. Would you have agreed if I had led with ‘well, I’m probably going to kill you, followed by intense agony as your body heals’?”

“Probably not,” I answered, my voice hoarse. “How did you do it?”

“I interrupted your curse and stopped your heart,” she said, with a tight smile. “It’s not very complicated if you know what to look for. Just takes about five-hundred years of obscure knowledge.”

“How long was I gone?”

“You mean dead?” she asked. “Not long. I was able to interrupt the process, but Kali’s curse is quite strong. It kept undoing my casting.”

 I nodded. “How long?”

“About three.” She held up a thumb, index, and middle finger. “After that I couldn’t stop her curse from bringing you back. Do you recall anything?”

“Days? I was dead for three days?”

“Hours—you were only gone for three hours,” she corrected. “Your body and mind were in stasis, similar to your hound, but your spirit—was occupied. This gave me just enough time to deal with the bond and help you rune the blade.”

“The blade, where is it?” I looked around the room, which was bare except for the bed and a small table to one side. I saw the sheath on the table, but no Ebonsoul.

“You have it,” she said, and turned to look at the door. “Don’t look for it right now. You’ll only hurt yourself.”

“Don’t look for it? Where did it go?”

A Wordweaver waited for her at the entrance. Dahvina placed a hand on my chest. “Focus on healing,” she said, and walked over to the Weaver at the door.

I closed my eyes and tried to listen to the conversation taking place at the door. I felt the energy of the room and noticed, for the first time, the runes inscribed on every surface. Floors, walls, and even the ceiling glimmered with softly glowing runes.

Judging from her body language, the Weaver at the door was worried about something. The fact that she crossed her arms and kept looking over at me was also a clue. I hoped Peaches hadn’t eaten a wandering Weaver. She left after a few more seconds of hushed speaking, and Dahvina came over.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, when she got closer. “That looked like a situation. Where’s Peaches? Did he revert to ginormous again?”

“Your hound is currently with Tristan and normal sized.” 

“Did he chomp on a weaver or two?” I asked with a wince. “He has the appetite of a black hole.”

“Apparently, you have some very powerful enemies in low places.” She gestured, and the golden runes in the room grew brighter. “That should help accelerate your healing.” 

She was right. A flush of warmth filled my body, and the pain started receding. My head began clearing, and it didn’t feel like I had ice picks shoved into each ear; now they were just long spiked nails. What I needed was a cup of Valhalla Java, but my clothes were nowhere to be seen.

“My clothes?”

“Will arrive shortly.”

“Was that the cost—my life?”

“You tell me,” she said, hovering her hand above my chest. Soft golden light fell from her fingers.

I thought about what she had said and the whole process. “You said I would pay the ultimate price, but it wasn’t the cost of your assistance.”

“At least you were paying attention,” she said, removing her hand. “That’s right. Dying and the agony you’ve experienced is not the cost.”

“No, it’s something more.”

She nodded. “It will come to you, and when it does, you will face a choice.” She turned as if listening to a distant sound. “Two of your strands are clear and untangled. But that last one, even I can’t help you with that. For that, you need to go to the source.”

“Kali?”

She nodded. “Even then, there are no guarantees,” she said. “I don’t know why she would curse you alive. I have no precedent in my archives. She has a singular dislike for you.”

“The word you’re looking for is hate.” I remembered the last time I spoke to Kali. “I interrupted one of her plans, and she didn’t appreciate it.”

Monty and I had just stopped her from taking down Shiva. To say she was displeased by my actions was like saying Monty loved being called a wizard. Words couldn’t begin to describe her feelings toward me. 

“Where’s Monty?” I asked as another Wordweaver entered and placed my clothes in a neat pile on the bed at my feet. 

“Why don’t you get dressed?” She stood, tapped my leg, and headed to the door. “We still have much to discuss. When you’re ready, please join me in my office.”

“Did Monty succeed in making the seraphs?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

She left the room, and I sat in the bed alone. I twisted and stretched my body slowly, making sure I didn’t cross the agony threshold. I found I was able to move mostly pain-free so I got dressed. She had managed to give me answers without answering anything.

“Typical mage-speak,” I muttered. “Convoluted explanations, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

I shook my head, realizing I had just barded myself.

I got dressed, throwing on my jacket, and felt the familiar weight of the flask in my pocket. I tightened my holster around Grim Whisper, picked up the sheath, and followed her out.


























TWENTY-ONE

A WORDWEAVER STOOD outside my room as I opened the door. I felt surprisingly rested for someone recently deceased.

“Dahvina’s office?” I asked as I looked up and down the maze of corridors, feeling completely lost. “She’s expecting me.”

“This way, please,” the Weaver said and walked down the corridor. 

She was dressed in the typical Weaver robe with gold brocade along the edges. Tall, she stood at least six inches over my six feet. I wondered if the Wordweavers had a height requirement, since every one I had met towered over me, except Dahvina. They reminded me of Valkyries, only with more magic and less menace. 

We headed down the corridor and made a few turns. Every corridor resembled the one we had just left. We walked on for several more minutes until I was completely lost. At the end of this corridor, I recognized the large double doors to Dahvina’s office. They were open and I could hear voices from inside.

My guide stopped at the door and motioned for me to enter.

“Thank you,” I said with a nod. “I would still be looking for this place if you hadn’t brought me here.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “The Corridors of Chaos are designed to thwart travel through our compound. Without knowledge of their design, you would be trapped in the endless corridors forever.”

I shuddered at the mention of Chaos’ name. That was one god I didn’t want to meet again for another eon or two.

“Forever?” I asked and she nodded. “I’ll make sure I don’t wander the halls, then. Thanks again.”

I stood at the door and peeked in. A Weaver was on one of the rolling ladders, looking for books. Three more Weavers occupied the chairs in front of Dahvina’s redwood desk. 

I saw Monty standing over one of the desks, reading a parchment covered in symbols and runes. Dahvina was sitting behind her desk and listening intently to the Weavers speaking. The three were all dressed in Wordweaver robes, except their brocades were red and gold, which I assumed meant they were Master Weavers or advanced in some way.

“—demons are running in the streets, and they brought them here. To our home!” Middle Weaver said, indignantly. “Cast them out.”

The other two Weavers nodded solemnly. Dahvina sighed and removed her glasses, rubbing her eyes and pinching the bridge of her nose before replacing them.

I joined Monty at the table. Peaches perked up when he saw me. The vellum Monty examined was covered with runes. I saw some images of demons and a few circles covered in symbols that reminded me of the circle in Thomas’s bat-lair.

<I had to stay with the angry man. Did you bring meat?>

I crouched down, rubbed him between the ears, and patted his chest. We’ll get meat later. I think we have to leave here soon.

“The mage is a novice,” Left Weaver said. “He’s barely over two centuries old, an undisciplined child.”

I glanced over at Monty, who didn’t look up from the vellum and seemed to be ignoring the Weavers. He gave me the ‘don’t say a word’ look, and for a few moments, I considered remaining silent. 

“And the cursed one with the hellbeast defiles the sanctity of this hallowed ground,” Right Weaver said. “Besides, he’s not even English.”

Dahvina glanced at me but gave no indication of my presence to the three Weavers sitting in front of her.

“His name is Peaches, not hellbeast.”

Monty sighed next to me. The three Weavers turned and glared. I was impressed. Collectively they scored a four on the Eastwood scale. From the intensity, I could tell that they had developed this group glare over many years of practice.

“Does it matter?” Right Weaver asked, looking from Peaches to me. “A beast is still a beast, even if you give it a name, Mr. Strong.”

“Subtle and insulting,” I said, getting annoyed at the air of superiority wafting my way from them. “Monty, what’s the English word for assh—?”

“Thank you,” Dahvina interrupted quickly. “I will take your recommendations under advisement. Please fortify the outer and inner defenses, and make sure we don’t have any unwanted guests.”

“Too late for that,” Left Weaver muttered, looking at me. “We will do as you ask, Dahvina. Our word is bond.”

They filed out of the office, giving me a royal stink-eye. I did my best to return the level of stink, until Monty nudged me in the side.

“Those three are High Weavers,” Monty said. “After the Dahvina, they are the most powerful Weavers alive.”

“Which means what?” I asked. “The higher they go, the lower the manners?”

“They’re scared, and fear has a way of bringing out the worst in some,” Dahvina said as the Weaver from the ladder approached and gave her an old book. “Thank you. Please see to the outer perimeter.” 

The Weaver nodded and silently left the room.

“Tristan, this is the book you need.” She placed it on her desk. “It describes some of the circles you mentioned, in addition to the ley-line placement in London.”

“I feel we’ve overstayed our welcome.” Monty picked up the book. “Your High Weavers are distraught.”

“I’ve lived a long time, Tristan,” she said, standing. “This isn’t the first time demons have overrun London, nor will it be the last.”

“Thomas has something planned.” Monty held up the book. “I’ll make sure this gets back to you once I’m done.”

“Please do,” she said. “Our librarian is very attached to the books and will make my life miserable if you don’t.”

“Does that explain how Thomas is getting access to demons?” I pointed at the aged volume. The black cover shimmered in the light. “Because it would be great to have a way to erase the demons.”

“We’ve been watching this mage for some time now.” She led us to the door. “He was powerful, but never this powerful. Someone or something is giving him assistance.”

She gestured, and the massive doors opened outward.

“I’m guessing someone from the Consortium,” I said. 

“It’s possible,” Dahvina said, and placed a hand on the wall. A trail of runes flashed down the corridor and pulsed every few seconds. “I have to fortify our defenses. Once I noticed the demonic activity, I summoned Alaric. Did he send you?”

“You called him?” Monty asked, looking at her. “This is making sense now.”

“Who’s Alaric?” I asked, confused. “And do we have to fight him?”

“Demons in London are not a novelty,” she answered. “Once I noticed the ley-line inhibition, I called for him, but I haven’t heard back. He is one of the few I would entrust to deal with this issue.”

“He’s here, but currently indisposed,” Monty answered, narrowing his eyes at the path of runes. “He’s in stasis with the Morrigan. He teleported us here from New York.”

“Stasis? He must have come up against the inhibitor spell.” She made another gesture, and the runes on the floor became solid. “Did he manage to escape serious harm?”

“You mean besides being in stasis with the Morrigan tending to him?”

She smiled. “He was always reckless, and this latest fascination with her is inexplicable,” she said with a shake of her head. “This generation of Weavers has been too isolated. There would have been a time when we would have mobilized for battle. Now, we are forced to defend our compound. You need to leave before they arrive.”

“Thank you,” Monty said, and gave her a short bow. “Once my uncle is up and about, I will make sure he sees you.”

“How did you get here?” she asked.

“SuNaTran provided us with a vehicle.”

“Good.” She nodded, and whispered some words I couldn’t catch, transforming her clothing into combat armor. “I hope they gave you a fast, rune-covered armored truck.”

“How many?” Monty asked, his voice tight.

Dahvina held up a finger and looked off into the distance. 

“A legion. Still some distance away.” She stared at us. “You two know how to make friends.”

“A legion?” I asked with a short laugh. Neither of them joined me. “A legion of demons, really? Thomas went biblical on us?”

“He must perceive you as a serious threat,” she said with a grim smile. “I’d be flattered, or scared senseless, if I were you.”

“Bloody hell,” Monty muttered.

“I’m going to go with scared shitless, thanks. Monty?” I motioned with my head. “Can we evacuate the premises?”

“Follow the path, and it will lead you to an exit inside the Tube at the Leicester Square Station” She pointed to the glowing runes on the floor. “From there, locate your vehicle and get out of the city. Find your uncle and get his help.”

Let’s go, boy. We need to get out of here before serious trouble arrives.

We ran down the rune-lit corridors and out of the compound.


























TWENTY-TWO

WE CAME OUT of Leicester Square station, walking fast.

“The vehicle is a few streets down,” Monty said as we turned left on Charing Cross Road. 

“How many names does your uncle have?” I asked, making sure Peaches stayed next to me. “I’m guessing he’s this Alaric?”

“Yes, Alaric is Uncle Dex,” Monty answered. “I’m not sure how old he is. He’s been alive a few millennia, and used several names throughout his life.”

“And she called him because…?”

“He’s a demonologist, among other things.” Monty stopped at the intersection and motioned for me to do the same. “The inhibitor rune must have disrupted his energy signature. We’re only alive because of his skill as a mage.”

“What is it?” I asked, looking around the corner. The black SUV was parked where we left it, but I was sensing an energy signature from the area. “Something’s off.”

I heard Peaches growl next to me. 

<More fire things are coming.>

Those are called demons. Can you tell me from which direction?

<All around. Can I bite them? I promise not to eat them.>

No, you don’t know where they’ve been. No biting unless we’re in trouble.

“Peaches says we have demons incoming,” I said, opening my coat and reaching for my sheath—which was empty. “Shit.”

“Where’s your blade?” Monty asked when he saw the empty sheath. “Did you forget it at the Wordweavers?”

“No,” I said. “Can we discuss this in the truck?”

I took several steps to the SUV, feeling Peaches clamp on to my pants leg and pull me back.

“What are you—?” was as far as I got, when the truck exploded.

The force of the blast flung us back onto Charing Cross Road. Monty gestured, and a shield formed around us, deflecting pieces of the Urus. A large figure, covered in flames, appeared behind the demolished Lamborghini. 

“We need to go, now.” Monty began running back to the Wordweaver compound. We arrived at Cranbourn Street when a fireball raced past my face, narrowly missing my head. Monty veered right and down—into the station.

“Cecil is going to be pissed.” I looked up the stairs and saw misshapen, dog-like, flame-covered creatures following us down. Huge jaws dominated their oversized heads. Drool leaked out of a mouth full of teeth and sizzled as it dripped onto the stairs. “What the hell are those—land sharks?"

Monty looked up the stairs and sent several orbs behind us. “Trackers, according to the scroll I just read.” The orbs hit the creatures and crystallized them as they descended the stairs. “Lower demons sent to follow us by our energy signatures.”

Frozen in place, they fell over and shattered into small pieces. A gust of air raced past us as the sound of an approaching train filled the station.

“We need to get on that train,” I said, as I ran down to the platform with Monty and Peaches behind me. 

We pushed in and met some resistance at first, until Peaches rumbled. Then people spread out more out of fear than courtesy. I looked around the crowded car.

“Monty, all these people…” I said, shaking my head. “This is bad.”

He nodded. “Collateral damage if we don’t get clear of them.”

“Where does this train go?” I asked.

I looked at the map. We were on the Picadilly line but I had no clue where we were going.

“We get off at the next stop, Picadilly Circus, and try and get another vehicle,” Monty said without looking at the map. He looked to the rear of the train and began gesturing. “Once we stop, get them off.”

The train pulled into the station and I heard the rumble behind us. There was a crunch of metal behind us as I drew Grim Whisper. 

“Everybody off!” I yelled, holding up my gun.

Some of the riders looked at me. I heard a ‘sod off’ in the back. Most of them just stared, not moving.

We need to scare them off the train, boy. Use your bark, but not the super loud one. We want them to be able to get off.

<No biting? If I bite a few, I know the rest will run.>

No, it’ll ruin your appetite, if that’s even possible. No biting of any kind.

Peaches stepped forward, spread his legs, and barked. The effect was immediate as the glass along both sides of the car cracked. People screamed and ran off the train. I glanced behind me. Monty had cast an orange lattice of energy that spanned the width of the car.

“Get off.” He stepped off the train and we ran up the stairs. I was right behind him when I heard the crunching, rending sound of metal and concrete explode behind us.

Late afternoon in Picadilly Circus was a nightmare of people when you were being chased by demons. Smoke billowed out of the station behind us as we looked around. Monty pointed to Regent Street. We ran around the Shaftesbury Memorial Fountain as a fireball crashed into it and engulfed it in flames, causing a panic behind us. I glanced back to see more Trackers and what appeared to be a demon horse—complete with rider—exit the station.

More Trackers crawled out of the station and the rider pointed in our direction. Another fireball sailed past us, crashing into one of those restaurants that catered to those who worshipped at the arches, melting it to the ground.

“No great loss there,” I muttered, as we started running down Regent Street. “We have incoming.”

“We’ll cut through St. James’ Park and see if we can slow them down there.”

“Monty! Demon horse and rider on our six!” I yelled, as another fireball sailed above us. “Horrible aim, though.”

We passed the Royal Society, crossed the Mall, and ran into the park. We stopped behind a group of trees that faced down Regent Street.

“That’s a Cavalier,” Monty said, gesturing and stepping back slowly. “Still minor, but relentless. We have to incapacitate his mount.”

“So basically what you’re saying is that this is a foxhunt and we’re the foxes?”

Monty paused and nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that analogy, but it fits. Well done.”

“Well, so happy I can make you happy,” I said. “You know what would make me happy? Not having demons trying to fry me with fireballs.”

“You did say his aim was off,” Monty answered. “Cavaliers don’t usually miss.”

“Maybe this one forgot his glasses at home?” I asked. “Are you saying you want me to get fireballed?”

“Don’t be daft,” he snapped, and gestured rapidly. “It means something is interfering with its perception.”

A fireball landed near our location behind the trees. I was about to start running again when Monty grabbed my arm and shook his head.

“What? Let’s go.”

“Wait. It doesn’t know where we are. That blast was to flush us out.”

I peeked around the tree and saw the Cavalier pulling the horse left and right. The Trackers milled around the demon-horse, sniffing the air and ground. Their toxic drool fell on the grass and caused small fires, filling the area with smoke.

“I thought you said Trackers tracked energy signatures?” I motioned with my head without breaking cover. “How did they lose our runic scent?”

“I don’t know, but let’s move,” he said. “This way.” 

Every few feet we would stop and he would drop an orange rune behind us. We skirted the park and ended up taking the Mall to Trafalgar Square. Night was falling as we approached the lions. Monty stepped up to Nelson’s Column and stood between two of the lions. Some distance away, I heard a woman who’d clearly had too many pints that afternoon.

“Work your magic!” she said with her back turned to us. 

For a second I thought she was talking to Monty, who looked in her direction and raised an eyebrow. He looked at me, and I shook my head.

“I don’t think she means you.”

He went back to examining the plaque located on the side of the memorial.

“You said a kebab was health food!” the woman yelled into the phone she held with what I guessed was an Australian accent. I couldn’t make out most of the words because she was doing an amazing job at slurring them into one long string of sounds. “Explain it to me again. Work your magic!”

I heard a click from the statue and Monty stepped back. After a few seconds, we headed down Whitehall Street. A man sped past us as we walked. 

Something felt off. I glanced briefly at the running man, but kept walking. I turned just in time to slam into someone running up the street. The collision sent us both to the ground.

“Hey,” I said, dusting off my suit, “watch where you’re going will you? This suit is worth more than…”

I paused as I looked at the linebacker who’d just tackled me.

“Ian Dex?” I rubbed my eyes, slowly getting to my feet.

“Simon—Simon Strong?” He looked up and glanced at Monty. “Montague?”

“Officer Dex,” Monty replied with short nod. “Always a pleasure.”

“Thanks,” Ian said, getting to his feet. “What are you guys doing here?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “Mages summoning demons, making a power play to destabilize the balance. You?”

“Rachel got herself kidnapped by werewolves.”

“Shit,” I said. “Wish we could help, but you know how it is with mages and demons.”

“Never ends, does it?”

“No.”

“Pardon me,” Monty said, “but there was a man who sped by us about thirty seconds ago.” He glanced back. “I still see him running towards the square. Is he the one you’re after?”

“Actually, yeah,” Ian said.

Monty gestured and formed a silvery orb. With a word, he released it. It raced through the crowded street until it crashed into the back of the fleeing man, causing him to spasm and fall to the ground.

“He’ll be down for a few minutes,” Monty said.

“Thanks, man,” Ian said. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“Say, Ian,” I said, looking at the two people who stood behind him, “I don’t mean to pry, but you have James Bond and an industrial-sized version of Sherlock Holmes standing behind you.”

He gave me a “help me” look and sighed. “I know.”

I stepped around Steroid Sherlock and nodded. “Great seeing you, Ian.” I glanced at my watch. “Well, we have a lot of destruction to do and not a lot of time to do it.”

“Good seeing you again. Thanks again for the help, Montague.”

“Think nothing of it.”

The trio took off down the street and I turned to Monty.

“Small world,” I said looking at the Nelson Column before continuing down Whitehall.

“Indeed,” Monty said narrowing his eyes before turning to join me.

“What did you activate at the Column?”

“Help, I hope.” he answered as we walked quickly past Downing Street and crossed Westminster Bridge.

“Are you kidding me? The last time you asked for help…we got back-stabbing Demon Lord Thomas.”

“This is different.” He looked off into the distance. “What is that?”

Plumes of water shot into the sky.

“Those look like water spouts,” I said, squinting. “But I can’t tell. That’s got to be near Tower Bridge.”

“Closer, and in the Thames.” He narrowed his eyes and took a breath. “Bloody hell. I can’t believe he summoned one of those. He’s insane.”

“What? What did he summon?” I asked, making sure I clamped down on the fear gripping my midsection. We were standing in the middle of the Westminster Bridge. To our right the London Eye rotated slowly in the early evening.

“You remember when Tolkien described a creature the Fellowship encountered in the Mines of Moira?”

“The Balrog, yes.” I looked into the distance. More plumes shot into the sky. “Are you telling me that’s a Balrog coming our way? Because we are screwed without a Gandalf.”

“No,” Monty said quietly, as Peaches whined, but he stood his ground next to me. “I’m telling you that what’s coming our way was Tolkien’s inspiration for the Balrog.”

“Oh, fuck,” I uttered, as I heard the destruction of the first of the bridges in its way to us.”


























TWENTY-THREE

“IF IT STARTED at the Tower of London, it has to cross eight bridges before it reaches us.”

“Why would it start there?”

“Thomas would need a place of power to bring one of the Fomor here.” He pointed to the orange glow over the Tower. “He would have used that nexus as a source.”

“It’s using the Thames as a road?” I asked. “What’s the first bridge?”

An explosion rocked through the night as a column of flame shot into the sky.

“That would be London Bridge, the first bridge.”

I tried to resist, but it was impossible.

“Are you telling me London Bridge is falling down?”

Monty glared at me and began gesturing. “Maybe you can stop it with your fantastic sense of humor,” he said, opening the book Dahvina gave him. “Maybe it will laugh itself to death from your oh-so-sharp wit.”

“What about the help you summoned?” 

“It won’t get here in time,” he said. Another crash screamed at us through the night, signaling the destruction of another bridge. “We need a solution now.”

“And we’re staying on the bridge?” I looked left and right at the now deserted bridge we stood on. “Because this doesn’t seem entirely monster-proof.”

“I’m fairly certain it’s chasing me or you or both of us.” Monty flipped through pages. “Thomas could certainly have keyed our signature to it. Unlike the Cavalier, this one knows where we are. What do you think will happen if we go into the city?”

“There won’t be a city if we do,” I said. “I just want to state for the record that this completely blows.”

I drew Grim Whisper. 

“Those aren’t going to do anything, you know.” He kept flipping pages. “Here!” he said, excited, pointing at a page. “Bloody hell.”

“You have a way to stop this thing?”

He closed the book and put it in a pocket.

“I do.” 

“Well? Get to the finger wiggle,” I said, anxiously. “Before it tears down any more bridges.”

“I can’t.”

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing my ear. “I must’ve misheard you. It sounded like you said you can’t.”

“The only way to stop this creature is to unleash a quantum void vortex,” he answered. “Even if I knew how to cast one, something on that scale would erase London.”

“You mean this area here where we are?”

“I mean eight million people or more gone,” he said. “I can’t even follow the diagrams in the bloody book.”

I gazed over the Thames. There was a good chance I could survive a Fomor crushing, if that’s what they did. With my luck, it would shred me into little pieces. Monty, on the other hand, wasn’t going to walk away from this one. 

I looked down at Peaches. Not even at industrial size was he going to be able to deal with what was coming our way. I felt angry and sad all at once. The rage rose in me, mixed with a profound understanding that I was going to lose my family.

The Fomor was going to have to erase me first. I extended my hand and Ebonsoul materialized in my palm. The runes along its blade blazed in the night as red energy trailed from its edge into the sky.

“That’s a pretty blade, but it won’t be enough,” a voice cut through my rage as I recognized the source. “You’re going to need me to bring the power.”

“Uncle Dex,” Monty said, relief filling his voice. He handed him the Wordweaver book. “How did you know where to find us?”

“He’s carrying a feather,” he said, pointing at me and then looked straight up into the night sky. I saw two green pinpricks of light above us.

“Herk?”

“Aye,” Dex said with a nod. “Which damn fool brought a Fomor into a populated city?”

“That would be Thomas,” I said, noticing how badass my blade looked now. “He’s graduated from mage to demon-whisperer and almost killed Peaches.”

Dex knelt down and scratched Peaches behind the ear. He gestured quickly and produced two large sausages. The black hole with legs quickly scarfed them down.

<I like the sausage man.>

“No mage did this alone.” Dex held onto the railing and looked into the distance. “Seems to be coming right for us. Let me see your blade.”

I handed him Ebonsoul. He examined it, turned it over, and returned it with a nod.

“You’ve been to the Weavers,” he said. “What about you, nephew? You plan on tossing your orbs at it?”

Monty drew the Sorrows. A soft wail escaped them as he handed them to Dex. Dex looked them over, grunted in approval, and handed them back.

“Did you pay the cost?” Dex asked, serious. 

Monty nodded. “The seraphs are true.”

“Good,” Dex answered and extended his arms to the side. “Let’s see if we can slow this thing down. Herk, to me!”

A large raven descended and wrapped itself around Dex. A green flash blinded me and the raven was gone. Dex’s body was covered entirely in black feathers with a metallic sheen. Only his glowing green eyes were visible.

“You can’t cast a quantum vortex, Uncle Dex,” Monty warned. “It will destroy the city and everyone in it.”

“Actually, you can’t cast the quantum vortex, nephew.” He climbed up to the railing. “I can cast it just fine. Be ready, both of you. I’m bringing the creature here”—he pointed at me—“especially to you and your dark angel of a blade.”

“Uncle Dex, we need to plan a strategy,” Monty said. “I’m certain Thomas must be near to be able to transport a Fomor here.”

Dex shook his head. “Time’s up. Let’s do this!” he said and jumped off the railing. He shot off into the night, a black silhouette over the Thames.

“Did he just pull a Jenkins?” I couldn’t help smiling. Dex was certifiable.

“He may have just killed us all,” Monty said, shaking his head. “Get your blade ready.”


























TWENTY-FOUR

I’D FACED OGRES, trolls, and other assorted large creatures bent on ending my capacity to draw breath. The last large monster I faced was a dragon. I didn’t expect any of that when I left the NYTF to become a detective.

The Fomor made them all look like lightweights. It towered over the Thames, standing easily forty feet above the surface. It had the body of a man, the head of a goat, and its eyes flashed yellow beams, missing the green figure that flitted around its head.

That small voice in my head that I usually ignored ran screaming into the recesses of my mind. I wanted to join it but knew I couldn’t. My grip on Ebonsoul tightened as I looked up at the approaching nightmare. Peaches mixed a rumble with a low whine and entered pounce-and-shred mode.

I’m scared too, boy. But we have to stop this monster or a lot of people are going to be hurt.

He shook his body and bared his teeth.

<Can I bite this one?>

Yes, this one is definitely on the menu. Don’t let it hit you with those lights from its eyes.

Monty hefted the Sorrows. They gave off blue energy as he gave them a practice swing. He glanced over to me and then looked at the Fomor.

“Well, you did say you wanted a goat.”

“You know, this would be a good time to assemble the Wonder Wizards,” I replied. “I could call Chicago and you call St. Louis. I’m sure there are few scattered around London. I heard there was one that could see the future in the neighborhood.”

“How do you propose they get here in time?” Monty answered, irked at my use of ‘wizard.’ “The island is blocked—no teleporting.”

“So…no Wonder Wizards?”

“We need to lure that thing away from the city,” he said with a glare. “It needs to be on the south bank, which is less populated.”

I turned to see Dex dodging a large arm as the Fomor swiped the London Eye. Passenger capsules, thankfully all of them empty, sailed haphazardly into the Thames. The swipe snapped some of the cables and bent the A-frame holding the large wheel.

“That’s not going to be good,” I said as Monty began running off the bridge. “I didn’t get a chance to ride the Eye.”

We stopped in front of the Houses of Parliament. Monty narrowed his eyes, pointing straight ahead. “I’m sure it will be fixed and you can ride it next time we visit,” he said quickly.  “Great George Street will lead us straight into St. James’ Park.”

“I swear he’d better not destroy Big Ben. That clock is priceless,” I said as we walked fast. The whip-like sound of snapping cables joined the screeching, creaking, crashing sounds of twisted metal and capsules falling into the Thames. There was nothing left to see of the Eye.

“It’s the bell, not the clock,” Monty answered as he gestured and sent an orb of flame at the Fomor. “Pick up the pace.”

We reached the edge of the park and my heart seized at the image that greeted us. Hundreds of demons filled the green space. I saw dozens of Trackers surrounding Cavaliers. In between those were smaller demons moving around. Some fought each other, but they were mostly just standing there in organized groups.

“What is this?” I asked, shocked. “What are they waiting for?”

“They’re low-level demons,” Monty said under his breath. “It looks like they’re awaiting instructions. This seems to be an impromptu staging area.”

We ducked behind the small stone restroom building on the corner. Behind us, I could hear the Fomor crashing through Westminster Bridge. 

“I thought the clock was called Big Ben?” I asked. “There’s a bell in there?”

“The bell,” Monty said and turned his head quickly and looked at the tower. “We need to use the frequency of the bells. We need to get up there.”

“Up where?” I said, looking around. “There’s no ‘up’ around here except for—”

He pointed at Big Ben. We backed away from the park slowly and then ran down the street. The tower holding the clock loomed large as we got closer.

“If I can get up there I can use the bell to destroy the legion in the park.” He looked around and gestured, creating a hole in the fence on the east side of the clock tower facing Westminster Station.

“What about the Fromage?” I said, looking at the large, goat-headed creature trying to swat Dex into the Thames. “Is the bell going to stop it, too?”

“Fomor.” He unlocked the door to the clock tower. “It’s not a cheese. I don’t think the bell will stop it, but I can alter the frequency to give you and Uncle Dex a slight advantage. Get its attention and lure it to the park.”

I looked into the tower and saw the spiral steps. 

“That’s a lot of steps, Monty,” I said as my voice echoed in the room. “Will you be able to cast anything besides emergency life support by the time you get to the top?”

“Three-hundred and thirty-four, and I’ll be fine.” He gestured and an orange glow surrounded his body. “Get it to the park.”

“How will I know you’ve done your thing up there?”

“I’m sure I can send you some kind of signal, now go!” He started running up the stairs, moving faster than I had ever seen him move. 

I ran out into the street, drew Grim Whisper, and fired at the Fomor in the distance. I didn’t see Dex, but the Fomor saw me and roared. I jumped behind a stone, tugging Peaches close to me as a beam of yellow light melted the asphalt where I had just stood.

“Don’t let those beams hit you,” Dex said from behind me, nearly causing me to scream. “It’s a lot tougher than I remember.” 

“Can’t mages just approach without being ninjas?” I snapped as I turned to face him. “The park is full of demons.”

“Where’s my nephew?” Dex asked, looking around. “Did he stop for a spot of tea? I wouldn’t put it past him.”

“Up there.” I pointed at Big Ben and told him Monty’s plan.

“The bloody idiot is going to get himself killed.” He stood and started heading to the tower. I grabbed him and pulled him back.

“We need to trust that he knows what he’s doing and get that thing to the park like he asked.”

Dex hesitated a moment and then nodded. “You’re right. In my eyes, he’s still a little boy running around the Sanctuary, not a grown mage capable of holding his own. You still have your blade?”

I showed him Ebonsoul and he smiled. He gestured and materialized another sausage for Peaches, who barely let him escape with his fingers as he snarfed it down.

“Don’t you ever get full?” I asked, watching him lick his lips. 

“He’s got the right idea.” Dex gestured and two more sausages appeared. He chewed on one and offered the other to me. “No sense facing death on an empty stomach.”

I pulled out my flask and let Dex take a swig. He shuddered and pounded his chest with a sound of satisfaction. “That is a good brew!”

I raised the flask and took a swig as well. Warmth flooded my body and I felt the energy course through me. I kept my hand away from Peaches, who thought he was the only creature who deserved to eat. I ate half my sausage before allowing him to liberate the rest from my fingers with a quick snap.

<Thank you. That was good. Do you have more?>

“Ready?” Dex asked and stepped into the street. “Remember, the giant in front of you is never bigger than the gods within!” He gestured and sent a blast of green energy at the Fomor, who roared again and faced Dex.

“What the hell.” I fired Grim Whisper and we took off running down the street, heading to St. James’s Park and a legion of demons.


























TWENTY-FIVE

“DID HE SAY what signal he would send?”

“No, but he said I wouldn’t be able to miss it,” I answered as Dex stepped around the small stone restroom on the corner. The Fomor closed in on us.

“He’d better do something fast.” Dex pointed at the large creature. “You bury your blade in its chest right here”—he pointed to a spot above his sternum—“and then you get clear.”

“How am I supposed to get that close without getting blasted, crushed, or pounded?”

“You leave that to me,” he said with a smile I didn’t trust at all. Then he grew serious. “Did you pay the cost? For the dark angel?”

“No, Dahvina said it would come to me.”

“It will.” He inched around the building some more. “I hope you choose wisely. You need to stay here and make sure that beast doesn’t go after my nephew.”

He ran around the building and into the park with a yell. The effect was immediate as I followed him. The demons turned as one at the sound and rushed at him. He was surrounded in seconds.

“Herk!” he yelled and raised an arm.

I fired Grim Whisper, but there were too many of them. Peaches stayed by my side and mangled the few who dared to get too close. Dex had all their attention for the moment as they closed in on him. I could feel the tremor of the Fomor’s steps getting closer.

“Monty, whatever you’re going to do, this would be a good time to do it,” I whispered as I felt the air charge around me. 

An orb of green energy formed high above us in the sky. It crackled with power as Dex laughed. “To hell with all of you!” he yelled and raised the other arm as they rushed him.

“Dex!”  I yelled and ran at him. A bolt of green energy slammed into the earth where he stood, evaporating the demons. The shockwave knocked me down and rolled me back into the street. I looked up in time to see the Fomor about to step on me. 

I rolled out of the way, ran into the park, and stood next to Dex, pressing the main bead on my mala. Tracking me, the Fomor looked down and entered the park. There were still hundreds of demons around us. A beam of yellow energy trailed along the ground and blasted into my mala shield, shattering it. Dex gestured, formed a green sphere around us, and deflected the beam.

“This won’t stop them forever,” Dex said with a grunt as sweat poured down his face. “I may have overestimated my ability to deal with this menace.”

He placed a hand on the ground and turned it counter-clockwise. Trails of green runes shot out from the orb, dispatching another large group of demons. More ran in to take their place.

“This looks bad, Dex.”

He looked at me and laughed. It was a loud, deep, throaty sound that filled the park. “We may be buggered, but we’re not dead yet,” he said, pushing Herk out of the sphere and into the air. Green feathers shot down all around us from the large raven, destroying another group of demons. “Hold your blade and take as many as you can with you when this ball breaks.”

The Fomor pounded its fists into the sphere as the demons jumped and roared, clawing at it in an effort to destroy our protection. Behind the demons, I saw the Cavaliers still sitting motionless, surrounded by Trackers. I looked around and realized we were fucked.

I holstered Grim Whisper, crouched, and gave Peaches a tight hug. Gripping Ebonsoul, I pressed the mark on my hand and stepped out of the sphere.

White light shot out from the top of my left hand. Everything around me was slightly out of focus and frozen. I looked around at the contorted faces of demons who only wanted to shred us.

I wasn’t sure she would show and a part of me wished she didn’t, but if I was going down, I was taking the angry goathead with me or die in the process, again.

“Hello, Splinter,” I heard her say next to me. 

The heady smell of lotus blossoms filled my lungs as I took a deep breath. The complex scent was laden with citrus and mixed with an enticing hint of cinnamon. This was followed by the sweet smell of wet earth after a hard rain.

“Hello, Karma,” I said, turning to face her slowly. After our last conversation, I knew how she felt about being summoned. This would probably be the last time. If she erased me, it was just speeding up the timetable on the inevitable.

She was dressed in a white skintight ski suit. The word BITCH was etched in red into the sides of her white leather stiletto boots. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun and she wore a pair of thin glasses with black rims. The whole look reminded me of a Bond girl librarian. I stopped for a moment to admire her. Karma was beautiful and frightening all at once, reminding me of a certain vampire.

 “Demons in London?” She peered at me over her glasses and took in the scene. “I see you and your mage are taking your destruction international. Oh, and a Fomor?”

“The legion of uglies and Fomor are courtesy of Thomas, the demon whisperer.” I motioned to the demons around the sphere. “We’re just here to exterminate them, find Thomas and turn him into little mage particles before London turns into Demon Central.”

She stepped close to me and I resisted flinching. It was the first time I felt the power coursing through her. Waves of energy washed over me as she caressed my cheek. I imagined this was what getting too close to the sun felt like.

“You’ve died.” She narrowed her eyes and looked at me. “And transformed your blade into a dark angel? I’m impressed, Simon—I do hope you choose wisely.”

“Dying sucked, by the way.”

She nodded. “It usually does,” she said. “By the looks of things, you’re about to revisit the state for a prolonged stay.”

“Figured you may have some advice on how to eliminate a legion of demons in one easy step?”

“I can’t help you with this, Simon.” She shook her head slowly. “Too many causal threads would be impacted if I intervened on your behalf.”

“Figured I’d risk it,” I said, expecting a jaw-cracking slap. “Can’t expect you to save my ass every time I’m surrounded by a legion of demons being led by some ancient mega-demon, all of which want to shred me and my friends, right?”

 “Exactly,” she said with a smile. “Besides, the demons aren’t your problem. You just need to deal with the Fomor.”

“Deal with the Fomor?” I asked with a grim laugh. “Even Dex with his psycho bird couldn’t deal with it and he’s a super mage. What am I supposed to do?”

She looked down at Ebonsoul. “You hold the solution in your hands,” she said and walked away. “Goodbye, Simon.”

She faded from view and I felt the flow of time reestablishing itself. I ran over to the Fomor, jumped up on the sphere, using it to parkour myself higher, and buried Ebonsoul in its chest.


























TWENTY-SIX

THE PLAN WAS to bury the blade in the Fomor and jump away. It had a different plan. I must have miscalculated how much time I had left. The Fomor reached out with a massive hand, wrapping it around my torso, and squeezed.

“I’m not into you that way,” I said with a grunt, kicking at Ebonsoul and missing the chance to shove it deeper into its chest. It howled with rage and pain as it clawed at the half-buried blade with the other hand.

Darkness started creeping into the edges of my vision as it kept squeezing. Dex’s voice registered as distant noise as my breath escaped my lungs. I saw yellow energy begin to coalesce around the Fomor’s eyes. The growling barely reached me as I sensed Peaches mauling one of the creature’s legs.

Get away from here, boy. This thing is bad. It will hurt you.

If he answered, I didn’t get the message. I managed to look around one more time. The legion had been reduced by half. Hundreds of demons were still rushing at us. I saw the Cavaliers charging now, their demon steeds leaving flame trails behind them. That was when the bell rang. The Fomor turned its head at the sound and roared, firing his eye beams of death into the sky. 

The bell rang again and the demons began howling now, joining the Fomor. I saw a wave of blue energy radiate from Big Ben. All of the clock faces shattered at once. The Fomor threw me to the ground and covered its ears in agony with another howl. 

I bounced a few times, felt an arm shatter with spectacular pain, and rolled onto the grass. Around me, the demons were tearing at their faces and each other in a frenzied attempt to get away from the sound of the bells.

The tone filled the night again. It sounded louder this time. I was sure it was the trauma of being bounced like a handball, breaking my arm in a few places, and being squeezed like a grape that made it seem this way. Peaches limped to my side. Wounds across his side and face were raw and bleeding. He stood over my body and shredded a few demons that came too close.  

Another blue wave of energy from Big Ben rolled into the park, razing the demons and sweeping them away like chaff. The Fomor fell to its knees as I got to mine, and, using Peaches as support, I crawled closer. The Fomor still had Ebonsoul buried in its chest. It stared at me as I closed the distance.

<Don’t bite it. It tastes bad.>

I laughed despite the pain, grabbed the hilt of Ebonsoul, and pushed. The Fomor roared again and my world went supernova. 

I opened my eyes and felt the cool grass. The sun shone through the leaves of the trees, which made me doubt I was still in London. The smell of fresh cut grass was quickly replaced with the pungent scent of eggs and ammonia.

“What the—?” I said, exhaling the foul stench with a cough. “Where am I?”

“Hello, Simon—the unchosen.” I turned to face the Morrigan as green light suffused the park with a subtle glow. A raven twice the size of Herk sat off to the side, staring at me with glowing green eyes. 

“Hello,” I answered, taking a shallow breath. “I’m honored. Did I die again?”

“The cost must be paid.”

“The unchosen? I sound like the kid no one wants on their team.”

She swept her arm to the side and I saw the park in a frozen tableau. The demons were gone. Smoking scorched earth replaced the grass where the demons had stood, making it look like a battleground. Dex, Herk, and Peaches closed in on the Fomor, which had erupted into yellow flame. In the center of the inferno, I saw myself plunging Ebonsoul into its chest.

“The cost,” I said, mesmerized by the scene. “It’s the power, isn’t it?”

“Your blade is now trying to siphon the energy of the Fomor into you. If your current body tries to contain this much power without a transformation, you will die a final death.”

“Transformation?” I asked. “What do I need to transform into?”

“There is a way.” She gestured and runes floated in the air before me. “If you shift, you can obtain the ancient power of the Fomor. You would possess more power than any mage.”

“You can help me shift?” I asked. “But I’m not a mage.”

“This is not about titles or positions,” she replied. “This is about power. The power to defeat all of your foes lies before you. Choose.”

I examined the scene. With that much power I could stop the Fomor, Thomas, and whoever helped him with the demons. If I wanted to, I was sure I could teleport us out of London and let them deal with their demons. I could be in New York and eating at Roselli’s before the night was done.

I nodded my head and looked at the Morrigan.

“I have my answer.”

“What will it be?” she asked. 

“Just to be clear, this is an all-or-nothing deal, right?” I asked. “I can’t have a percentage of power?”

“Choose, Simon.” She narrowed her eyes. “Anyone else would have been reduced to ash by now. Only your curse has kept you alive this long.”

“I choose no.”

The Morrigan cocked her head to one side and smiled. It turned my blood to ice and made me long for one of Karma’s backhanded caresses of tolerance.

“You refuse this power?” she asked. “It would have made you a god.”

“Yeah, pass,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve met enough of you to know I don’t want to join the club.”

“Very well, Simon.” She gestured and green energy surrounded me. “You have chosen.”

Green energy blinded me. When I could see again, I was looking into the angry face of the Fomor. I was still holding Ebonsoul, which was still buried in its chest.

“Let go of it, boy!” yelled Dex as he gestured. “It’s too much power.”

Sage advice. I released Ebonsoul as a backlash of yellow energy catapulted me off the Fomor and into the park.

“Herk, get him!” I heard Dex say as I sailed away. Behind me, the Fomor exploded with a thwump, followed by the percussive wave of energy nudging me ever faster at the solid and immobile trees waiting to halt my flight with force. A beam of yellow energy shot skyward, setting the night aglow. It went straight for a few miles and then angled over the city. I had an idea where it ended up.

I wanted to pretend I flew through the air gracefully, the same way a skydiver angles his body and becomes an aerodynamic foil cutting through the atmosphere. In reality, I looked like a flailing ragdoll about to become pulped by a tree. 

A sharp pain bloomed in my shoulders as Herk grabbed me and changed course, preventing my collision. He circled around and dumped me near Dex before taking to the sky again. I saw Ebonsoul on the ground and reached for it after I caught my breath. It turned into a wisp of silver energy and vanished into my hand. A cold sensation crept up my arm and dissipated.

Dex tended to Peaches and Herk, his hands covered in a golden light. My body had dealt with the damage from the broken arm and I moved my fingers slowly to make sure I had full range of motion.

“You paid the cost.” Dex gave me a hard clap on the shoulder. “Well done, boy!”

I saw Monty enter the park.

“Glad you could join us,” I said. “While you were up there playing jingle bells, some of us were down here preventing Demongeddon.”

“This was just the opening salvo,” Monty said, looking around the devastated grounds. “Thomas was testing our strengths and defenses.”

“I’d say we were pretty strong.”

“I can’t very well carry an enormous bell with me everywhere we go.” He looked at the tower holding Big Ben. “It’s not a viable strategy to employ.”

“Speaking of,” I said, pointing at the four shattered glass faces of the clock tower, “someone is going to be pissed about that. Does the clock still work?”

“Of course,” Monty snapped, waving my words away. “The actual mechanism for the clock is located below the faces and is in perfect working order. The spell I cast was a runic disruption transported on a sonic carrier wave. The clock and tower are structurally uncompromised.”

“Except for all of the glass that’s missing,” I said. “Maybe you can blame it on the Fomor?”

Dex chuckled behind me. “I’m famished,” he said, standing. “Fighting these creatures has worked up an appetite. I could fancy a toad in the hole about now.”

“A what?” I asked. “I’m really not in the mood for frogs, thanks. Maybe Peaches?”

Peaches perked at the mention of his name.

<Are frogs meat? Can I have some?>

“Thomas will summon more demons,” Monty said, his voice grim. “We need to remove him from the board and locate his source.”

“You’re right, nephew,” Dex said. “No sense in taking on some insane mage without a proper meal. Besides, we need to get scarce before the BPD arrives.”

“He’s right, the British Paranormal Division isn’t as forgiving as the NYTF,” Monty said, looking at the park again. “Inspector Mathers can be quite uncompromising.”

“Where to?” I asked.

“We need help and food,” Dex said. “We’re off to see a wizard.”


























TWENTY-SEVEN

“NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT,” Monty said as we walked the streets of London. “I’d rather deal with a Magistrate than visit her.”

“Don’t mind him,” Dex said, glancing at Monty. “He’s her favorite, which is saying a lot considering the source.”

“Where are we going?” I asked as Dex looked behind us several times. “Who is this person?”

Dex pulled out the black book Dahvina had given Monty. “You may have noticed I refrained from casting a quantum vortex in the city.”

I nodded. “City’s still standing, thank you.” 

“Not because I couldn’t cast it, mind you.” He gave Monty a furtive glance. “But because it’s a highly complex spell that requires a large amount of runic interpretation.” 

“Bloody hell,” Monty said, stopping in the street and glaring at Dex. “You don’t know how to stop it after it’s cast, do you?”

“The last time I cast one of those, this entire city was on one side of the Thames, and it was a goat farm,” Dex shot back. “I’m rusty, is all.”

“That’s why you want to go see her.” Monty threw his hands up, walking ahead. “What happened to ‘you can’t cast it, but I can cast it just fine’? It’s not just in the cast, is it?”

“Sometimes he’s a right pain in the arse,” Dex said under his breath.

“Sometimes?” 

“I heard that,” Monty said from ahead.

“Good,” Dex answered. “And you’re going the wrong way.”

Monty grunted in response and kept walking.

“Who is this woman we’re going to go see?” I asked.

“She’s the most powerful sorceress in London, probably all of England.” Dex walked under the Wellington Arch. We walked along South Carriage Drive and parallel to Hyde Park until we came to the Prince Albert Memorial. We entered the park and passed the memorial until we came to a large pool.

“She’s in there.” Dex pointed at the pool. I looked around to see if he meant a structure near the pool.

“Inside the pool?” I asked, stepping close to the edge. I tried looking in but couldn’t make out anything in the darkness. “Is she a fish?”

“Yes, inside the pool,” Monty said from the shadows. He gestured and a ramp appeared, parting the waters and leading down to a modest home. Monty started walking ahead of us again.

“Sounds like she has the knowledge we need,” I said to Dex as we followed Monty. 

“She would know how to decipher most of the diagrams in this.” He tapped the book in his pocket. “Probably wrote most of them.”

“Why wouldn’t he want to see her?”

“It’s complicated. She was his first teacher, before he was shipped off to the Sanctuary to be with his father.” Dex gestured again and the waters of the Round Pool began to fill in behind us. “She was also his nanny and he was quite infatuated with her.” 

“His what?” I tried to suppress the laughter. “He had a Nanny McPhee?”

“I don’t know who Nanny McPhee is, but he’s touchy about it and she treats him like he never left,” Dex said, serious. “Mind your words around her.”

He remained serious for all of three seconds before bursting into laughter himself. We collected ourselves before we reached the door. The pool had closed above us, creating a canopy of water while we remained completely dry.

Dex knocked on the door and waited. I could hear shuffling footsteps approach. A flash of violet runes preceded the opening of the door.

“Is that you, Trissy?” a voice called out from inside. “Glad you made time to stop by, lad.”

Dex and I held our breath to make sure we didn’t explode in laughter again. Dex was fighting a losing battle. I was holding together a little better, but it was a slippery slope and I found myself sliding fast.

“Did she say ‘Trissy’?” I asked.

“Shut it or I swear I will blast you both where you stand,” Monty hissed under his breath. 

“You’d better answer her, nephew.” Dex choked back a laugh. “You know how she gets if you don’t.”

Monty pulled on his jacket, smoothed his hair, and turned to the door. “Yes, Nana,” he said and sighed. “Squared away, done with play.” 

A short, older, heavyset woman opened the door. She was the quintessential grandmother. Her gray hair was pulled back into a bun that rested on top of her head. Her round pleasant face wore a smile and lit up when she saw Monty. Her silver glasses rested on the edge of her nose as she looked up at him.

She glanced over at Dex, Peaches, and me and nodded. It was clear she was focused on Monty. The smell of something delicious wafted out of the door and caressed me. For some reason I just wanted to give her a hug.

“You’ve brought company,” she said, grabbing Monty by the cheek. “You’re not eating, thin as a rail. Come in, I’ve just put on the kettle.” 

She turned and entered the home, which turned out to be much larger on the inside. Her blue housecoat flowed around her, and I felt the power she held when I crossed the threshold. She gestured as she walked to the kitchen. 

A shiny bowl full of the most tantalizing sausage I’d ever seen materialized on the floor near her feet. Surprisingly Peaches sat near the entrance to the kitchen and waited. I stared down in shock at his restraint.

I heard the kettle whistle and smelled what could only be coffee. Not just any coffee. This smelled exactly like the coffee javambrosia Hades drank the last time I was in his office. I sighed then, not believing my senses.

“Aye, boy,” Dex said under his breath and nudged me. “It’s that good. Grab a plate and serve yourself.”

Dex entered the kitchen and grabbed a plate. On a counter, there was an assortment of foods. Pastries were on one side, meats and breads on the other. 

“Hello, Nana,” Dex said with a nod and wrapped his arms around her round frame. “It’s been a dog’s age.”

“You’re looking well, Dexter.” She narrowed her eyes, holding him at arm’s length. “I see you’ve been up to some mischief. Were you responsible for the Fomor?”

“Mischief, always. The Fomor wasn’t me, though,” Dex answered. “Seems the town has a demon problem and Dahvina called me to help with it.”

“How is she doing these days?” Nana asked. “I really need to go visit.”

“She’s doing well, Nana,” Monty said. “We need your help.”

“Trissy, don’t slouch,” she gently chided. “After you all eat, we can discuss the”—she looked at Dex, who was busy eating—“demons, you say?”

Dex nodded and pulled out the black book, placing it on the dining room table. Nana walked over to the still immobile Peaches and whispered into his ear while scratching his head. He began to eat the sausages without scarfing them down. Every time he finished one, another would appear in the bowl.

“How did you manage that?” I asked, pointing at him with my fork. “Usually he’s inhaling everything.”

“You just have to know how to speak to them,” Nana replied with a chuckle. “Hellhounds are very good beasts with excellent manners.”

“Not the one I know,” I muttered and ate some more. “Not even the bowls are safe.”

I looked over at Monty, who had finished eating and was drinking his tea with a scowl. 

“I was wondering…” Dex began, in between the sips of his coffee. “Ahh so good, Nana. As usual, you’ve outdone yourself.”

Nana waved the words away with a smile. “It was nothing,” she said. “Just a little something I put together.”

The ‘little something’ was enough food to feed an army, or one Peaches. “Thank you so much,” I said, thoroughly filled. “It was incredible.”

“My pleasure, young man,” she replied. “Now, Dexter, what were you wondering? Trissy can you get the plates, please?”

Monty stood and began gathering the plates off the table. Nana gave him a slight cough and Monty sighed, putting the plates back down. He gestured and the plates floated over to the kitchen. Nana nodded, satisfied.

Dex opened the book and showed her the page he was looking at. “Do you remember how to stop one of these?” he asked. “I don’t for the life of me remember the closing sequence.”

Nana looked down at the book, turning it to face her.

“A quantum void vortex?” she asked. “Using one of these is risky in a city.”

“I need the closing sequence, in case we run into another Fomor.”

“Yes,” Monty added. “He’s rusty.”

“Tristan Montague, what have I told you?” she asked.

“His inability to use the spell nearly got us killed, Nana.”

“Yet you all stand here before me, hale and hearty.” She turned to Dex. “If you didn’t use a quantum vortex, how did you stop the Fomor?”

Dex looked at me and motioned with a piece of bread he was still eating. “He stopped it with a dark angel.”

She turned to me and narrowed her eyes. “You created a dark angel?” she asked. “You’re not a mage. How did you manage this?”

“I’m special?” I answered. “I had help from Dahvina.”

“You’re cursed,” she said, placing a hand on my mark. “That’s going to be a tricky one to untangle. May I see your weapon?”

I extended my hand and willed Ebonsoul to materialize. I sat there for several seconds just staring at my empty hand.

“Did the Fomor hit him in the head?” she muttered to Dex, who nodded. “What’s he looking for?”

“I have it, I swear, it’s just that it’s inside. It turns into a silver mist now.”

“A few times. Bounced him like a ball all over St. James’ too,” Dex said as they both burst out in laughter. I felt it was more at my predicament than at me and I found myself joining in after a few seconds.

“Let me help you, child,” she said and placed two fingers on my chest. She whispered some words and a small cloud of silver-gray mist formed in my hand, solidifying into Ebonsoul a second later.

“How did you…?” I asked, surprised. 

“That last strand is going to make using your blade difficult.” She gently took the weapon from my hand. “Has this weapon spoken to you?”

“Excuse me?” For a second I wondered if she had been the one the Fomor had bounced all over the park. “No, it doesn’t speak to me.”

 “That’s good. The essence of this blade is dangerous and bloodthirsty,” she said, exhaling a short breath in relief. “That’s one part of the bond you don’t need.”

“Nana, we can’t stay,” Monty said quietly. “There’s a mage summoning demons into the city. We have to stop him.”

“My dear Tristan,” Nana said with a smile, “you’ve always been so serious. I had hoped the years would soften that disposition of yours.”

She returned the blade. It became mist in my hand and disappeared, sending a cold shiver up my arm.

 “I came across a runic wall when I tried to get into the city,” Dex said. “Nearly got me killed.”

“The Consortium of fools is plotting something and has cut off their access to the ley-line,” she said. “That is what you encountered.”

She gestured in front of Dex. Violet runes filled the room, exploding into concentric circles interlocked with other symbols and rotating slowly in front of him. He reached out and traced the diagrams with a nod. She walked over to where he sat and traced the diagram again on his hand.

“I see. It’s taking Ziller’s theorem of quantum entanglement and turning it inside out,” Dex said, looking at the floating symbols carefully. “This is a nasty finish, though. No room for error.”

“Ziller was one of my best students,” Nana said, tapping Dex on the shoulder and pointing to the runes. “A little obsessed with quantum everything, but a visionary with spell design.”

“When do I cast this last bit here?” Dex said, pointing to a different part of the circles. “This looks dicey.”

 “You cast this at the very last moment. Before the vortex reaches critical mass. If you miss—poof, there goes London.”

“I won’t miss,” Dex said. “On my word.”

“Do not obliterate my city, Dexter,” she replied and crossed her arms. “It took me several centuries to fix this place up to my liking. If I have to leave it, I will be most displeased—and I will find you first.”

Dex shuddered, taking the book and stepping into another room. I could see him practicing the diagrams as he walked. Nana sat at the large kitchen table with a sigh. 

“Where are they, Nana?” Monty asked. “Where’s Thomas?”

“I taught you better than that,” she answered, her voice hard. “You tell me.”

Monty closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Nana gestured. The kettle and a cup, complete with steaming tea, floated over to the table. She let the tea steep while Monty remained still. The smell of Earl Grey filled the kitchen.

“Along the ley-line, near a breach in the inhibitor spell,” Monty said, keeping his eyes closed. “I knew they were close when I saw the Fomor.”

Nana nodded. “Life is a circle.” She dipped her finger in the steaming water and traced a circle on the table. The circle glowed with violet light. “Where is the breach?”

“The White Tower,” Monty said. “Thomas needs a place of power with direct access to the ley-lines.”

“Who is helping him?”

“I don’t know,” Monty said, making fists with his hands. “A mage of considerable power.”

Nana nodded. “Not bad, but not enough,” she said. “Go stop this Thomas, but understand the source of his power is elsewhere.”

“We need to go,” Monty said, standing as Dex came into the room. “The White Tower.”

“Makes sense. Place of power, close to running water, which amplifies the ley energy.” Dex nodded. “By this point the BPD will be on both sides of the Thames and looking for any magic-user.”

“How do we get in without being seen?” I asked. “Can you use a circle?”

“No.” Dex looked at Nana. “Not without drawing attention to this place. The wrong kind of attention.”

“What about the riftrunes?” I looked at Monty, who rubbed his chin in thought. “Would they work?”

“It’s possible, but I would need to mask the cast.” Monty traced the runes in front of Dex and Nana. They nodded as the white runes floated across the room.

“This can teleport without a circle?” Dex asked as he traced the diagrams. “What do you say, Nana?”

“I never taught you these,” she said, looking at the runes and nodding. “Yes, they can work if you can stabilize it. This is an elegant variation of a Smith bridge.”

“I’ll cast the rift. Dex you create the bridge and Nana can keep it stable.”

“We can’t do this in here,” Dex said. “It would disrupt her defenses and possibly flood the place.”

Monty nodded. “Outside, in the park. Dawn is a few hours away. We can use the cover of darkness.”

We stood near the Round Pool, which was actually an oval. The park felt charged with ambient energy as we stepped into the clearing. I didn’t know if the energy I felt was the result of Nana’s magic or the fact that we’d just cleared a legion of demons. Whatever it was had me on high alert. I could tell Peaches felt the same way as he sniffed the air.

Do you feel anything coming our way? Anything bad?

<Doesn’t feel good. Don’t know where. But something is coming.>

I’m surprised you can even walk. How many sausages did you eat?

<So many, so good.>

“Head’s up,” I said. “Peaches says we have incoming, but I think he’s getting sausage interference and can’t pinpoint it.”

“It could be the ambient magic,” Dex said. “This location is under a heavy cast.”

Nana gestured and a violet lattice floated on the ground. It spanned one hundred feet in diameter, with us at its center. “Better to be prepared and not need it than need it and be unprepared.”

She began the cast, when a large red orb landed next to us and exploded. The lattice activated and dissipated most of the force. It wasn’t enough. The blast sent us sprawling away from the center. 

Without the lattice to protect us, the severity of the blast would have caused some serious damage. As it was, I was racking up my frequent flyer miles as Peaches and I sailed back, landing in an ungraceful heap twenty feet away. 

Peaches shook it off and made to pounce-and-destroy. Dex landed a few feet away and cursed as Herk circled overhead, letting us know of his presence with a series of croaks.

 “Tristan Montague, you are a hard mage to locate,” a voice said in the night. “By order of the Tribunal of the Golden Circle, you are hereby found guilty of twice releasing a void vortex within the confines of a populated city, the harming of Gideon, Golden Circle Envoy, and the death of Ian Macintyre, Arbiter Mage of the Golden Circle. The punishment as determined by the Elders of the Circle is death.”

“Buggery bollocks,” Dex said under his breath as he stood with a grunt. He peered into the darkness and spat. “Ghosts.”

“Ghosts, as in out-to-get-Monty Ghosts?” I asked as the fear rushed full throttle and squeezed my throat. “The same ones who melted the Goat?”

“One and the same,” Dex answered. “I thought we had more time. They must have found a way around the inhibitor rune. They just made their last mistake.”

“You dare to rudely release an attack on my home?” Nana growled quietly as violet energy coalesced around her. “You dare to attack my Tristan?”

“Get up, boy!” Dex hissed, pulling me to my feet. “Grab your pup. We need distance and lots of it.”

I saw Monty sprawled on the ground to one side. As the target of the blast, he’d taken the brunt of the damage. Nana stood next to him.

“Wait, what about Monty?” I asked, pulling against Dex’s hand. “We need to help him. He’s hurt.”

“Bollocking balderdash!” Dex tightened his grip on my arm, nearly lifting me off my feet. “We’re the ones in danger. Those Ghosts are done. They just don’t know it yet. Now move!”


























TWENTY-EIGHT

I KNEW NANA was powerful. I figured she was as strong as Dex or maybe slightly stronger. I was wrong. She was much stronger. 

Three figures made a triangle of Ghosts around Nana. Each of them wore a black suit and gold tie. They stood equidistant from her, forming red and black energy orbs in their hands. I distinctly remembered that black energy as it crackled in the night. The same energy had crashed into the Goat and melted it like butter on summer’s day.

In that moment, I realized a few things. Whoever sent these Ghosts didn’t count on the Nana factor. That led to my second realization. Courage and stupidity can sometimes look the same. 

These Ghosts thought they were upholding the ruling of the Tribunal. They had no capacity or inclination to question their orders. They were given a mandate and followed it blindly. The Tribunal executed an order without even investigating the circumstances around the void vortices Monty used, and sentenced him to death. This led to my third realization. 

Someone in the Sanctuary wanted Monty dead.

“How far do we need to go?” I asked as Dex kept pulling me away from Nana. “Are we crossing the Thames?”

“Ach, it would be safer if we could cross the Atlantic.” Dex began gesturing. “The last time that woman was upset even Mo stayed out of her way.”

“The Morrigan was scared of Nana?”

“The Consortium tried to evict Nana from London a few centuries ago.” His fingers moved with increasing speed as the air around us felt heavy with energy. The air took on a violet hue as green trails flowed from his hands. “They sent five Arch Mages to escort her off the island. Said she was a threat to the magical community.”

“Five Arch Mages,” I said, looking at the short, rotund woman glowing with violet tendrils swirling around her body. “Isn’t that a bit much?”

“It wasn’t enough.” Dex slammed his hand on the ground and a cylinder of green energy encased us. “She erased and banished three of them, killed the one who came up with the idea, and let the last one go free so he could inform the Consortium.”

“Did they attack again?” I asked noticing that Nana looked over at us and nodded. “How many did they send the next time?”

“The next time?” Dex returned her nod. “They gave her Hyde Park. By royal decree this entire place belongs to her as long as she refrains from major casting or destroying the Consortium.”

“Bloody hell,” I said under my breath. “She’s that powerful?”

“Get your shield ready.”

“But you just cast this—?” I didn’t know what to call his green cylinder of energy “This isn’t enough?”

“Get your shield ready,” he said, his voice grim. “Herk, to me.”

He outstretched his arms and the raven descended and transformed. Dex was covered entirely in black feathers with a metallic sheen. Only his glowing green eyes were visible.

I grabbed Peaches and shoved him behind me as I crouched down. I kept my hand near my mala bead and waited for Dex to say the word.

“When I tell you, you activate your shield and stay inside my shaft of power.”

“Your what?” I blurted out. “What did you call this thing?”

“My shaft of power,” he said, serious. “That’s what it is.”

“This is going to need an immediate renaming if we survive tonight,” I said, shaking my head. “No way am I calling it your shaft of power.”

“Aye, we’ll burn that bridge when we get to it,” he replied with a nod. “For now let’s get through the next twenty seconds.”

“That’s not how the saying goes—nevermind,” I said when he gave me a look. “We’ll burn the bridge later.”

Dex gestured again, and it dawned on me that Nana was waiting for us to get safe. She gestured and a violet cocoon surrounded Monty.

“Any second now, boy.” Dex spread his hand and runes formed another wall in front of us. “Fasten your suspenders.”

Nana’s voice traveled through the park despite our distance. It wasn’t the sweet voice I’d heard earlier when she was speaking to Monty. This voice was all daggers and jagged edges, slicing through the night.

“You come into my home and attack those who are mine?” she asked. A cold wave of fear crept up my spine, grabbed hold and froze me in place.

“By defending Tristan Montague, you have chosen to aid and abet a known criminal and are subject to the same sentence of death,” Lead Ghost said menacingly. “I advise you to reconsider your current course of action and surrender the rogue mage to us.”

“Come get him,” Nana said, closing her eyes and placing her hands together, palms touching in front of her chest. 

For a moment, it looked like she was praying. Probably for the three Ghosts who were about to become memories.

The Ghosts released the orbs they held and rushed past the line of self-preserving courage and headlong into life-shortening stupidity. I almost felt sorry for them.

Six orbs of death raced at Nana.

The orbs approached and she rotated in a full circle, causing them to miss. Her rotation swept up the orbs in her orbit as they whipped around her body. She continued turning and pushed out her hands at certain intervals, returning the orbs to their owners. 

Except they weren’t red and black orbs of death anymore. They had become violet and raced back to the Ghosts too fast for them to recover. I was so transfixed by her agility and poise that I didn’t feel Dex trying to get my attention. A slap upside the head fixed that.

“Now!” 

I pressed the main bead on the mala and the shield materialized in front of us. Dex grabbed the edge of the shield and whispered something under his breath. A green wave flowed into it, making it larger and curved, covering more area.

The violet orbs slammed into the Ghosts, knocking them off their feet. Nana gestured and leaped into the air. She floated for what seemed to be an eternity, slowly doing a pirouette. 

“Oh, shite. She’s using a fist,” I heard Dex say as she reached her zenith and turned her body like an Olympic diver. She extended her arm, closed her hand, and crashed into the earth fist-first.

I had seen the film of the Trinity explosion of the first atomic bomb held in the desert of New Mexico. What happened next was a smaller scale version of that nuclear test. A flash of violet light nearly blinded me, followed by a runic shockwave that sped across the ground, colliding into our defenses. The wave blasted through the wall and cylinder with ease. Dex stood behind me and grabbed the mala shield with both hands as it started to disintegrate.

“Hold on,” Dex yelled. “Keep that shield up!”

“To what?” I asked, turning my head from the violet flash. “What is that?”

“Death and destruction,” he said as the wave passed us and calmed down. “Mostly death.”


























TWENTY-NINE

THE THREE GHOSTS were gone. 

In the center of a large crater sat a tired-looking Nana tending to Monty. Golden light escaped her hands and cascaded slowly onto his body.

“How bad is it?” I asked, looking at Monty. “Will he be okay?”

“He’ll recover,” Nana said. “Did he really release two vortices in the city?”

I nodded. “It was really because of the dragon,” I started as she raised an eyebrow. “Monty was saving our lives.”

“Extenuating circumstances,” Monty said with a groan from the ground as he sat up. “The Elders are overreacting.”

“Was the city irreparably damaged?” Nana asked and stopped her treatment.

“No, it was contained and closed.” Monty answered, standing slowly. “Thank you, Nana.”

Nana nodded. “Don’t thank me just yet,” she said grimly. “The Golden Circle is going to retaliate for the delivery of those Ghosts.”

“You didn’t kill them?” I asked looking at the crater. “I thought you blasted them to little Ghost atoms.”

“Kill them?” she asked, looking at Dex. “What did Dexter tell you?”

“You nearly killed us,” Dex said, throwing his arms in the air. He shrugged his shoulders with a green flash and Herk took to the air with a croak. “A phoenix fist? Really? You couldn’t just shunt them away? It’s not like it would’ve been difficult for you.”

“True,” she said with a smile. “But I haven’t used the fist in such a long time. I removed the lethality.”

“You could’ve killed them,” Dex answered. “If not from fright, then from the trip. They will arrive in agony and stripped of their ability to cast.”

“But, I didn’t kill them,” Nana answered, ignoring Dex. “I erased their abilities and sent them to their last known location, wherever that was.”

“You erased their abilities—permanently?”

“A small mercy,” she replied. “It saves me from having to eliminate them later.”

“Nana, you can’t get involved more than this,” Monty said. “The Consortium and the Circle will retaliate if you do.”

Nana shrugged in response. “The Circle should have known better, and the Consortium wouldn’t dare.” She led us out of the crater and gestured once we were clear of the depression in front of the Round Pool. The ground repaired itself and the clearing reverted to its pre-exploded state.

“The Circle will send more,” Dex said. “Those weren’t Arbiters. They’re mite touchy about their Ghosts.”

“We shall show mercy, but we will not ask for it,” she said. “I could have eliminated them. Especially after behaving so rudely—and perhaps a few centuries ago I would have. But I’ve mellowed with age.”

“That was the ‘mellow’ you?” I asked, remembering her imitation of an atom bomb. “Remind me to avoid the angry you.”

“Tristan, they will send more until you deal with this.” She dusted the dirt off his jacket. “Someone in the Elders wants you out of the way. Where is Connor?”

“Father has been…detained.”

“Sorry? Dex, did you know of this?” She turned to face Dex with her hands on her waist. “For how long?”

“We’ll take care of it right after we deal with London’s demon problem,” Dex said hurriedly, putting his hands up. “And no, you can’t come. Prefer to leave the Sanctuary in one piece on top of the mountain, thank you very much. Between you and Tristan, I’m surprised anything is left standing around you two.”

“See that you resolve this,” she said with a huff. “Detaining Connor Montague—an Elder? Have they lost their minds?”

“We need to get to the White Tower.” Monty began gesturing. “I’ll open the rift. Uncle Dex, can you create the bridge?”

“Aye, but I don’t know how long I can hold it and your Nana is looking a bit peaked.”

Nana waved his words away. “I’m fine, I just need to catch my breath,” she said. “Haven’t used that much energy all at once in a quite some time.”

I stepped close to Monty. “These riftrunes,” I said under my breath, “won’t Thomas pick up that you’re using them?”

“If I were doing it alone, he would know it was me.” Monty began gesturing and blue energy formed around his hands. “By having Uncle Dex create the bridge and Nana stabilize it, my runic signature gets lost.”

“This is the mask you were talking about.” 

“Yes, he’ll know someone is coming, he just won’t know who,” Monty said as the runes he cast went from blue to white. I recognized some of the symbols as the riftrunes Thomas had used. “It’s a small advantage, but I’ll take any we can get right now.”

Monty stopped casting and the white runes floated in the air in front of Dex. “My turn, then.” Dex approached the gently floating symbols. His hands gave off a green glow as he shifted the symbols in the air.

“What about them?” I motioned to Dex and Nana. “Are they coming?”

“I’ll send Herk on ahead and join you right after.” Dex looked at Nana. “She’s about done for the evening. We didn’t come here to wrap her into this.”

“I’m not some frail old woman, Dexter.” She slapped him across the shoulder. “Don’t make me out to be helpless.”

“I never said frail.” He rubbed his shoulder with feigned pain. “You’ve already done more than you should have.”

She walked over to where Monty stood and gave him a tight hug that he returned in a surprising show of affection. “Be careful,” she said, pinching his cheek again, causing him to scowl. “I would hate to have to rescue the lot of you.”

“We will be,” Monty said and gave her the briefest of smiles. For a moment I thought his face spasmed from the unfamiliar facial expression. He reverted to his normal scowl half a second later. “Thank you again. For everything.”

“Enough with the sentimentality,” she said and gently pushed away. “Make sure the cast doesn’t go pear-shaped.” Monty returned to Dex’s side to work on the riftrunes. She motioned for me to follow her as she stepped away.

For a split second, I was transported back to middle school. That moment when you know you haven’t behaved your best and the teacher catches you, resulting in a trip to the principal’s office.

 I stepped slowly behind her and did the walk of dread. It’s that walk where, in the span of five seconds, you evaluate everything you could have done to cause the impending disaster looming before you.

Peaches nudged my leg as I walked behind her.

<She’s nice, but she’s scary.>

I feel the same way, boy.

<Do you think she can make more of the magic meat?>

I’ll ask but maybe we should wait.

Nana looked down at Peaches and gave him a smile. She gestured and his bowl of bountiful beef appeared a few feet away. He sat on his haunches until she nodded and then he padded off to his feast of never-ending sausage.

You never behave like that with me.

<When you learn to make the magic meat, I will.>

I just stared at him as he chomped away at the sausage and avoided devouring the bowl.

Nana gestured and a small bench appeared under her as she sat down with a deep sigh. She looked over to where Monty and Dex arranged the riftrunes and patted the bench next to her, indicating I should sit.

“It wasn’t too long ago where I would have stormed the White Tower and razed everything and everyone to the ground,” she said quietly and shook her head. “Dexter is right. Age is catching up with me. For all this power”— she gestured and violet energy flowed from her fingers, drifting into the night—“none of us escapes time. Except you.”

“You knew?”

She nodded. “I sensed you once you left Dahvina, after your return.”

“Dying su—I mean, it was unpleasant,” I corrected.

“The curse you bear is powerful,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “I’m certain it has gotten you some unwanted attention. And yet you chose to refuse the power offered to you.”

“How did you…?”

“The Fomor left its mark all over your signature, but it’s not within you.” She pointed at me. “I’m sure you’ve faced some formidable beings. Why not take the Fomor’s power?”

“Let’s see: Kali, Hades, Shiva, Death, Chaos, and Karma,” I said, rubbing my jaw subconsciously. “Not to mention the dragons who probably want to barbecue me, a mob of werewolves who have painted a target on my forehead, and Blood Hunters who want my blade. The Dark Council probably just wants me dead or at least out of the city.”

“You’ve been busy.” She patted my knee and chuckled. “It’s been said that you can measure a person by the strength of his enemies.”

“Great, my life has become a pantheon of pain,” I said and rubbed Peaches’ head. “I’ve seen what power does to beings—humans and not. I would lose those closest to me.”

“We’re also measured by those we call friends.”

“What does that even mean?” I asked, modulating my tone, remembering she was a human atom bomb. “I don’t want to be ‘measured’ by anyone. Give me a strong cup of coffee, a boring missing-person’s case and I’m good. Ever since Ramirez gave me that first case with Monty…”

“Do you think he’s to blame?” She looked over at him.

I remained silent for a few seconds and followed her gaze to Monty and Dex arranging floating magical symbols in the air. I knew magic existed. Working the NYTF, we were briefed and trained to deal with the extra-normal and supernatural. I just never expected to become one of them.

“No.” I shook myself out of my reverie. “I would’ve taken the case regardless and would probably be dead if it weren’t for Monty. We’ve saved each other’s asses more times than I can count. He may be a cranky pain in the ass, but he’s family. My family.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” She reached around her neck, pulling out a pendant. “Tristan has had a very difficult life as a mage, but more importantly as a Montague. Do you know what this symbol means?”

She handed me the pendant. The best way to describe it was as an enso of violet energy. I was familiar with the image from my trainings of torture with Master Yat. He tried explaining the symbol to me once: 

This unfinished circle symbolizes the brushstroke of the moment when the mind is free to let the body create. It is the ultimate expression of mu—the void.

So it’s nothing? This is a circle of nothing. It’s not even finished.

His stick flew through the air, thwacking me. Stop being a smartass.

That opening in the circle symbolizes wabi-sabi. The beauty of imperfection.

Like me? Imperfect, but beautiful.

 Another series of thwacks with his stick answered me. 

You are just imperfect, without the beauty. Run the drill again.

“Yes, it’s an enso.” I admired the softly glowing pendant. “It’s the expression of void, nothing, and everything.”

“It’s also the key to my home and library. This key has been in my family for generations.” She grabbed my hand and placed it in my palm. “When I’m gone I want you to give this to Tristan.”

“Gone? Where are you going?”

“I won’t live forever,” she said. “It’s almost time for me to go.”

“Why not give it to him yourself?” I looked down at the small enso pulsing in my hand. It was about the size of a quarter but felt a lot heavier. “I’m sure he would take it from you.”

She closed my hand around the pendant. “He’s not ready for it yet.” She looked at Monty again. “But he will be soon. He still has to face the source of his anger. That can only happen when he goes home.”

I put on the pendant and felt the weight on my chest. 

“It’s heavy.”

“More than you know,” she said. “You’ll know when to give it to him. Until then, it will keep you safe.”

“I’ll hold it for him.”

I felt a shift in energy and saw a thin line of power materialize in front of Monty, next to the floating runes. Nana stood and started walking over to him. Peaches silently joined us.

Did you eat enough? Don’t get used to it. Once we get home you’re going on a diet.

<A diet sounds dangerous. Die is most of the word. That can’t be good for me.>

“You’ve been a good friend and a good influence on Tristan,” Nana said, grabbing my attention. “Going home is going to be especially difficult. Don’t let him lose himself.”

“I won’t,” I said and she gave me a tight hug, which I returned. “Do you really have to go?”

“We all do, eventually,” she said with a smile. “Some of us just take longer than others. Remember that.”

“Ready for you, Nana,” Dex said. I saw a look of concern flash across his face as she approached. “Do you need a moment?”

“Dexter, if you imply I’m too infirm for this simple task one more time”—she jabbed a finger in his chest—“I will launch you into the Thames.”

Dex raised his hands in surrender and stepped back. Nana closed her eyes and approached the symbols. Violet light flowed from her hands as she manipulated them. 

“Can you stabilize it enough to get them to the White Tower?” Dex asked. “My bridge is solid, but these riftrunes work on a different principle I’m not familiar with.”

“I can put them at the breach.” She gestured again and the rift opened. “This will be right outside Traitors’ Gate. Sorry I can’t get you closer to the Tower.”

“Traitors’ Gate. Appropriate,” Monty said with a nod. “I’ll make sure to visit before we leave.”

“Focus on the task, Tristan,” she said, her voice hard. “There is an inordinate amount of demonic energy around the tower. You need to prepare. Dexter, send your horrid bird.”

“Herk is not horrid,” Dex said, looking up into the lightening sky. “He’s already on his way.” The sun was creeping over the horizon as Nana sliced her hand down, opening the rift.

“Time to go, boys,” she said with a tight smile. I could see the thin sheen of sweat covering her face. “Go give them hell.”

We stepped through the rift and the world vanished.


























THIRTY

I FELT A tug and the world slid sideways.

When the world came into focus, I saw I was rushing headlong into a brick wall. I twisted my body, meeting it with my shoulder instead of remodeling my face. Monty stood a few feet away looking across a field of grass. The wall I’d crashed into loomed before us.

“This is not the Traitors’ Gate.” He pointed ahead of us. “This is the moat and that’s Legge’s Mount.”

“It felt like I was pulled sideways on our way here.”

“I had the same sensation,” Monty said. “Thomas must have a defensive protocol to prevent direct access. We need to find him and put a stop to his summoning.”

Peaches growled and bumped my leg.

<Bad fire things are coming.>

I turned to look in the direction Peaches was facing.

“Maybe we could ask them?” I pointed at the group of demons headed our way. “They don’t look happy to see us.”

“You think?” Monty growled, pointing again. “That way.”

We started running as the demons howled behind us. They were of the smaller variety. What they lacked in menace they made up for in number.

“What are those things?” I asked as Monty jumped down a ramp under a group of wire mesh animals and took a set of stairs leading to a small tower. We ran along a short walkway and came to the Byward Tower, according to the plaque. We managed to break the line of sight as Monty pointed to the large door.

“Imps,” he said when we reached the door. “Low level, unintelligent demons good for guard duty and patrol. Think of them as a demonic alarm system.”

“Which we just set off.” I drew Grim Whisper as Monty worked the lock mechanism. Peaches entered shred-and-tear mode as the imps got closer. “What do you call a large group of imps? A gaggle? A mob?”

“I think,” he said with a grunt, releasing another set of runes against the locked door, “legion is the all-purpose term used.”

“Well the legion of imps is getting closer.” I checked Grim Whisper. “And I don’t have that many bullets.”

“Step back.” He gestured, forming two large orbs, one of flame and the other of clear liquid. “No need for subtlety any longer.”

I moved back across the walkway, and the imps screamed when they saw me. Monty released the flame orb at the door while simultaneously unleashing the second at the legion of imps. 

The flame orb shattered the door as the liquid orb crashed into the imps and stopped them in their tracks. They fizzled and spurted as their flames went out. They fell on their sides with howls as the liquid doused them.

We ran down Water Lane until we came to Wakefield Tower. A fireball punched a hole through the brick and sailed out into the Thames. It reminded me of the Incantation of Light Thomas taught me, only with more of a ‘tear your face off’ feeling in the execution. I looked out through the large smooth hole punched in Henry III’s Watergate and saw the Thames flowing by. I followed the trajectory inward and peeked through the stone wall of the innermost ward. 

What I saw made me consider running back the way we came, diving into the Round Pool, and hiding in Nana’s house, indefinitely.

“Fuck, move!” I yelled as I shoved Monty back and out of the way. Three more orbs punched through the stone wall, narrowly missing us. “That is not an incantation of light.”

“You should have let the Fomor kill you, Tristan,” Thomas said from around the corner. “You can’t stop what we’re doing here.”

Two Fomor-like creatures and an angry Thomas stood in the innermost ward, blocking the front of the White Tower. Standing about ten feet tall, these two were smaller than the bridge-demolishing one we’d destroyed in St. James’s. 

They each held a length of chain in their hands. The chains glowed red and caused sparks to fly into the air each time they swung them on the ground.

“He’s got two smaller versions of the Fromage,” I said, peeking through one of the holes again quickly. “And about ten more of those stone-punching orbs floating around him.”

“Bloody hell,” Monty hissed as he looked through one of the holes and pulled his head back immediately. “Those are Greater Krampus. There’s no way he could have summoned those on his own.”

“Wait, isn’t Krampus the story of a Christmas demon to scare little kids who misbehaved?”

Monty motioned with his head. “If that’s a story, then it’s a horror masterpiece worthy of Poe,” he answered. “Those things make the story’s demon appear friendly in comparison.”

“How do we stop them?”

“We need Dex and the quantum vortex, unless you’re carrying the runic equivalent of a class-two demonic dissipating spell with you?”

I patted my pockets and gave him a look. “Must have left it in my other jacket.”

“He’s not even the target.” Monty traced runes in the ground next to us. “The person we need is in the White Tower. Thomas is just muscle. Like the imps, designed to slow us down.”

“If he’s muscle, someone’s really flexing.”

“What did they promise you, Thomas?” Monty yelled. “What are you getting out of this?”

Two more orbs punched through the stone near us.

“Why doesn’t he just come around the corner and pound us?” I asked, curious. “Not that I’m suggesting he should do that, just wondering why he doesn’t come out and end us?”

Monty finished tracing the runes and nodded. “They’re tethered,” he said. “That’s why he can’t come any farther.”

“Tethered to what?”

“Not what, who.” Monty inched forward, closer to the entrance. “Someone is augmenting his ability, but they have a limited range or have taxed themselves.”

“The imps, the Fromage—sorry, Fomor—and now these two greater cramps in my ass,” I said. “It’s too much summoning and controlling.”

Monty nodded. “In addition to boosting Thomas several levels above his magical ability, whoever is doing this must maintain control or the demons will break free and attack them first.”

“So this is a junkyard dog with a chain,” I said. “We need to find out how long that chain is and how much we can stress it before it breaks.”

“Your analogy is crude but precise.” Monty rubbed his chin. “How do you propose we ‘test this chain’ to its breaking point?”

“The imps, are they completely out of commission?”

“Simon, this is insane.” Monty shook his head. “The imps will come after us as soon as I bring them back.”

“You bring them back, we attack the Kramps, and Peaches gets to repay Thomas for lunch with a side of poison,” I said. “I’m guessing it’ll be too much for whoever is acting like a Duracell. At the very least we’ll weaken the hold on the demons.”

“If this goes wrong—” 

“We won’t be around for you to tell me how badly I screwed us.”

We moved quietly down Water Lane. Monty gestured when we arrived at the ruined door. He whispered a few words and unleashed a barrage of runes at the immobile imps. 

“We have about thirty seconds,” he said, backing up and heading back to the entrance. “I’ll take the right Krampus, you take the left. Your creature can have Thomas. I hope you’re right about this, Simon.”


























THIRTY-ONE

HEY, BOY. YOU remember the bad man who gave you the meat that hurt you?

<He tampered with meat. Can I shred him?>

You can hurt him, but don’t kill him. We need him alive. Can you do that?

He gave me a low rumble that vibrated in the pit of my stomach. Runes along his side bloomed with energy as he sank a half inch into the stone floor.

<Hurt but don’t kill?>

For a second, I thought he was going to transform back into Planet Peaches. His eyes flared red and it dawned on me, Peaches wasn’t a dog. He was a creature with an incredible potential for destruction and devastation. I almost smiled.

Can you do it?

<When?>

“You ready?” I looked at Monty, who set his jaw and nodded.

Now.

Peaches growled, took off, and disappeared. He moved faster than any creature his size had a right to move.

“Thomas,” I called out and shifted to the right as an orb punched through the wall where I’d sat a moment earlier. “My hellhound would like a few words with you.”

The scream from the other side of the wall let me know the conversation had started. Behind us, a legion of imps rushed down Water Lane, intent on tearing us apart.

“It’s time to go,” Monty said, and gestured. 

Flaming orbs surrounded him as we turned the corner. He jumped in the air and hovered for a few seconds, unleashing a barrage of orbs at Right Krampus. 

I drew Grim Whisper and emptied the magazine of entropy rounds in Left Krampus as I closed. I think it pissed him off more than it hurt him. I focused on the energy inside of me and formed Ebonsoul in my hand, slashing as I ran past.

I jumped on the ramp behind the Krampus, stopped and twisted off as he swung his flaming chain where my legs were. I slashed down and sliced off one of his horns. I was about to comment, but chose not to. 

I hit the ground running as imps flooded the innermost ward. Monty unleashed a wave of blue energy as he drew the Sorrows and began cutting a swath to the White Tower. The wail of his swords joined the howl of imps as he dispatched them.

My Krampus chased after me, dragging its chain. I ducked as I heard the whoosh of metal swinging above my head. I dived to the side and rolled as the chain dug out a groove in the stone next to me. 

Monty’s Sorrows were glowing bright blue as he impaled Right Krampus. He muttered something under his breath and a blast of energy sliced through the Krampus, dispatching him into a pile of dust.

Above us, I heard a loud croak and smiled. Dex was close.

The Krampus behind me swung his chain again. I let it wrap around Ebonsoul as I did the one thing he didn’t expect. I ran toward him. It gave me a look of surprise as I closed. The split-second hesitation was enough for me to tug on the chain and thrust my arm, blade first, into its abdomen. Ebonsoul flooded my body with siphoned energy.

It was like jumping into a cold lake, in the winter, naked. The energy raced through me and every sense was cranked to eleven. I sensed a ripple of energy as an orb sailed at my head. I shifted to the side and let it scream past me. 

Another orb sailed past my head as Thomas dodged a chomp from Peaches. White runes floated around him, creating a shield. I slashed horizontally and the Krampus howled as he turned to dust. I charged at Thomas and pressed my mala bead. 

He launched several orbs at me. Their percussive impact bounced me across the innermost ward. It was enough of a distraction to allow Peaches to get his jaws around Thomas’s leg. It was coming together. We had stopped the Krampuses and Thomas was being houndhandled by Peaches. 

Thomas began to trace runes in the air and Peaches growled and blinked out, taking Thomas with him. When he reappeared a few seconds later, Thomas was screaming and they were falling from thirty feet up. They landed hard, with Thomas breaking Peaches’ fall.

I heard several bones break as they hit the stone ground. Thomas screamed again as Peaches wrapped his jaws around an arm and bit down. 

Don’t rip off his arm unless you see him try to use magic.

<He gave me bad meat and tried to hurt me again. Can I rip off one arm? He has two.>

Not yet.

Monty had dispatched most of the imps. Now it was a matter of time to see if we had taxed the battery. I walked over to Thomas and the earth shook.

“Monty? Does London suffer from earthquakes?”

Thomas started laughing. “You stupid fools, you’re all going to die now.”

The rumbling increased until I heard a large cracking sound. Behind the White Tower two Fomor crawled out of the ground. I followed them up until they reached their full height. Their heads reached about halfway up the corner towers.

On top of the White Tower, a figure stepped into view and peered down at us. Delane.

Thomas laughed again, and I pointed Grim Whisper at his face. “Laugh again and you’ll be the punchline,” I said under my breath. “Monty?”

“Bloody hell,” he said, sheathing the Sorrows. “We got his attention.”

“I’m not so sure I want it now.” I kept an eye on the immobile Fomor standing in the back. “What do you think he wants?”

“Everything,” Thomas hissed. “He’ll take it all. Right after he kills you.”

I felt the surge of energy before I saw it, and shoved Peaches away from Thomas as an orb hit him, engulfing him in flames and charring his body to a blackened husk.

The force of the blast rocked us off our feet and dumped us near the entrance. I looked up to see Delane step off the roof of the Tower and hover. He floated down with his arms outstretched and landed on the ramp in front of the Tower.

He still wore his suit, making him look like a banker, not a megalomaniacal mage bent on killing us all. I tugged on the feather in my pocket. We were going to need some help for this. 

“Is he still an Arch Mage?” I asked Monty under my breath. “It would be great if he wasn’t. Then it wouldn’t be certain death, more like almost certain death.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and looked at Delane. A wave of force slammed us into the wall. Monty spat blood and nodded. “Still an Arch Mage.”

Peaches saw us sail into the wall and pounced. Delane gestured, forming a large white orb. He didn’t flinch as Peaches blinked out and reappeared in front of him. He drove an uppercut into Peaches’ mid-section, unleashing the orb.

The blast sent shockwaves throughout the area as Peaches went soaring out of the Tower of London. I heard him splash into the Thames seconds later.

“No!” My heart clenched in my chest. Rage blinded me as I lunged forward. “I will kill you, you fuck!”

Monty grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “We can’t face him,” he said between gasps. “Too strong, he’s too strong.”

“He. Just. Killed. Peaches,” I hissed. “Let me go so I can return the favor.”

“Listen to the mage, Mr. Strong.” Delane narrowed his eyes at me and I felt him probing my energy signature. “You’re not entirely human, are you?”

I pulled out the feather. Delane stepped back and raised a hand. “Oh no, a feather?” he mocked. “What shall I do?”

I released some of the energy I held and crushed the feather. It turned to black dust and blew away from my palm. The rage inside me was free now. Ebonsoul pulsed in my hand. All I could think about was how this bastard had punched Peaches into the Thames.

The skies over the Tower of London went gray. Delane looked up.

“Is this what your feather did?” he asked, looking around. “You turned a clear day into an overcast one? In London, we call that normal weather.”

“You plan on unleashing the demons in the city,” Monty said, looking at the Fomor. “You were the one summoning them and shifting above your power level.”

“A culling is needed,” Delane answered and looked at Thomas’s charred body. “The mages of the Consortium have grown weak, complacent, and fearful.”

“Strong, tyrannical, and homicidal is not such a good way to get new members.”

He blasted me with a beam of white energy. “Has anyone told you that you talk too much?” he asked. “I don’t need members. I need foot soldiers that will do my bidding.”

I landed a few feet away with my insides on fire. “This is why I said no, Monty,” I gasped. “Absolute power makes you an absolute asshole.”

“I’ve heard you can’t die, Mr. Strong.” Delane stepped over to where I lay. “That you’ve been cursed alive.”

“Not true,” I said, holding up a hand. I noticed them then and smiled. “I died recently, so you don’t need to expend any energy finding out. It was unpleasant.”

“Do you find your impending death humorous?” He raised his hand and a bright white orb of power formed.

“Simon, did you…?” Monty asked.

A loud croak filled the newly-darkened sky.

“You were right, we can’t face him,” I said. “But I’m guessing she can.”

Everywhere I looked, I saw ravens. The sky had become full of them. Delane turned to face the figure entering the Tower Entrance.

Uncle Dex walked in and looked around. “What’s with the ravens? Did Herk do this?”

“What are you doing here?” I looked around him, confused. “I did as she asked. I destroyed the feather.”

“Well, nice to see you too, boy,” Dex answered. “I came as soon as I could. Are those two Fomor?”

Delane gestured and blasted Dex. I dived next to Monty as Dex deflected the beam to the side, cutting a groove in the whitewashed stone of the Tower.

“Did you summon her?” Monty asked as he gestured. “Was that the feather the Morrigan gave you?”

“She said if I needed her unkindness, I should destroy it.” I nodded and looked at Delane. “I can’t think of a better time to have her being unkind. She can unleash the hurt on him.”

“She’s going to unleash the hurt on every living thing near the destruction of the feather.”


























THIRTY-TWO

“WHAT ARE YOU talking about?” I asked as a large group of ravens swooped in and released feathers into the innermost ward. They glowed with a subtle green light as they drifted to the ground.

“Dex, we need to go, now!” Monty gestured and opened a rift. 

“Herk!” he yelled and ran into the rift, followed by the large raven. 

I was about to call out Peaches’ name when I remembered what Delane had done. I took a step toward him and Monty shoved me into the rift. I came out on the outer ward. We were behind Waterloo Block, the building that housed the Crown Jewels. A black carpet of feathers covered the grounds.

“Uncle Dex, talk to her,” Monty said with urgency. “I will not be held responsible for the destruction of the Tower of London.”

“We’re going to need a way to contain the explosion,” Dex answered. “Nothing I can cast is going to stop this many bloody feathers going off.”

“Help is coming.” Monty closed his eyes and sat on the ground. “Go talk to her before she wipes us off the map. Take Simon with you, this is his fault.”

Dex grabbed me and we ran to where we’d left Delane. 

“Why are we headed back to the crazy Arch Mage?”

“Because you called the crazier death goddess,” Dex hissed. “And if you tell her I said that, I’ll blast you.”

We turned the corner to see the Morrigan standing in the midst of a sea of raven feathers. Delane sent a blast of white runes at her, which she waved away with one hand.

“You can’t stop me, bitch.” Delane gestured and the Fomor advanced toward us. “I’ll destroy you all.”

“Dex,” I said, pointing at the Fomor.

 “Bollocks, stay away from the beams,” he said. “Mo, you can’t do this.”

“My unkindness has been unleashed,” she said with a voice that contained more menace than usual. “Its mandate must be fulfilled. You know this, Dexter. Make your peace.”

“Wait, Mo,” Dex pleaded. “Just wait.”

“Make your peace,” she repeated. This time her voice carried a note of sadness.

“What is she talking about?” I asked, dodging a pair of yellow beams from the nearest Fomor. “What mandate?”

“I can’t believe she gave you a feather,” he said. “What was she thinking giving you a feather?”

“Dex, what mandate?”

Delane was moving away as the Fomor closed on the Morrigan. Yellow beams of energy pinned us down. 

“If an unkindness of the Morrigan is unleashed, she will destroy everything on the battlefield where her feather was destroyed,” he said. “It’s a last-ditch maneuver.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Stop that arsehole of a mage,” he said. “I’ll try to stop her.”

Delane was running to the rear side of the Tower. The Fomor ignored me as I chased him. Delane was still an Arch Mage, so I kept my distance. 

He turned and traced runes in the air. White symbols raced at me, slamming into my body with no effect. He looked at his fingers in surprise and sent another group of runes with the same outcome.

I understood now. He had been cut off.

“Did they promise you power?” I asked as I closed the distance. “A seat at the table? You were going to be an Arch Mage?”

“You stay back,” he said, fear tinging his voice. “I still control the Fomor.”

“Call them.” I stood still and waited. Nothing happened. “My guess is whatever demon you made a deal with just took a pair of scissors to your credit card of power.”

I made a cutting motion with my fingers.

“I’m still a mage!” he screamed. 

“Yes, but only a mage,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper.

“I’ll kill you!” He rushed at me, hands trailing white energy.

“You killed my dog, you fuck.” I raised Grim Whisper and fired, showing him a mercy he didn’t deserve. His lifeless body fell to the ground and slid across the stones, coming to a stop in front of me.

I looked back and saw the Fomor still going. Whatever was controlling them wanted them out of the Tower and in London proper. The only thing in their way was us. 

Dex had cast several lattices to block the exit when I reached him. The Fomor were straining against them and pushing them to their breaking point.

“You have to let her unleash it, Dex.” 

I saw Monty racing to our side. “Where’s Delane?”

I pointed to the body and Monty raced over. He turned him over and searched through his pockets. After a few seconds, he pulled out a small red crystal. 

Monty raced back to where Dex and I stood. “We’re ready, Father Tafwys,” he said, gesturing. “Keep us in your embrace.”

“You didn’t?” Dex croaked in awe. “The devastation.”

“If those Fomor enter the city proper, London is gone.”

Dex clenched his jaw and nodded. “You’re right,” he said with a dark laugh. “Besides, no one lives forever.”

I figured I’d been hit so many times in the head that I was starting to hallucinate. A large hand formed in the middle of the Thames and the water changed course. 

A blue light danced over the surface and the river crashed into the Tower of London as the Thames escaped its banks, diverting into the innermost ward and making it a large swimming pool. The cold water crashed into us and rose quickly. In seconds, we would be submerged.

“Bloody hell,” Dex said. “Do it, Mo.”

She gave him a small nod, closed her eyes, and extended her arms. Green light burst from every feather, joining the light from the raven’s eyes as the Morrigan brought her hands together and unleashed death and destruction.


























THIRTY-THREE

I WAS LYING in a bed in what appeared to be a guest room, again. 

“Monty…Peaches,” I whispered as I held my head. “Shit. The Fomor.” 

I made to get up and my body screamed at me. I lay back down and waited for the room to stop spinning before opening my eyes again. I recognized the room. I was back with the Wordweavers.

I heard the soft footsteps and felt the undercurrent of power as she came into the room. It was the first time I sensed someone that way.

“Hello, Simon.” She sat in the chair by my bed. “It’s good to see you alive.”

I opened my eyes to look at Dahvina again. She wore her boots, jeans and a black T-shirt that read: Do not meddle in the affairs of dragons, for you are crunchy and taste good with ketchup-The Dive.

Her hair was loose and she looked at me over her glasses. She sat in the only chair with her legs crossed, drinking from a large mug. The smell of javambrosia saturated the room.

“I don’t feel so alive,” I groaned. “Where’s Monty? Dex?”

I didn’t want to say Peaches because I knew what her answer would be. The lump in my throat at even thinking about him right now made it hard to speak.

“The BPD,” she started, when I looked confused. “The British Paranormal Division would like you and Tristan drawn, quartered, and then immolated for good measure.”

“How bad is it?”

“You will heal,” she said with a quick shake of her head. “London may never recover from your visit.” 

“What are we facing?” I asked. “Do they understand what the Consortium was up to?”

She waved my words away and looked at me over the brim of her cup, took a long sip, and smiled. “How is New York still standing with you two in it?”

“We try not to destroy the important parts.”

“Inspector Mathers, Director of the BPD, has given you all forty-eight hours—under Weaver supervision—to get your affairs in order and leave the island,” she said. “He added some colorful words there at the end, but you get the idea. I’ll be your escort. None of the Weavers wanted this assignment. Can’t say I blame them.”

“Monty? Dex?”

“Tristan is waiting for you outside,” she answered. “Stubborn mage wouldn’t leave your side. Alaric—or Dex as you know him—wasn’t at the White Tower. We were only able to recover you and Tristan once the waters receded.”

I couldn’t believe Dex was gone too. Dahvina uncrossed her legs and stood. The gray light spilling into the room matched my mood, and all I wanted was to leave this goddamned city behind.

Anger, sadness, and regret hit me all at once. The curse had done its work and healed my body. There was no healing for losing those closest to you. 

“Give it some time,” she said, patting my leg. “The pain becomes an old friend.”

“I don’t need any more friends.”

I nodded as Monty stepped into the room. Dahvina passed him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be outside,” she said. The smell of coffee still filled the room and I noticed the steaming mug on the table. My flask of Valhalla Java sat beside it.

She raised her cup and gave me a nod as she stepped outside. I poured a small amount of liquid into the mug and savored the smell of the coffee before taking a sip.

“The Consortium is being restructured.” He sat in the chair, crossed his legs, and tugged on his shirt cuff. “Delane had some powerful backers.”

He pulled out the small red crystal he’d removed from Delane’s corpse. I noticed the small cracks along its face. Shaped like a dodecahedron, it reminded me of my gaming days.

“And that is?”

“A demonic key stone,” he answered. “A binding contract between a human and a high-level demon.”

“They broke the contract,” I said. “Back at the Tower, he tried to hit me with something and it didn’t work. It was right after he…”

“As far as I can determine, he was supposed to give the demons London in exchange for becoming an Arch Mage.”

“He got caught up with becoming an Arch Mage and didn’t deliver.”

“Demons, especially the more powerful ones, do not enjoy being played,” Monty replied. “Delane never intended to give them London. He was going to wipe out the other factions and take it for himself—for a start.”

“They cut him loose and changed the plan.”

“The two Fomor were Anderson and Rothford,” Monty added. “Apparently they had contracts as well. I couldn’t locate them afterwards.”

“I’m done with London,” I said with venom. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I agree, but we have a few stops to make first.”

I got dressed while he waited outside. We stepped through the Corridors of Chaos with Dahvina leading the way. Outside in the gray street, Monty pointed.

“That’s our vehicle.” 

I looked across the street and only saw a small red Vauxhall Astra.

“Where?” I asked, looking around confused. “That?”

He walked over and held the door open for Dahvina, who rode shotgun. I jumped in the back. A fresh wave of loss hit me when I realized there wasn’t even enough room for a proper sprawl. Peaches would’ve hated this car.

“Let’s just say Cecil is less than pleased with us right now.” He got behind the wheel and pulled away. “It seems the Urus was an experimental model.”

“What was the experiment?” I asked. “To see if it could withstand us?”

“I need to have a conversation with him,” Monty said, driving through the narrow streets. “He’s just angry.”

“No kidding.” I looked around the cramped interior. “I’m surprised he didn’t send a real goat.”

We drove to the Tower Bridge and stopped. A fleet of sleek black vehicles cordoned off the Tower of London. No one was allowed on the promenade in either direction near it. We parked on St. Katherine’s Way and walked down to the Bridge. Dahvina had to speak to several of the men around the bridge to get us access.

We walked past a Starbucks and turned right into a secured area under the North Tower of the bridge. Two large rune-covered doors stood before us. Monty placed a hand on the stone next to the doors, causing the runes to shift and rearrange.

“We need to see someone here,” Monty said. “Dahvina, a moment.”

“Be quick about this, Tristan,” she said with a tight smile. “They will grow suspicious.”

Monty nodded and motioned for me to follow him when the doors opened with a push. A sign on the wall let me know this was the Dead Man’s Hole. We stepped inside a large alcove that led to the Thames. It was covered in white tile and had a small platform jutting out into the river. On one of the walls hung a long pole with a hook at the end. Sitting on the platform with his feet dangling over the edge was an old man.

“Great, Monty.” I looked around the empty space. “You came to show me the Tower Bridge homeless hangout?”

“Talk to him.” Monty pointed at the old man. “He has something for you.”

“Are you kidding? He has something for me?” I snapped as my voice echoed off the tiles around us. “All I want to do is get out of this city, not speak to the locals, or do some walk of ‘hidden London’ like a goddamned tourist. I’m not interested in anything he has to say.”

“Go talk to him.”

He gave me his ‘stop being a pain in my ass’ face and crossed his arms.

“If I talk to him, can we get out of here?” I asked, seeing Monty wasn’t going to let this go.

Monty nodded and gestured. A sphere of silence filled the space and muffled the sounds of my footsteps as I approached the old man. I braced myself for the unpleasant aroma living on the streets can cause. The smell of fresh water and beaches greeted me.

“You lost someone,” the old man said, his voice surprisingly clear despite the sphere of silence around us. He kept dangling his feet over the river. “Someone close to you?”

I nodded and hunched down, looking out over the Thames. Down here, under the bridge, you could see the devastation our visit had caused. None of that mattered to me because somewhere in that river lay the body of my hellhound.

I tried to look closely at the old man but his features kept shifting and changing. “Yes, my dog. Fell in here not long ago.” I didn’t feel like explaining about Peaches being a hellhound.

“Tough thing, that,” he replied. “Losing a companion like that.”

“Who are you?” I asked, glancing at him. He wore old clothes and looked completely soaked as if he had just stepped out of the river. He stood and the waters around the stone dock began to churn.

“A friend of a friend,” he said and looked back at Monty. “You did good here, Simon Strong. Despite what anyone says, many lives were saved by your actions. Thank you.”

“Some were lost too,” I said, thinking of Peaches and Dex.

“True,” he said and waved his hand over the water. The body of my hellhound floated above the surface and landed gently on the stone. “But not this one. This one is special and belongs with you.”

I stared in shock at seeing Peaches lying on the stone. He was breathing. “Hey, boy, hey.” I stepped over to his side and gently rubbed his side while wiping away a stray tear that had escaped down my cheek. “Welcome back.”

<Do you have meat?>

I burst out in laughter and hugged my black hole of a hellhound. I turned to thank the old man, but he was gone. Peaches got to his feet and shook his body, drenching me and I didn’t care.

“Time to go,” Monty said, removing the sphere. 

“How did—? Who was—?”

“Not now,” he said as we stepped out of the alcove into a semicircle of ten armed and angry-looking men. They were dressed in black combat gear and carried large rifles in their hands. I noticed handguns strapped to their thighs. I could pick up the faint energy signatures coming off each of them. Their body armor was covered in subtle orange and red runes that pulsed. They reminded me of the ECU I met in the Tate, lower on the magical spectrum, higher in the twitchy factor.

Dahvina sat next to us at one of the tables situated outside the Starbucks and nodded. She sipped from a venti cup, looking uninterested as she gazed over the Thames.

“He wants a word,” she said, pointing to the center of the group. “He promised it would be civil.”

In the center of the semi-circle of testosterone stood a man about a head taller than the rest. He gave off a high-energy signature, but nowhere near Monty or Dahvina. I could see a tiny vein in the center of his forehead throb slightly every few seconds.

“Tristan.” He said the name like a curse. “I should have known after the Tate that you were in the city.”

“Oh bollocks,” Monty said under his breath. “Hello, Matthew.”

“Who’s that?” I asked from behind Monty. “He looks constipated.”

“BPD-London Office. Think NYTF,” Monty answered quietly, “only more uptight and with manners. The tall one is Inspector Mathers.”

“Shit,” I whispered, nudging Peaches to one side. “They must be pissed.”

“I get the impression you’re not pleased to see me, Tristan.” Mathers looked around at the men who seemed to be on the verge of opening fire on us. “Here I thought we could sit by the river and have a spot of tea.”

“I could use a coffee, but not from over there,” I said, stepping from behind Monty. I looked over at Starbucks and shook my head. “Not like back home.”

“Home?” Mathers glared at me and reached for his pistol. The men around him all shifted at once, raising their rifles. Mathers breathed out slowly and raised his hand. The men lowered their rifles reluctantly.

“I can appreciate your anger—” Monty started and stopped at Mather’s expression. 

“Anger? Oh, I left anger after the Tate.” Mathers clenched a fist. “I’ve now gotten intimate with white-hot blinding rage, Montague. Would you like the list?”

“That won’t be necessary, Matthew,” Monty said. “I’m well aware of—”

“Inspector Mathers,” he answered through clenched teeth. “The name is Inspector Mathers. You will respect that since you have no respect for my city.”

I looked down the Thames and could see the damage. The London Eye was in the river. Every bridge from here to Westminster lay in ruins. I was glad we hadn’t destroyed Tower Bridge. The Tate Modern was a crater, which in my opinion was an improvement, but I didn’t share that. The Globe had a fistprint in the roof. Must’ve been from the Fomor working his way up the river. The Bard would be displeased.

I let my eyes scan across the river and onto the north side. Big Ben—the clocks, not the bell—was a blasted-out hulk with all four clock faces shattered.

St. James’ Park looked like it had been blitzkrieged and, from what I’d heard on the radio, the Tube in central London had been out of service due to extensive structural damage.

The worst part was scanning farther east to the Tower of London. The White Tower was missing a corner on the right side where we’d stood when the Morrigan blasted her unkindness everywhere. The entire south-facing side of the Tower Wharf was gone. The Byard, St. Thomas, Cradle, and Develin Towers were in ruins. I’m guessing the full force of the Thames rushing in had something to do with that.

What Monty said next convinced me that he was either suicidal or a true badass.

“I have one more stop to make and then we will be off the island.” Monty looked at Mathers and the men surrounding us without flinching.

Mathers looked like he was about to lose his mind. He took another few breaths and stepped close to Monty with his hand on his holster. That, I knew, was leaning close to suicidal.

“Twenty-four hours,” Mathers said and I could see him visibly shake from the rage. “Then you will be declared an enemy of the Crown and charged with high treason. For which I will hunt you down and erase you personally.”

“Understood,” said Monty.

Mathers lifted a hand with a finger extended and turned it. The men around us stepped back, breaking formation and heading to the Tower.

As he walked away, Mathers looked down and glanced at Peaches. “Make sure you take your Devildog with you.”

“His name is—nevermind,” I said when I saw the men stop as one and turn around.

“Twenty-four hours, not one second more,” Mathers said, walking off.

“I think it’s safe to say you won’t be vacationing in London any time soon.”

“One more stop,” Monty said. “Then we can leave this bloody island.”

I crammed into the back of the Astra with a selfish hellhound who insisted on putting his hindquarters in my face in an effort to pull off his sprawl.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the car stopped and Monty got out. I shoved Peaches out of the sorry excuse of a car and entered Hyde Park.

“Damn, I’m sorry, Monty.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “I was so caught up with Peaches. Do you think they’ll find his body?”

“Whose body?” he asked looking at me with a raised eyebrow.

“Dex,” I said softly. “Dahvina said they couldn’t find his body at the Tower.”

Monty pointed up. I followed his finger and, turning in small circles, high above us, was a raven. It croaked and disappeared in a green flash.

“We aren’t here for Dex,” Monty said. “Knowing my uncle, he’s off somewhere with the Morrigan. We’re here for someone else.”

“Then who do those belong to?” I said, pointing at the two large ravens perched on a tree and looking at us. “Those don’t look like the Morrigan’s.”

Monty turned and shook his head. “Maybe from the Tower? They do keep at least six there, but these don’t appear to be are captive. Possibly wild?”

Dahvina stepped close to us. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

“Want to? No.” Monty looked down at the surface of the Round Pool. “I have to. Simon?”

“What?” I asked. “You’re the mage. You don’t remember the last time you tried to teach me runic symbols?”

He smiled. A clear indicator he was losing his mind. “May I have the key?”

“Key? I asked, patting my pockets. “What key?”

He pointed to his chest and then I remembered the pendant. I reached down, suddenly remembering it was there. I handed it to him and he nodded.

“Thank you, Simon.”

He stood at the edge of the pool, gestured, and said some words under his breath. Violet light shot out from the pendant and into the pool, exposing the ramp down. I stayed at the edge with Dahvina and Peaches. The pool closed behind him. The still surface reflected the silver clouds on the soot-gray sky above us.

“She’s gone, isn’t she?” I asked, looking at the still surface. 

“She’s wanted to leave for some time now, but held on,” Dahvina said softly. “Somehow she knew he would be coming back.”

“She really cared for him.” 

“More than anything else on this earth.” 

The water of the pool parted, revealing the ramp. Monty  walked over to us and handed me the pendant.

“She said to give it to you,” I said, pushing it back. “You should keep it.”

He shook his head. “I sealed off her library and artifacts.” He looked at the pool as the ramp disappeared from view. “I’m not ready for this yet. Please take it.”

I put the pendant around my neck and the enso flashed violet briefly as it settled against my chest.

“I’ll hold it until you’re ready.”

“Besides, we won’t be back here for quite some time.” He looked around the park. “She did love this place.”

Dahvina coughed. “The inhibitor rune was dismantled and the ley-line access re-established,” she said, gesturing. “I could create a circle?”

“Are you trying to rush us off?” I asked with a smile.

“Yes,” she said. “Preferably before any other historical parts of the city are destroyed. No offense meant. I do realize much of what’s occurred was not your fault, Simon.” 

“Finally,” I said, feeling justified. “Someone who understands I’m just an innocent bystander in the chaos called Mage Montague.”

“No.” Dahvina held up a finger. “You misunderstood. It’s not your fault alone, Simon. Together with Tristan and your hellhound, the three of you are a menace.”

“Oh,” I said, looking away, embarrassed. “It’s really those two.”

“Thank you, Dahvina,” Monty said and held her hand. “For everything. I think I have the riftrunes working now. I’ll open a rift.”

Monty gestured and blue runes created a tear in the space before us. He pulled down on it and opened a rift.

“Is that going to give me gastric torture?”

“Has it these last days?”

I thought back and realized we had jumped through several rifts and my intestines had remained unscathed. 

“Not yet.” I looked at the rift warily.

“If you feel unnecessary trepidation, I’m sure Dahvina would cast a teleportation circle for you,” he said. “I’ve heard Smith bridges are exciting.”

“No thanks,” I said and stepped through the rift.


























THIRTY-FOUR

“I NEED TO see Roxanne,” Monty said. “She has a friend who needs some assistance. Do you recall the Night Wardens?”

“Vaguely.” I tapped on my keyboard. “Some old group of mages. Or was it a group of old mages? I forget. Anyway, they used to patrol the streets, keeping the citizens safe?”

He nodded. “Something like that.” He put on his jacket. “One of those old mages needs help. I should be back in a day or so.”

“You need my help with Batmage?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I don’t anticipate this being anything requiring your world-class detection abilities or that of your meat-loving companion. Besides, you have a reservation at Masa tonight with your vampire.”

“Oh yes, Masa.” I remembered their food. “I can’t cancel on Chi. That would be hazardous to my health.” 

“Indeed,” he said with a nod. “I should be back by the weekend. I hope this date is better than your last at Masa.”

“Your comedic skill knows no limit.” I glared. “Weren’t you leaving?”

“Don’t forget to reset the circle for Uncle Dex, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“No worries,” I said. “We’re set to depart next week. Do we really have to fly? You can’t rift us there?”

“The magical dampeners around the Sanctuary extend for one-hundred square miles.” He looked at me. “Do you want to walk that when we can land at the airport five miles away?”

“Fine, go have fun with Batmage,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy Masa with Chi tonight. Give me a call if anything life-ending does come up.”

“Will do.” He left our office and I sat back in my chair, enjoying the relative peace of not having a monster chasing me. Peaches snored on the floor by my feet and for a few seconds my life seemed normal.

We had returned from London a few days ago. All I wanted to do was sleep for about a week. Chi had other plans, of course and insisted we meet tonight to discuss the Blood Hunters and the Dark Council. 

The upheaval in the Consortium had sent shockwaves throughout the magical community. Chi wanted to act on the seismic shift before those shockwaves became a threat. I just wanted to have dinner.

I was about to go scavenge in the fridge, when my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but that wasn’t strange. I received many calls from unknown numbers; it was part of the job.

I sighed, picked up the phone, and connected the call.

“Hello?”

“I found them,” a voice said in a whisper.

“Congratulations,” I said. “I’m glad you located whatever it was you were looking for.”

I hung up and tossed the phone on the counter as I opened the refrigerator. The phone vibrated on the counter and I cursed. 

If this was going to be an afternoon of ‘is your refrigerator running?’ or ‘Prince Albert in a can?’ I was going to call Ramirez and have him deal with them. The last thing I needed today was a call for Mike Hunt, Connie Lingers, or Phil Hatio to ruin my afternoon of quiet. The phone vibrated again. Unknown number.

“What!” I said on the fifth ring.

“I found them,” the voice said again.

“Good for you.”

“Don’t hang up, Strong.”

Shit. Whoever it was knew my name. 

“Who is this?”

“They’re going to pay for taking my little girl and you’re going to help me—you owe me, Strong. She died on your watch.”

“George? Is that you? George Rott?”

“You owe me, and you owe her.”

“Listen, George, I don’t know what you found, but why don’t we meet to discuss this?”

“I found them,” he whispered. “I found the dragons.”

The line went dead.

THE END


Homecoming

A Montague and Strong Book 5

Home is that sigh for a color of sky and a will to return. ―Robert A. Heinlein


This one is for my Dad.

I lost you a long time ago and my memories, vague as they are always place you as larger than life in my mind’s eye. I wish you could have been here to see us all grow up, to handle all of your grandkids and see your legacy. I still remember your smile, your laugh, and your enormous hands when you would lift me up to stand on your shoulders. Every time you placed me there I felt like a giant. I like to think I’m still standing there now, making you proud.


























ONE

“IGNISCORUSCANTI,” I WHISPERED, forming an orb of violet energy. It was about the size of a grapefruit and it hovered in my palm. I felt the energy race up my arm and suffuse my body with warmth. I held it in front of me, and Peaches shifted mid-sprawl to look up at me.

<Are you going to make magic meat?>

“This is an incantation orb,” I answered, keeping my focus on the sphere of magical energy in my hand. 

Peaches turned away, disinterested, and chuffed. I focused on the orb, trying to channel more energy into it. I saw it start to expand, but then it rapidly collapsed to the size of a grape.

“Shit.”

It floated out of my palm and onto the floor. Peaches turned again, lifted one massive paw, crushed it and snapped it up in one gulp.

<That’s not very good. Can you make the magic meat?>

I felt a surge of energy and a rift opened behind us. I looked back as Monty stepped through.

“That’s a new look for you.” I noticed the missing jacket and rips along the sleeves of his shirt. His pants didn’t look much better, being torn in several places as well. “What’s this called—‘mangled mage’?”

“This used to be a Zegna Bespoke.” Monty pointed to his clothes with an irritated look. “I need a cuppa.”

“How’d it go?”

“Tea.” He held up a hand, walked into the kitchen, and put the kettle on. “Redrum was being modified and the homeless were being forced to take it against their will.”

“Shit, that sounds bad,” I said, joining him in the kitchen. “Do we need to mobilize?”

“No need,” he answered. “It’s mostly contained. I think Stryder will pursue this to its resolution.”

“How was the Redrum modified?”

Monty took the whistling kettle off the stove and poured the water into a cup. “Someone managed to introduce an ultraviolet resistance into the composition of the blood, altering it to allow rummers to traverse during the day.”

“UV-resistant rummers?”

“Precisely.” He took a sip of his Earl Grey. “It gets worse, Simon.”

“What could possibly be worse than rummers out during the day?”

“Hades gave Kokutan no ken to Grey Stryder.”

“What? What the hell is a Grey Stryder, some kind of sneaker?” I asked. 

Monty gave me the ‘are you truly this clueless’ look. “Grey Stryder is a Night Warden.”

“So let’s ask Mr. Grey Sneaker for the sword before the Dark Council decides to shred each other.”

“Stryder has bonded to the sword by now, if he isn’t dead.”

“Why does that sound much worse than sparkly rummers?” I asked. “Is this Stryder going to be a problem?”

“He’s one of the last—if not the last—Night Wardens,” Monty replied. “He’s difficult but governed by a sense of justice and a rigid moral code.”

“Aren’t the Night Wardens mages?” I asked. “How did he manage the bond without being erased?”

Monty put the cup down and rubbed his chin in thought.

“An entropic dissolution,” he answered, as if I knew what he meant. “Made him the perfect vessel. Who knew?”

“Not me. Did you ask his godness, Hades, why he gave away the sword that can keep the Dark Council from tearing itself apart?”

Monty shook his head. “Hades is playing a long-game here, but I don’t know what it is, and I can’t see why he would make this move. Code or no code, Stryder is a serious threat.”

“Do we postpone the homecoming?”

Monty looked up at me. “No. I need to get back to the Sanctuary before Oliver sends more Ghosts to convince me that death is a good idea.”

“And this Oliver is a fan because…?”

 “I don’t know.” He looked down at his ruined clothes. “I need to change. Have you heard from my uncle?”

“Not since London. Are you opening a rift to the Sanctuary, or do we need to do the digestive destruction of a teleportation circle?”

“Neither. The Sanctuary has defensive measures in place to prevent direct teleportation,” Monty said. “There is a hundred-square-mile magical dead zone around it.”

“What are we going to do?” I asked. “Walk up to the front door and knock? ‘Hello? We’re here to storm the castle!’”

“There’s an airport ten miles from the Sanctuary portal.” Monty headed to the back rooms. “We’re flying there.”

“Flying? As in a plane?”

“Have you achieved the power of autonomous flight?”

“Not lately, even though it felt like that in London.”

“Then we’re flying—in a plane.”

A crashing sound came from Dex’s room, followed by a bright green flash that spilled out from beneath the door. Peaches immediately stood and padded over, waiting. Dex stepped out and stumbled a few steps into the office.

“Ach, that Morrigan is one fiery woman!” he shouted. “Barely escaped with my loins intact.”

He gave me a wide grin and slapped me on the back.

“Glad to hear you and the Morrigan are doing so well, I think?”

“Good to see you, boy. Where’s my ever-pleasant nephew?”

Dex gestured and materialized two large sausages for Peaches, who proceeded to happily inhale them.

<Ask him to teach you how to make the magic meat. This tastes better than your glowing ball.>

“At least say thank you,” I muttered under my breath and shook my head. “You massive black hole.”

Peaches stepped close to Dex and nudged him with his head, slamming him into the wall. Dex bounced off the wall, rubbing his abdomen.

“Ach, that’s a good hellhound.” He patted Peaches’ head with a chuckle. “Now, where’s Tristan?”

“Getting dressed.” I pointed to the back room. “He had a run-in with some rummers.”

“Nasty business, that,” Dex said, pushing my head down as a huge raven soared into the room. “Careful, you daft bird! Apologies.”

Herk, Dex’s raven companion, perched on top of one of the chairs in the reception area. It fixed me with its glowing green eyes for a few seconds before closing them and dozing off. Monty returned in another suit and picked up his cup.

“Much better.” Monty pulled on the sleeves of his new jacket.

Dex grew serious. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?”

“And wait for another Ghost tribus to pay me a visit?” Monty asked. “No, if Oliver wants to kill me, he’s going to have to do it himself.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Dex answered. “At least let’s get help.”

“Whom do you propose?” Monty asked, wary. “None of your ‘acquaintances’ from the old country, thank you.”

“LD Tush?” Dex asked, wincing.

“You’re thinking of using the Ten?”

“No. Just LD…and maybe TK?”

“Are you mad?” Monty asked, shaking his head. “LD is the worst of the lot!”

“He’s also the most dangerous and knows how to get in and out without getting us killed.” Dex held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll convince him to leave TK at the shop.”

“Only if we want the Sanctuary standing when we’re through,” Monty shot back. “She’s twice as dangerous as he is.”

“It’s decided, then!” Dex rubbed his hands. “I’ll pack some things and we’ll port over to the Tushes’.”

Dex ran back into his room, leaving me completely confused.

“Who or what is an LD or TK? The Ten what?”

“The Tushes are, like my uncle, rogue mages that currently run an artifact business.” Monty shook his head. “They are presently the only direct competition to the Moving Market.”

“And this Ten?”

“During the war there was a covert group of renegade mages known as the Terrifying Ten. I don’t know how many of them are still alive, outside LD, TK, and one or two others crazy enough to befriend my uncle.”

“I didn’t know the Moving Market had competition.”

“Fordey Boutique is a very special kind of ‘store.’ The Market would never move against them,” Monty said. “They tried—once.”

“What do they sell?” I asked. “Are they as large as the market?”

“No, they would be considered a boutique shop selling a very specific commodity,” Monty said. “If the Moving Market is Selfridges, those two are Halimeh in Knightsbridge.”

“And what do they sell?” I asked, concerned. “This sounds like a bad move.”

“Death, destruction, devastation, and death,” Monty said with a sigh. “This is going to be a nightmare.”

“You said death twice.”

Monty took a long sip of his tea and stared at me.

“I know.”


























TWO

WE MOVED TO the conference room, and Monty gently placed a long, slender case, on the table.

“How powerful is your father?” I asked, taking a seat.

“What type of power do you mean? He wields considerable influence as one of the Elders. Or do you mean raw power as a mage?”

“I mean mageosity, in relation to this Oliver person, who currently wants you erased and who managed to imprison your dad. How did that happen?”

Monty grabbed a coaster and placed the teacup on the table, looked off into the distance. “I don’t know. My father is an Elder. Only Archmages are stronger than the Elders.”

“So Oliver is an Archmage?”

“Impossible.” Monty looked at me. “Oliver is powerful, but not that powerful.”

“He’s stronger than you?”

He sipped his tea again and stared past me. “Much stronger,” he said quietly over the rim of the teacup. “Oliver Rank is older than my father, and one of the strongest Elders in the Golden Circle.”

Fear did a little shimmy up and down my spine. I clamped down on it before it became a full-blown dance party.

“Can we send him a strongly-worded email? You know, 'no more mage hit-squads, and let my father go.’ That sort of thing?”

He gave me a ‘you can’t possibly be that dense’ look and shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. This has to be resolved face to face.”

“If this Oliver isn’t an Archmage, and he’s not much stronger than your dad…”

“How did he manage to imprison him?” Monty finished.

“Exactly. It means this Oliver has leverage on your dad somehow. It’s not you, since he’s trying to actively keep you away by introducing you to the dirtnap club. Do you have any other siblings besides William? Could he be using them? What about your mother?”

Monty stiffened and looked away before speaking again.

“It wouldn’t be William or my mother. We need to get on the grounds.”

“How close is your dad to becoming an Archmage?”

“My father is one of the oldest and strongest Elders, even older than Uncle Dex. If I had to guess, I’d say two to three shifts away from achieving Archmage.”

I rubbed my chin in thought. My brain had a hard time trying to grasp that level of power.

“When we visited, I noticed your dad wasn’t being mistreated. His quarters, while small by Elder standards, were still comfortable.”

“Now that I recall, he was more concerned for my safety than his own,” Monty said. “He expressly warned me not to return. Why would he do that?”

“Because he knows how well you follow instructions?”

He gave me a quick glare and a scowl.

“No, it was the way he said it—‘They can’t hurt me, but they will kill you’—that sticks in my memory.”

I sensed Peaches padding into the conference room and camping under the table.

<Are we getting more meat soon?>

“Is that all you think about? Do I look like a butcher?”

Monty gave me a puzzled look. “Not particularly. Sorry?”

I raised a hand and pointed down. “The black hole that is my hellhound would like more meat.”

Monty raised an eyebrow as he opened the slender case, bathing the conference room in a deep violet light. “That is a surprise. I thought you had established a mental link with your creature. Or do you enjoy sounding deranged?”

“Old habit. Give me a second. I need to sort out my hellhound.”

“Take your time,” he said with a wave of his hand and focused on the case in front of him. He gestured, and a violet circle filled with runes materialized on the surface of the table. He produced a black cloth covered in symbols and placed it inside the circle. 

Slowly and methodically he began removing items from the case. He made sure none of them touched as he placed them gingerly on the cloth. 

Waves of runic energy washed over me as he arranged them on the table. They were black rectangular stones and looked like small blank dominos. I was getting a serious ‘these things are dangerous’ vibe from them.

My attention was diverted by Peaches, who gave me a hungry chuff, followed by a whine.

<Go track down Dex and see if he can make you some more meat.>

<He’s in-between. Can we go to the place?>

“Can we swing by Ezra’s on the way to get this LD and TK? What are those?”

“I’m not handling the teleport to Fordey Boutique, but I’m sure Uncle Dex can make an ample supply of meat for your hellhound.”

I nodded and pointed at the small black stones that were producing black wisps of energy now. “Runic dominos? Because they feel like I should be running away screaming right now.”

“Entropy stones,” he said and glanced up at me. “You can feel them?”

I got up and took a step back, as the fear I’d clamped down on earlier began an Irish jig/salsa combo, accompanied by the little voice in my head advising me that Monty had lost his mind.

“My stomach is doing the hustle, and every fight-or-flight response I have is firmly set on flight. Why are you handling entropy stones, and are they as dangerous as they sound?”

“Fascinating,” he said, staring at me. “I’ve never heard of a non-mage reacting to these stones. It may have something to do with your learning the Incantation of Light.”

 “Wonderful, Mr. Spock. Why are you handling these things? For the record, the incantation doesn’t work for me, unless you count that dried-up raisin of power that appears as an orb.”

“Entropy stones are non-volatile, unlike entropy rounds. I’m giving half of them to LD and TK to see if they can help your creature with his problem.”

“His problem? What, that all he thinks about is food and eating?”

“No, actually that’s normal for the species. That and apparently utter destruction and devastation. No, I’m referring to his size issue.”

I looked under the table, stared at Peaches, and shook my head. 

“What size issue? He’s under the table.”

“Don’t be daft, Simon,” he said with a glare. “I’m referring to his transformation into a planet-devouring creature.”

“Oh.” I nodded slowly. “And entropy stones will do what? Shrink him? I thought the bond had to be broken for that to occur.”

“LD and TK can use the stones to craft a collar for your creature that is attuned to your bond. You can control his transformation, if my theory is correct.”

“And if it’s not?”

“Then you unleash an unstoppable hellhound on the earth.”

Dex walked into the room and glanced at the entropy stones. He whistled low and shook his head.

“Are you planning on erasing the Sanctuary?” he asked and stared hard at Monty. “Entropy stones are a little much, don’t you think?”

“These are what I call insurance,” Monty said, closing the case and leaving half the stones on the table. “Besides, these are for TK to form a collar for his hellhound,” he added, nodding in my direction.

“Do you know how difficult it’s going to be to fashion a collar for the pup? Not even Hephaestus has tried to do that. You think TK can?”

“I intend to ask her,” Monty said.


























THREE

“I DON’T SEE why this is so important,” I said as Dex began to gesture. “It’s not like he’s going to go supersize on us again.”

“Supersize?” Dex asked, looking up sharply. “What do you mean…supersize?”

Monty explained what had happened to Peaches in London, and Dex’s face darkened.

“What’s wrong? He’s back to normal.” I rubbed Peaches’ head and scratched behind his ears.

Dex interrupted the casting and stepped over to Peaches, crouched down and brought his face level to the eager hellhound, who probably thought another sausage was going to materialize. 

After a few seconds, Dex stood up and prodded me in the ribs with a finger. I jumped back in surprise from the sudden sharp pain.

“Clearly you’re not dead,” he said, rubbing his chin. “How did it happen?”

I rubbed my side. “Yeah, thanks for that scientific method of testing my vital signs. He was poisoned and—”

“Poisoned? Nothing can poison a hellhound. They literally can eat anything… and usually do when transformed.”

“The poison contained a magical component,” Monty said. “We tried to prevent the creature’s death, but we hastened its transformation in the process.”

“And London is still standing. Incredible. How did you get the pup back to regular size?”

“Through our bond…I think. Not really sure, but I know it had to do with the bond, and pain.”

Dex looked at Monty. “He needs a limiter. If not, any extreme trauma could trigger the change.”

“Extreme trauma?” I asked. “Like what, not getting enough meat?”

Dex finished the circle. Its subtle green glow filled the room with its light. 

“Like getting launched into the Thames by a deranged mage, or seeing you in imminent danger. The kind of situations that rarely happen around you two.”

“And this TK can create a limiter?”

“It’s never been done with a hellhound, but if anyone can do it, she can, especially with entropy stones.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Before we go see them, I need to warn you.”

“About?”

“LD is laid back and calm. TK can be a little…”

“Highly strung?” I volunteered. 

“Lethal,” Monty said. “Don’t offend her. She’s a creative mage.”

“A what?” I asked, confused.  “What does she create?”

Monty produced another case and placed the remaining stones in it. The second case was a deep burgundy and covered in runes.

“Reservoirs,” Dex said while nodding. “Good choice, considering our destination. The Sanctuary will be shut down.”

“She creates reservoirs?”

Monty looked at me and shook his head. “LD and TK are creative mages. It’s a very rare discipline of magic. They’re similar to wordweavers, except where wordweavers use the spoken word, the Tushes use gestures to create—or undo.”

“She’s not that bad. Stop trying to scare the lad,” Dex said, and then looked at me and lowered his voice. “But you may want to mind your words around her. She’s a trifle sensitive.”

“A trifle sensitive?” Monty asked as he placed the cases in the teleportation circle side by side. “It took the Golden Circle several years to seal the crater she created when she lost her temper the last time.”

“They provoked her, they should have known better,” Dex answered and gestured, adding more symbols to the circle. These symbols turned and shifted as they materialized, while the other symbols remained static.

“Of course, being offered tea instead of coffee completely justifies unleashing a quantum vortex and almost destroying the Sanctuary across every time line. If it weren’t for Professor Ziller, the Sanctuary would’ve been erased.”

“She specifically stated she didn’t drink tea. You don’t drink coffee.”

“I also don’t try and destroy every establishment that makes the mistake of serving me the filtered liquid from ground-up beans.”

“If she likes coffee then she has excellent taste.” I tapped the flask in my jacket. 

Monty narrowed his eyes at the circle. “Did you factor for the artifact’s temporal shift?”

Dex shot Monty a look. “Of course I factored for the artifact. I’m the one who gave it to them, aren’t I?”

“Which I still think was a bad idea,” Monty argued, stepping into the circle and tugging on a sleeve. “That artifact needs to be contained.”

“It’s contained,” Dex said with a mischievous smile. “Within the walls of Fordey Boutique.”

I stepped into the circle, followed by Peaches and Dex. Herk flew in and landed on Dex’s shoulder, and the circle flashed green as we shifted away.


























FOUR

WE ARRIVED IN a large cramped shop. The marble floor was covered with boxes and crates of every size. On the walls, warped shelves that appeared on the verge of collapse strained under the weight of the items taking up every available inch of space. 

There was a crash, followed by a loud noise and raised voices. A narrow aisle led to a large counter at the far end of the shop. I could see two people standing behind it, and they were arguing from what I could see of their body language.

Above us, a skylight provided indirect sunlight that filled the shop with a soft yellow glow. The entire shop was bathed in a magical ambience. I could feel the presence of power all around me. Most of it came from the shelves and inventory arranged around the shop, but a sharp spike in the energy level came from the direction of the man and woman at the counter.

“You don’t get scared, you get angry,” I heard the man say as we approached. He was average height, with salt-and-pepper hair and broad shoulders. 

“Well, yeah,” she answered. “Not even you, my love, are allowed to make me scream like a girl.”

“Sounded close to a scream.” The man put his hands on his hips and gave her a smirk with a nod, to which she rolled her eyes and sighed.

“Yodel like a woman, yes. Scream like a girl, no. But if you keep trying to sneak up on me, I promise you pain, and lots of it.”

The man burst into laughter, followed shortly by the woman. They both turned our way as we stepped closer.

“We have company, hun,” the man said, looking at us. “Lowercase, not like Attila. Boy, was he a pain.”

She was tall, with long black hair. I could tell she trained physically from the economy of motion when she moved. I couldn’t see what all the concern was, until I looked into her eyes. 

Her green eyes took us in, and she smiled before taking a sip from a steaming cup of coffee. The smile stopping at her lips said welcome, but her eyes said ‘piss me off and I will erase you.’

“LD, TK, good to see you whole!” Dex said, embracing them both.

“Dex, hombre! How the hell have you been?” LD asked, returning the embrace. “Come, let me show you our latest inventory. You’re going to love this.” He grabbed Dex by the arm, pulling him down one of the other aisles. TK stepped around the counter and looked at Peaches.

“Is that a hellhound?” 

I nodded. “His name is Peaches.”

<Do not bite the nice lady.>

<Do you think she has some meat? I’m hungry and we didn’t go to the place.>

“Of course it is. Is he a pure-breed?”

“As far as I can tell,” I said, holding my breath in case Peaches decided she was worth a bite. “He can be a little fixated on meat. I wouldn’t get too close.”

Monty glanced at me and subtly shook his head. I didn’t know if it was to warn me, but I got the feeling TK wouldn’t be the one in danger if Peaches decided to go on the rampage.

She gestured, and a large sausage formed in her hand. “Hellhounds are always hungry, aren’t you?” she said, getting closer to Peaches and rubbing his head. “Eat this slowly and you won’t be hungry for a good hour or two.”

Peaches gently removed the sausage from her hand and proceeded to eat. As he was nearing the end, it would reform, creating an entire piece again. He parked himself in a corner to enjoy his magical re-appearing sausage.

“Thank you,” I said, looking at the reintegrating sausage in wonder. “I could use one of those at home.”

“I’ll make sure to send one with you.” She glanced over at Monty. “Hello, Tristan. You look well.”

“Well met, TK.” Monty picked up the two cases at his feet. “Did Uncle Dex inform you why we’re here?”

She nodded. “Yes, he did, but first I would imagine you want to see the artifact.”

“If you don’t mind?”

“Of course not,” she said with a small smile. “I understand your concern over its use. The least I can do is show you that its only purpose is to afford us some semblance of privacy.”

She led the way down another narrow aisle. It led to what appeared to be a bank vault door. She made a motion with her hand, and the door swung open. The massive steel door, easily three feet deep, was covered with dark violet runes that pulsed in time with the throbbing in my head.

Behind the door lay a small, empty, steel room. The power flowing from the space felt like a vise around my head, which squeezed harder with each step as we approached. 

We stood at the threshold and I looked inside. Runes covered every surface of the room. She gestured, and the power vibrating around us subsided from ‘squeeze my brains to a pulp’ to ‘punch me in the gut’ level as we stepped inside. The door closed silently behind us.

In a shallow depression in the center of the floor, surrounded by ancient symbols I didn’t understand, sat a dark stone vibrating with power. I was simultaneously drawn to and repulsed by the stone. As I looked closer at the heart-sized gem, I noticed that it shimmered in and out of sight as it pulsed. 

I could feel the energy of the stone enveloping us. Violet lines of power stretched out from the stone into all of the symbols around us. We were in a latticework of energy lines with the stone at its center.

Monty stepped close to the depression and narrowed his eyes. Pain squeezed the base of my neck, crawling up into my scalp as the dull throbbing of the room got worse. I rubbed my temples to try to alleviate some of the pain, but it didn’t help. TK and Monty looked unbothered.

I leaned against the wall next to the door, barely able to remain upright. I felt like an elephant was slowly stepping on my chest, stomping me flat.

“Any temporal anomalies?” Monty asked. “The flow has been constant? No replicating events?”

“None. We keep it on a shifting cycle of planes. The stone facilitates the shifts, however we don’t draw power directly from it but rather from the runes etched into the room,” she said, pointing to the symbols all around us. “That is how we avoid a temporal paradox.”

“What is that?” I managed between gasps as they both turned to face me. I must have looked like I felt, because TK gestured and opened the door, while Monty held my arm as he guided me out of the headache room.

“That is an artifact called the Black Heart.” Monty looked at TK, who raised an eyebrow in his direction. “It bends time, and it’s currently allowing Fordey Boutique to time-skip.”

“Why does the boutique need to time-skip?” I asked as the feeling of being crushed subsided with each step I took away from the stone. “I thought you would want clientele?”

“Those who need to find us know how.” She gestured, and the huge steel door closed behind us. I immediately felt better. “There are some who would attempt to acquire our items by force.”

“So this is like the Moving Market? It shifts around from place to place?”

TK stopped walking and stared at me. She gave me a look, followed by a smile that froze the blood in my veins. 

“We are nothing like the Moving Market,” she said, the smile never leaving her face. “If you compare us to them again, I will test how immortal you really are. I’ll be in the casting chamber, Tristan. If you’ll excuse me.”

She walked ahead and left us in the corridor. I saw Monty exhale as he glared at me.

“Is that polite, just leaving like that?” I asked. “At the very least, she could have escorted us to this casting chamber.”

“The alternative would have been to scatter your atoms through this place,” Monty snapped. “She was exhibiting monumental self-control by stepping away.”

“Oh…yeah. In that case, she is a bit sensitive.”

“I told you not to offend her.”

“And how was I supposed to know that mentioning the Moving Market would offend her?”

“Assume that anything that escapes your brain and works its way out of your mouth will offend her, and act accordingly.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t say anything? I’m not understanding the statement.”

He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“I told you the Moving Market tried to move against them.”

“Yes, you said it happened once.”

“Nick tried to execute a hostile takeover of Fordey Boutique. He had the numbers and the firepower. He felt it was an easy target.”

“What happened?”

“Instead of attacking Fordey directly, Nick kidnapped LD on an inventory delivery. He figured he would force TK to save her husband by giving up the boutique, thus achieving his goal with the least amount of violence.”

“Sounds like a solid plan and a good strategy. She gets her husband back, he gets the boutique.”

“There’s a reason LD and TK are rogue mages. Nick didn’t do his due diligence. TK is a woman of singular focus and determination. The first thing she did when she heard that Nick wanted Fordey was obliterate the boutique into rubble.”

“But her husband?”

“Would be safe. She knew Nick wouldn’t dare hurt LD, who is a formidable mage in his own right.”

“So Nick just returned LD?”

“It was too late. Nick had dared to threaten her and take what was hers.”

“Shit.”

“Indeed.” Monty nodded. “Destroying Fordey was her opening salvo. She then hunted down the Moving Market, destroying all of its nexus points until it could only appear in one place.”

“Where?”

“Hellfire. And there she waited, while Nick plane-weaved everywhere without being able to open the Market. When he finally surfaced, she entered the Market and reduced rings eight, nine, and ten to nothing.”

“She burned them down?”

“She undid them. When she was finished, it was as if they had never existed.”

“Wait, but the Moving Market only has seven rings.”

“And that is why the Market will never move against Fordey Boutique…again.”

“Were those rings populated? Did she eliminate the people there, too?”

“Fortunately those rings were used for storage,” Monty answered with a shake of his head. “Rumor has it that was how she restocked Fordey after its destruction.”

“How did Nick survive that?”

“LD was able to stop her that day, but it was still touch and go. When TK gets angry, it’s best not to be in her vicinity.”

“Or on that continent,” I added, shaking my head. “And we’re bringing her along on this trip to the Sanctuary because…?”

“We aren’t.” Monty set his jaw. “I would prefer not to destroy my home, thank you. She possesses less restraint than I do.”

“So she has none, because your idea of restraint is to destroy most of the building. You’re saying she destroys it all?”

“Your attempts at humor never cease to entertain. Maybe if detecting falls through, you can join the circus with your creature. I hear they always need new talent.”

“I don’t know…she could be handy. I mean, it sounds like she went to the Montague School of Problem Solving. What’s the tag line? ‘Obliterate, then investigate’?”

Monty started walking away from me. “Let’s go solve your hellhound situation before he becomes a huge pain… like the person he’s bonded to.”

“Ouch,” I said, and ran to catch up.


























FIVE

“YOU WANT ME to do what?”

“Create a transformation limiter, until Simon exhibits enough control over their bond to render it unnecessary.”

“A collar? On a hellhound? Are you mad?”

“Yes… to the collar.”

“I’m flattered you would think I’m capable of something this complex, but I don’t think even Hephaestus would attempt something like this.”

“What if you use Ziller’s theorem of entropic instability? He posits that by surrounding an entity in flux with an entropic field, it can create an instance of stability with a window of control.”

“You realize that, as a mage, Ziller was borderline psychotic?” she said, touching the side of her head. “Brilliant, but touched.”

“His theorem is sound.”

“For that, you would need pure entropic stones. Even I don’t carry those,” TK said with a shake of her head. “You’d need to go—”

Monty tapped the cases in his hand. He handed her the black case. She opened it, and her eyes widened slightly.

“Will those do?”

“Where did you get these?”

“The Hound gave them to me.”

She narrowed her eyes at Monty. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Tristan. I hope you know what you’re doing. If this rebounds on me, on Fordey—you and I will have a problem. You do not want a problem with me.”

“They were obtained free and clear without blood,” Tristan said, matching her stare. “Can you do it?”

She looked down at the stones. “With these? Maybe. What do you have in that case?” She pointed at the second case, still unopened.

“I need magical reservoirs. The Sanctuary will be a null-zone, if I know Oliver. I need a way to bring access to magic.”

“What shape do you want these reservoirs in?”

“Chainmail rings, to be discarded when the reservoirs are empty,” he said and handed her the burgundy case. “Ten rings. Five stones as payment.” 

She looked up sharply. “Tristan!” She shook her head. “It’s too much. One stone can pay for reservoirs and the limiter.” 

“I know. How soon until it’s done?”

“I’ll need a few days at least. The reservoirs are simple. I can assume you prefer amplification runes?”

“Yes, those would be best, considering the circumstances.”

“I can’t guarantee the limiter. What you’re asking for is a bond regulator for a hellhound. Outside of Hades, I don’t think anyone can do that.” She looked at me. “I’m going to need to explore their bond.”

That didn’t sound pleasant. “Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

“Because it will be incredibly uncomfortable,” she said. “I will have to delve into the bond and your innermost private selves. I doubt Peaches will have a problem with it. You, on the other hand, may have baggage.”

“‘Uncomfortable’ I can deal with,” I said. “I won’t have a problem if it prevents a Planet Peaches. As long as it’s not as bad as last time, I’m good.”

“How bad was it last time?”

“Like driving ice picks into my ears with extreme force, followed by having all my fingernails ripped off with pliers, and chased with acid poured over open wounds.”

TK nodded. “I see. At least I won’t have to explain how excruciating the process will be.”

 “Wonderful.”

“There’s one more thing…” Monty said, looking at TK.

I glared at him, slowly shaking my head.

“I’m going to have my hands busy for a few days, Tristan. Anything else will have to wait.”

“This isn’t something you have to do. It’s something I don’t want you to do.”

“Monty…” I started.

He held up a hand, and I shut up. If he was going to say what I thought he was going to say, I may as well enjoy my last few breaths before the end.

TK placed the cases gently on the table next to her, crossed her arms, and gazed at Monty. The temperature of the room dropped by about thirty degrees. Everything about her pose whispered sudden death.

“Very few people on the face of this earth can tell me what I can or can’t do. Not even my dear husband, whom I love more than life, would presume to tell me what I can’t do. Choose your next words carefully.”


























SIX

“THE SANCTUARY IS the only home I’ve known for a long time,” Monty started.

“Let me stop you right there, Tristan. I’m incredibly fond of your uncle. In fact, Dex is like a brother to me. Outside of LD, he’s the only person I would consider listening to.”

“Then you’ll understand when I say—”

“I wasn’t finished.” Her words sliced through the room, cutting the air into stillness. 

The smile never left her face and then I realized where I had seen it before. A shark wears the same expression when it glides through the water in search of prey. TK was the equivalent of a landshark, except scarier.

“Please continue,” Monty said after a pause. “My apologies.”

I saw the thin sheen of sweat form across his forehead and realized the danger we had suddenly found ourselves navigating. It was very similar to walking in bear-infested woods and finding yourself lost, at night, and carrying twenty pounds of raw beef. The outlook was grim.

TK sighed and acknowledged his apology. I was looking for a way to slide closer to the exit.

“My fondness for your esteemed and slightly deranged uncle is the only reason I haven’t lost my temper. I realize you and I haven’t interacted much, Tristan. You were very young when Dex came into our lives, but make no mistake, my love for Dex notwithstanding, I will atomize you where you stand if you attempt to dictate to me what I should and shouldn’t do, or where I can or cannot go.”

Monty remained silent, and I knew what he was doing. I had seen him do it countless times. He was a mage who had faced dragons, ogres, and even a mad god. He was working out the possible outcomes of his next actions. This ability to pause in the middle of conflict and see several steps ahead made him a dangerous opponent. It was battle chess with life-or-death stakes.

“I think what he doesn’t want you to do is make those reservoir rings pink,” I said, cutting through the tension. “Not one of his favorite colors.”

TK looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “Was this your concern, Tristan? Color matching?”

Monty nodded and gave a short cough. “If it would be no trouble, basic black is my preference.”

“Always with the funeral look, these mages,” I said with my most disarming smile. Guaranteed to calm them down and help them forget the moment they almost went thermonuclear on each other.

TK narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you in pain?”

“Not especially, no. Not that I would like to be,” I added quickly.

“You have a good friend here, Tristan. I’ll get to work on the limiter and reservoirs and inform you when they’re ready.”

She glided out of the casting chamber with the entropy stones. I let out a breath of relief and self-preservation.

“Are you insane?” I asked Monty as I turned to face him. “Were you seriously going to tell her she can’t come…to her face?”

“It did cross my mind.”

“Are you actively trying to get us killed? You told me not to offend her, and then you turn around and almost get us blasted into memories. Why?”

“My position remains unchanged.” He pulled on a sleeve and looked away for a moment. “She’s volatile, unpredictable, vulnerable, and lethal.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oliver isn’t a fool. He’ll see through her in a second.”

“I’m not following.” And I wasn’t. From where I stood, TK sounded like the ultimate weapon. I was starting to think having her with us was a good idea when we encountered a castle full of mages intent on destroying us.

“You recall how I told you the Moving Market moved against Fordey?”

“Like I could forget.”

“What was her weakness? How did Nick fail to exploit it?”

I took a moment to consider the story as Monty began gesturing. He formed a large red circle on one of the tables that sat against the wall.

“Her temper?”

“Look past the temper.”

“She destroyed Fordey when she discovered Nick wanted it. If I was Nick and I really wanted to stop her…”

Then it hit me. He saw my expression change and nodded as he kept gesturing. “Now you know why she can’t come. If you were Oliver, how would you stop a creative mage with her amount of power?”

“I’d strip away the thing that drives her. The only thing she cares about. Then strike when she was distracted and vulnerable.”

“Precisely, the one thing a mage must never do is lose control.”

“But you can’t be certain Oliver will use that strategy,” I said. “He could use a different method.”

He gave me a withering glare. “What would you do?”

Oliver was an accomplished mage. We didn’t know what he wanted but he had managed to take over the Golden Circle. Shit, Monty was right. I would remove the opposition in the fastest, most efficient way possible. Everything pointed to one solution.

“I’d kill LD and then erase her when she was distracted, engulfed in her grief and anger.” I hated the words as I said them, because I knew I was right.


























SEVEN

“WHAT ARE YOU doing?” I asked as he kept gesturing and then removed a hair from his sleeve. It was a long black hair and I knew it belonged to TK.

He dropped the hair in the circle, and it transformed from black to red and back to black in the span of a few seconds.

“Creating a Smith Bridge keyed directly to TK.”

“She’s not going to like that.” I shook my head. “You can pretty much guarantee your imminent crushing when you use that on her.”

“We only need LD to get us in the Sanctuary,” he said, gesturing as the circle vanished. “TK being there will be a liability. She places us all in danger, especially LD. He gets us in, Uncle Dex can then port him back, we free Father and confront Oliver.”

“Have you discussed this with Dex? Because that plan sounds simple, which never happens to us. No plan survives contact with the enemy.”

“Discussed what with me?” Dex asked from the other side of the room. “What did you say to TK? She’s about ready to blast a hole in the wall.”

My heart leaped and tried to pull an Alien move by bursting out of my chest. “He was going to tell her she couldn’t come to the Sanctuary with us.”

“Are you daft? She’s not going to listen to you. She won’t even listen to me, and I’ve saved her life more times than I can count.”

“Will she listen to LD?” I asked. “Can he convince her to stay?”

Dex shook his head. “No one tells her what to do or when.”

“Sounds familiar,” Monty said, looking at Dex. “I created a reverse Smith Bridge keyed to TK.”

Dex gave him a hard look.

“You’re playing with forces you don’t understand,” Dex said quietly. “You can’t lasso the sun, boy. Have you given thought to what happens after you use the bridge? You think she’s going to stay here and what, knit a sweater?”

“I will not have her jeopardize this mission,” Monty said with an edge. “You suggested LD. I told you how I felt about her. She’s a risk and you know it.”

“Aye, she’s a bit hot-headed—” Dex began. 

“She’s a mage, a creative mage,” Monty interrupted. “Hot-headed cannot be part of that equation. The bridge remains intact. The first sign of her losing control, I send her back.”

“She won’t like this. The bridge is a bad idea, nephew.”

“I’m not particularly concerned with what she likes. She’s volatile at the best of times. She could easily undo the entire Sanctuary.”

Dex nodded and clenched his jaw. “Aye, lad, you’re right. I don’t like it, but you speak truth. If she finds out, she’ll try to erase you for the attempt and me for being your uncle,” he said with a mischievous grin. 

The cold realization set in as Monty spoke. For all his destructive tendencies, I had never really seen him lose it. He had never gone on a rampage and lost control. If he was capable of massive destruction while maintaining control, I didn’t want to think what could happen if he lost it.

“I’m guessing we aren’t going to tell her, right?” I asked as they both stared at me. “What?”

“Only if you really want to find out how much death you can handle,” Dex said and shook his head. “I wonder about you sometimes, lad.”

“No. We aren’t telling her, and hopefully I won’t need to use the bridge,” Monty said, looking at me. “Right now it’s a failsafe if she behaves erratically while we’re attempting to infiltrate the Sanctuary.”

“Don’t you think Oliver is expecting us? I mean, could it be a trap?”

Dex laughed and then grew serious. “I always think everything is a trap. It’s why I’m still alive.”

“I tasked TK with reservoirs and the limiter for Simon’s creature,” Monty said. “We need one more thing. A runic neutralizer.”

Dex narrowed his eyes at Monty. “Are you planning on starting a war? No one keeps those around. Not even LD would be crazy enough to keep one here.”

“I know where to get one,” Monty said. “But I have to go see Steigh.”

“Didn’t she promise to kill you the next time you met?”

“Well yes, but…”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “No one else sees a problem here?”

“Oh yes, nothing like having an ice mage angry at you for rebuffing her advances,” Dex said with a chuckle. “They don’t take rejection well.”

I stared at Monty. “Are you serious? We’re going to see an angry ex-girlfriend?”

Monty sighed. “She’s not an ex-anything. We just had a small misunderstanding. I don’t think she was serious about freezing my blood solid.”

“X, that’s a good letter to describe what’s she’s going to do to you two.” Dex made an X sign with his fingers. “This is a bad idea, lad. Even if Steigh Cea weren’t there, that place rests over a ley-line. Exposure to that much power is poison.”

“Do we really need this neutrino thing?”

“I know I’ve been called odd and strange, but even I know better than to go see her,” Dex said and crossed his arms over his chest. “The Stynes are dangerous. She must be mad now from living there. Besides, she won’t give up the neutralizer willingly. This is too risky.”

“Stynes?” I asked, glancing back and forth between the two. “What are Stynes?”

Dex grabbed my shoulder. “A Styne is a mage that taps directly into a ley-line. They use raw power. Except that it does something to them, twists their minds a bit. She’d just as easily freeze you as talk to you.”

“It’s a calculated risk. We need it if we’re going to get out of the Sanctuary alive.”

“I’m all for getting out of the Sanctuary alive,” I said. “Alive and in one piece is even better. Seeing an angry ex, not so much. Can’t we find this neutralizer somewhere else? The Moving Mar—”

“Hush your mouth, boy!” Dex hissed, covering my mouth and glaring at Monty. “Didn’t you tell him about TK and Nick?”

Monty waved Dex’s words away. “I told him, but he likes living dangerously. To answer your question, only Steigh Cea Styne has a neutralizer. We have to go see her.”

“But Dex just said she may be not in her right mind…”

“Bloody batty is what she is by now. Avoid her if you can, but once my nephew has set his mind, it’s easier to move mountains.”

Monty nodded and gestured as white runes floated from his fingers, opening a rift in front of us.

“This will get us close,” he said while stepping through. 

“Keep an eye on Peaches for me, Dex.”

He gave me a smile. “You think you’re leaving him behind, do you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see. Stay away from that ice mage and don’t waste time,” Dex said, his face grim. “The whole place is dangerous.”

I stepped through the rift, and the room disappeared.


























EIGHT

THE FIRST THING that hit me was the cold. Monty stood a few feet away and appeared unbothered by the Arctic temperature. My breath formed small clouds on every exhalation. We stood in a large corridor with hallways branching off in every direction. Off in the distance, the main corridor opened up into a wide space.

We moved forward into the large space, which reminded me of a large skating rink. I could see stairs off to one side, carved out of the ice. In fact, everywhere I looked, it was ice. As I turned, I realized we were standing in some sort of atrium or main hall.

“You opened a rift to Hoth?”

“Keep your voice down,” he hissed and began heading to another corridor. “When I said we were going to see Steigh, I didn’t actually mean we were going to ‘see’ her.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, keeping my voice low. “You said she has the runic nebulizer and we need it.”

“Neutralizer.”

“You want to neutralize her? What the hell, Monty? Is she that dangerous?”

“No, she has the runic neutralizer, and we need to procure it. Preferably without her knowledge.”

“Procure? You mean steal. We’re here to steal this nebulizer thing? From a crazy ice-mage who can tap into a ley-line?”

“Borrow. She won’t give it to us without a blood challenge.”

“I’m not feeling great about taking this thing. Let’s just do this blood challenge and get it that way.”

“Do you know what a blood challenge is?”

“Do I want to know?”

“Not really, no. It’s better if we just borrow it—trust me.” 

We entered one of the corridors. “Are you sure?”

“Once we return from the Sanctuary, we’ll return the nebu—neutralizer.”

“Why is it so cold in here?” My teeth were beginning to chatter as I looked around. “This place makes Siberia feel like a vacation getaway.”

“You’ve heard the term ‘ice queen,’ yes?”

“Of course, who hasn’t?”

“Stynes are a type of Jotnar. In this case, they thrive and dwell in the ice and cold.”

“You mean like frost giants? You pissed off a frost giant?”

He shot me a look and continued.

“The Stynes aren’t frost giants. They are decidedly female, and exceedingly beautiful.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, mage,” said the melodious voice behind us. “Now, which one of you dies first?”

“You forgot to mention stealthy,” I said under my breath.

We turned to face one of the most beautiful women I’d seen in my entire life. Sky-blue eyes blazed at me with thinly-veiled violence behind them. Her face was framed by white-blond hair. 

The similarity to my landlord, Olga, made me pause. The woman towered above us and even had the same ‘you are inferior’ look as she peered down her nose at us.

“Hello, Steigh Cea,” Monty said slowly. “You’re looking well.”

She narrowed her eyes at Monty and icicles fell off her shoulders as she approached. Her glare shifted from anger to murderous intent as recognition dawned. Behind that glare, there was a definite crazy dance going on. I almost reached for my mark, but Monty shook his head slightly.

“Tristan Montague, I promised I’d kill you the next time we met.”

“I know we didn’t part on the best of terms, but perhaps we can be mature adults about this and—”

I barely had time to register the large pieces of sharp ice slicing through the air as they buried themselves in the floor in front of where we stood with a staccato rhythm of promised death. I glanced over to see Monty standing very still as more shards floated in front of him.

“I think she’s still pissed, Monty.”

“What gave it away?”

I made sure my mala bead was accessible. She had moved so fast I didn’t have time to activate the shield.

“Why are you here, mage?”

She said the last word with enough venom to make an Inland Taipan nod in admiration. The hate was strong in this one.

“I need the—”

“Have you come to fulfill the vow?” she interrupted.

“Steigh Cea, you need to stop overreact—” Monty started as I pressed the bead on the mala and shoved him down and out of the way as the shards intersected the space he had occupied.

We slid on our backsides out of the corridor and into the main atrium. My shield dropped as we skidded a few dozen feet across the ice.

“Were you about to tell her to stop overreacting?” I snapped as we got to our feet. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

“Her reaction is clearly disproportionate to the situation. I never agreed to the betrothal.” He tugged on his sleeve as he stood and glared at her. “I fail to see why she’s this upset.”

“Betrothal?” I nearly yelled. “She’s your fiancée?”

He gave me the ‘you can’t possibly be serious’ look, scowled, and pointed to another corridor.

“It was a deception,” he said, waving my words away and moving to the entrance of the corridor he indicated. “We needed to pretend we were engaged in order to execute a mission. It was a success, and we—rather, they—were celebrating. There was an excess of mead consumed and things became rather…exuberant.”

“Exuberant? As in she really thought you were going through with it?”

He nodded. “This was over a century ago. Nothing was written, and it wasn’t binding. I might add, I didn’t agree to anything. It was all her sisters’ idea.” 

“You will fulfill the vow or die.” Her voice echoed through the atrium.

“She seems pretty bound. Wait, sisters…as in plural?”

Monty nodded and flexed his fingers. I drew Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul.

“She has five sisters, all as stable as she is,” he said under his breath.

“Wonderful. This just keeps getting better.”

“Steigh Cea, I need the runic neutralizer,” Monty said as she appeared at the end of the corridor.

She smiled in response. It was the smile of the unhinged. I realized then that there would be no reasoning with her. We started backing up.

“How serious are the effects of the ley-line?”

“Enhanced magical ability, cognitive degeneration, usually accompanied by a psychotic break.” 

“How long before it starts to affect you?”

“We have twenty minutes on the outside, but that’s a guess.”

“Are these sisters of hers in the neighborhood? I’d really like to avoid a family reunion.”

“It’s in our best interests to do this with as much haste as possible.”

“Will you fulfill the vow?” Her breath solidified as she spoke, causing ice particles to float to the ground.

“There is no vow,” Monty said with a sigh. “There is nothing to fulfill. You were all drunk that night.”

“Then you die.”


























NINE

SHE RAISED HER arms and formed several ice orbs in each hand. They floated and rotated lazily above her palms. She stood in the center of the atrium, and I could see layers of ice forming on the floor around her.

“This isn’t going to be a friendly snowball fight, is it?”

“Nothing about this is friendly.”

We backed into another corridor, minimizing the chances of a rear shard attack. Monty traced the entrance with a finger and spoke a word I didn’t understand. A thin wall of energy materialized, sealing the corridor.

Dozens of jagged, sharp, angry ice shards materialized around her, all pointing at us. Part of it was amazing. It was the fascination you experienced when seeing the crystals of a snowflake take form before your eyes. The less amazing part was when I realized she was making these shards to impale us.

“How is she managing to do all of this without, you know, finger wiggles or words or anything?”

“This place rests above a massive ley-line,” Monty said, gesturing fast. “She can tap into the ambient energy of the line and reshape it. Remember when I said magic has a cost?”

I sheathed Ebonsoul but kept the mala bead accessible as I nodded. “Yes, use of magic requires energy, which is why you eat those wonderful-tasting dirt bars so often.”

“That’s the physical toll,” he said. “There’s a mental toll as well. Without my martial-arts practice and meditation, it would be a simple matter to lose control in the heat of battle.”

He waved his hands in front of us. Golden trails chased his fingers as a sheer wall formed behind the first. With another gesture he reinforced the wall with a lattice of red energy.

“Don’t think we need to worry about any kind of heat in here. Will that wall hold?”

“For now. Let’s go.”

He headed down the corridor away from the frozen mistress of doom. I looked back every few seconds as I followed.

“A century ago we would’ve been able to have a civil discourse about the matter.” Monty stopped at an intersection of corridors, closed his eyes, and then turned right. “Her prolonged exposure to a ley-line has had adverse effects.”

“Adverse effects, sure, like driving people bat-shit crazy?”

“She’s not ‘bat-shit crazy.’ Perception shapes and determines one’s reality.” He pointed down another corridor. I didn’t know how he navigated the corridors, but I guessed it was a mage thing.

“Her reality is that you two need to be together. She seems pretty clear about—”

A muffled explosion rocked the corridor. Small chunks of ice fell to the floor around us.

“That took less time than expected,” Monty said, looking in the direction of the sound. “She must be using more of the line’s power than I imagined.”

I stared at Monty, who raised an eyebrow and did his best Spock. 

“What did you think was going to happen? You thought the ice queen was just going to let it go?”[ I fixed this. Since it was Monty’s action but Simon’s dialog, I separated them into two paragraphs.]

“Of course not.” He picked up the pace, headed down the corridor to the left, and made a sharp right turn to face a large ice door. “The neutralizer is behind this door—and she’s not a queen.”

“That’s what you’re worried about right now? Her title?”

I felt the micro tremors race along the floor. They were quickly shifting from micro to angry-ice-woman-on-a-mission-to-stab-me-with-pointy-ice-blades.

“Jotnar are very specific about how they are perceived in most—”

“The door?” I yelled. “Can we just get this thing and get out of here?”

I emptied Grim Whisper’s magazine into the ice door with no effect, and Monty just stared at me.

“This is what coffee consumption will do to you,” he said calmly. “It’s abundantly clear that that bean brew is fraying your nerves. If you’d try a soothing Earl Grey, you’d be able to remain calm in these situations.”

I holstered Grim Whisper and stared at him.

He stepped to the side of the door and gestured, revealing a runic combination lock. He shifted the symbols around, and the door slid open. The room was bare, except for a small pedestal attached to the far wall. Sitting on the pedestal was a large ice crystal. It pulsed white, then blue, and hummed with power.

“Is that it?” I asked, looking around the room as I crossed the threshold. I felt a wave of energy wash over me. “That didn’t feel right.”

“Bollocks,” Monty said under his breath as he shoved me forward. I turned in time to see him gesture as an enormous block of ice smashed sideways into him, sealing the entrance, and trapping me inside.


























TEN

I STOOD VERY still. 

I should have known the entrance would have been rigged with a failsafe. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, I would have stopped to check or, at least, mentioned it to Monty.

My brain was telling me that he was okay. I’d seen him gesture before under fire and come out fine. He had been gesturing as the massive block crashed into him. 

I faced the oversized ice cube now blocking the doorway and heard footsteps. I moved back a few feet and listened. The steps stopped at the entrance.

“Simon,” I heard Monty’s muffled voice say, “you may want to step back.”

“Monty, are you okay?” 

“A little worse for wear. It would help move things along if you stepped back and to the side.”

I took several steps back. “How far back?”

“Away from the direct line of the door will suffice.”

I looked around and moved to the side. An orange glow suffused the large block at the entrance. Seconds later, it exploded into the room, burying pieces of ice into the far wall.

I knew something was wrong the moment I saw his arm hanging limp by his side, bent at an unnatural angle.

“Monty, your arm…”

“Is broken,” he said with a tight smile. “We don’t have time to waste. Let’s get the neutralizer before she unleashes more nastiness.”

“I’m sorry, I should’ve seen that failsafe. It was careless—” I started.

He held up a hand. “We both missed it. I should’ve known the runic neutralizer would be protected somehow. Let’s just get it and leave this place before—”

The wall with the pedestal and neutralizer exploded. I grabbed the mala bead and deflected most of the ice headed our way with the shield.

“Did she do this?” I asked as ice smashed into my arm, trying to pulpify it.

“No, this is worse. She must have tapped the ley-line extensively and caused a disruption in its flow. It’s bleeding off energy to fill the vacuum.”

“I only understood part of that, and it all sounded bad.”

“Grab the neutralizer,” he said as he gestured. “I’ll cast a rift.” 

I managed to grab hold of the pulsing ice crystal as Monty cast a rift. White runes exploded with light, but no rift formed. The runes floated in the air, frozen. I ran back to where he stood. 

“Are they broken?” I asked, looking at them closely. “Why aren’t they moving? Where’s the rift?”

“I don’t understand,” he muttered under his breath. “The rift should have formed, unless…”

“Unless?”

“We need to go now, back to the main atrium.”

“Isn’t that back to Steigh Cea? The one who wants to make a pincushion out of us? Well…mostly you?”

“Can’t be helped,” he said. “It’s the ley-line. Whatever she’s done to it, it’s compromised the integrity of the entire complex. This whole place is going to collapse at any moment.”

“How about a regular teleportation circle?” I couldn’t believe I was asking for gastric destruction. “Can you try that?”

He shook his head. “The line has created an inversion wave. That’s why the rift runes didn’t work. We have to leave the way we came in.”

We ran down the corridors, retracing our path to the main atrium…and Steigh Cea. Cracks appeared in the walls and ceiling. 

“Did she rig this place to implode once we tried to get the neutralizer?”

“No, whatever failsafe was in place around the neutralizer has set off a chain reaction. I doubt destruction of her home was the plan. This is a result of the siphoning from the line.”

“I hope this neuralizer was worth it,” I said as we skidded past one entrance and ran down another corridor. Up ahead I could see the open space of the main atrium.

“Neutralizer,” he corrected. “Only if we want to leave the Sanctuary alive.”

We arrived at the atrium, and in the center stood Steigh Cea. The smile she wore ratcheted up past insane and parked itself firmly in completely derangedville. She outstretched her arms when she saw Monty.

“You’ve come to fulfill the vow.”

Monty nodded. “Find the rift,” he said under his breath. “Fast.” He turned to face Steigh Cea. “Yes, I’ve come to fulfill the vow.”

She nodded and focused on him. The tremors going through the complex were getting stronger.

I turned around slowly in the atrium to orient myself. I was looking for the rift where we arrived when a nudge nearly sent me sprawling.

<Do you have meat?>


























ELEVEN

“HELLHOUND!” STEIGH CEA screamed, as we all turned to look at Peaches.

Several things happened then.

I pressed the mala bead, creating my shield, as Monty—moving faster than I had ever seen—ran in my direction while he gestured. Steigh Cea unleashed a barrage of ice heading my way. Her screams echoed off the walls of the atrium.

Peaches dug into the floor as he faced her and growled. Runes flashed along the sides of his body and his eyes transformed into glowing red orbs. Normally his growls would be a welcome warning to whatever was trying to erase us. I saw him gather himself to unleash a bark.

“No, boy!” I reached out to grab him by the scruff, but I was too late. His bark raced through the space, drowning out everything, even Steigh Cea’s screams. For a brief moment, everything was silent, a pause before the inevitable destruction. 

I didn’t know if it was because the bark had made me temporarily deaf or if Peaches had mastered time control. I was going to go with the deafness from the hundred-decibel bark next to my ears.

The next second, sound and mayhem exploded around us. Cracking ice thundered above us as the ceiling collapsed. That was joined by the machine-gun pelting of ice smashing against my shield. 

Monty unleashed a small army of superheated orbs, intercepting and destroying several of the ice spears as he joined us.

“I said look for the rift, not summon your creature.” He unleashed a larger fire orb that disintegrated another group of spears mid-flight.

“I didn’t summon him!” I angled the shield to stop more ice from impaling us. “He just popped up, looking for—”

“Let me guess, he was trying to solve Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle and wanted your input?”

“No, he wanted meat,” I said, staring at him.

“What a surprise,” Monty said, glancing down at Peaches and then up at me. “Did you find the rift?”

“It’s back there, just inside the corridor,” I said as my shield dropped. 

I pointed behind us as another part of the ceiling broke free and buried the entrance to the corridor holding the rift. 

“You mean the corridor behind that mountain of ice and debris?”

I shook my head in disbelief and turned as Steigh Cea screamed again. The temperature of the atrium dropped even further. She focused on Peaches and approached us.

“You dare bring an infernal creature into my home?”

“His name is Peaches, not ‘infernal creature’.”

<Can you ask her if she has meat?>

<Are you serious?>

<I’m always serious when it comes to meat.>

I looked up as Peaches rumbled and bared his teeth. Black shards of ice formed and floated lazily in wide orbits around her body. 

“Monty, that doesn’t look good.”

“Obsidian ice,” he said under his breath. “Bloody hell.”

“Why does obsidian ice sound like something we need to avoid?” I pressed the bead on my mala and nothing happened. “My shield is down. Shit.”

“Obsidian ice carries a runic virus. Fatal to magic-users, although the repeated impaling may prove fatal to you as well.”

“Well, that’s reassuring. Can we not find out?”

Monty threw up a wall of golden light. The wall flickered and disappeared in areas, creating a barrier that resembled a golden wall of Swiss cheese instead of a barrier against dangerous black ice.

“This doesn’t look very secure.” I stuck my hand through one of the larger holes.

“It’s the ley-line.” He coughed in response. “It gives her strength, but it’s draining mine.”

He was looking a bit ragged, and I realized it wasn’t just sapping his strength. The ley-line was affecting him.

“It’s poisoning you.” I looked around the atrium and drew Grim Whisper. 

“You will all die now.” Steigh Cea raised a hand and pointed. The ice raced at us. Monty gestured and formed a blue orb of flame. The heat from his hand melted the ice around him. He whispered something under his breath and unleashed the orb. 

The orb burst through both the obsidian ice and Steigh Cea. The collision with the obsidian ice created a huge cloud of black mist that floated around us. The impact flung her back and smashed her into the far wall. 

She crumpled to the ground and slumped against the wall. Monty collapsed to one knee next to me, coughing. She looked down at the large hole in her chest and gave a short laugh before spitting up a small amount of blood.

Monty got to his feet unsteadily and walked over to where she lay. I joined him a second later. For the first time, she appeared lucid. Her eyes were clear and lacked the deranged ‘I need to kill you now’ look.

“I’m sorry, Tristan.”

“I know.”

“It seems I’ve been near this ley-line too long. Did I try to kill you? My mind isn’t what it used to be.”

Monty gave her a tight smile and shook his head. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. You should rest now.”

“You need to leave this place. My sisters…they will come for you. Do you have the neutralizer?”

Monty nodded. 

“Kept it safe all to magic users these years. Away from them.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh and began to gesture. “You kept it safe from everyone.”

“Make it fast, please.” 

“I will.” He nodded and gestured.

She turned her head and looked at me. “You’re running towards death. Keep those close to you safe.”

I nodded, not knowing what she meant. Mages and their cryptic-speak.

“Step back, Simon,” Monty said as he raised his arm. I moved back several feet as he created a glowing lattice of heat.

The blue-white lattice formed over Steigh Cea. He lowered his arm and the atrium filled with steam as it descended on her body. Seconds later, she was gone. He fell back as the steam cleared. I ran to his side.

“Casting around the ley-line may have been an error,” he said. “My defenses have been severely compromised.”

“We need to get out of here,” I said, looking around frantically. “Maybe one of the other corridors?”

A low tremor crossed the floor and rumbled beneath us. Peaches entered pounce-and-shred mode and looked in the direction of the noise.

“Those would be…her sisters. Run, before they arrive,” he said just before he lost consciousness. 

“Shit.” I looked around. The corridors would be a waste of time. Besides, I couldn’t run around and carry Monty while looking for another exit.

Dex’s words came back to me in a rush. You think you’re leaving him behind, do you?

I turned to Peaches as the rumbling got louder, dislodging more of the ceiling above us. Large chunks of ice crashed to the ground.

<Hey, boy, do you know where Dex is right now?>

<The one who makes the magic meat?>

<Yes, the one who makes the magic meat. Do you know where he is?>

I tried to keep my thoughts as calm as possible as the impending doom of five angry sisters approached.

<Yes. He is with the nice lady and the other man.>

I really hoped he meant LD and TK. If not, this was potentially a frying-pan-to-fire situation. I grabbed Monty by the wrist and put my arm around Peaches’ neck. 

I figured that whatever method hellhounds used to travel didn’t depend on ley-lines. This meant they couldn’t be affected by inhibitors, at least not when it meant moving between locations. It was a guess, but it made sense since Peaches was able to find me.

Our lives depended on this guess.

<Can you take us to them?>

<Are we going to get meat?>

I shook my head in amazement at his singular focus. 

<Promise. As soon as we get back, you get meat.>

He slobbered me with a huge lick, looked off into the distance as his eyes glowed red, and rumbled. The next second, the ice cave was gone.


























TWELVE

WE ARRIVED AT the Fordey Boutique casting room with as much grace as a three-car collision. I crashed into a table, Monty rolled across the floor, still unconscious, and Peaches put a hole in the wall as he sailed into and through the room.

Dex and LD raced to where we lay sprawled out on the floor. TK appeared in the doorway a few seconds later, her hands covered in black energy.

“We have a breach,” she said, and then she looked, expressionless, from the large Peaches-shaped hole in the wall to the floor where we lay. “Oh, nevermind.”

LD looked up, shook his head, and made his way over to Monty. “We’re good. No need to unleash the pain. They look like they’ve had a good dose of it already. His arm is broken.”

“Did someone miss a teleport?” she asked as she stepped to the hole and looked through. “Wait, how did you get around our defenses if Tristan is unconscious?”

Dex looked questioningly at me, and I pointed slowly at Peaches. I moved slowly because every single cell in my body was screaming at that moment. This teleport took the pain of regular teleport to new heights, parked me between excruciating agony and mind-numbing pain, and left me there.

“The pup?” Dex asked in disbelief. “He brought you here?”

I nodded. The pain robbed me of my voice as tears streamed down the sides of my face.

“Ach, whose bright idea was that?” Dex shook his head and started to gesture. “He could’ve killed you all. He’s too young to try a multiport.”

“You mean I’m not dead? Because that’s what it feels like,” I said when I found my voice. “We didn’t have a choice. Steigh Cea was gone and her sisters were on their way. I didn’t think they were going to be open to having a conversation that didn’t involve smashing us to little pieces.”

“Steigh Cea is gone?” Dex asked quietly. “Did her sisters see you?”

“No, we left before they got to us.”

“Think back carefully, boy. This is important.” Dex placed a hand on my shoulder. “Did they see you?”

I took a moment to reflect, and shook my head. “No. The ceiling was caving in. Some of the corridors were blocked. No one was in the atrium when we left. They were still heading our way.”

Dex let out a breath and visibly relaxed.

“That gives us some time.” He moved over to where Monty lay, as Peaches padded over to me and licked my face. “If they didn’t see you, we can hide your signatures before they realize Tristan was there.”

<Feel better?>

<I keep telling you, your saliva doesn’t have healing properties.>

<You look better already. Can you ask the old man for the magic meat?>

“What would happen if they saw us?” I moved to a sitting position as my body flushed with warmth and dealt with the effects of Peaches’ teleport from hell.

“You wouldn’t be here talking to me right now. What did they hit him with?”

“A huge ice block failsafe broke his arm, and I think he inhaled something called obsidian ice.”

Dex cursed under his breath. “Did she cut him with the black ice?”

“No, there was a large, black mist, and he walked through it.”

“Of all the pigheaded…. The neutralizer. Do you have it?” Dex asked with urgency. “Tell me you have it, boy.”

I nodded and handed him the pulsing ice crystal. In the center, I could see the shadow of an object. Even though it was made of ice, it felt warm to the touch as it shifted from deep blue to bright white.

“Dex…you can’t use it on him,” LD said, his voice laced with concern. “You know the effects.”

“He inhaled obsidian ice. Do you have a better idea?”

“I do.” TK approached Monty’s prone form. “Move.”

Dex and LD stepped away from Monty, giving her space. She held out her hand and Dex gave her the crystal. The ice melted away, revealing a blue crystal about the size of a golf ball.

“What does that thing do?” I asked Dex. “Was it important enough to risk his life?”

Dex clenched his jaw and gave me a short nod. “There are other ways to enter and exit the Sanctuary. Most of them are fatal. Even with LD helping us, it would be dicey.”

“And this neutralizer makes it less dicey?” I looked at the crystal in TK’s hands. It stopped pulsing and remained a deep blue. “What does it do?”

“Exactly what it’s named for,” LD answered. “It’s a runic neutralizer. In the hands of a mage like Tristan, it can deactivate any rune or runic signature. He can’t be touched by magic.”

“Runic signature? Meaning you can’t be tracked by magistrates or mages? Sounds like ultimate defense cloaking.”

“Beyond that. It makes you invisible to any magical tracking…period.” LD looked at TK. “But in her hands it’s something else.”

TK whispered some words under her breath, and the neutralizer floated above her palm. She removed her hand and the crystal remained in the air next to her as she focused on Monty.

“What are the effects?”

“LD, I may need you for this.”

“I’ll cast the support circle,” he said as he approached her and began gesturing. A large gray runic circle formed under Monty. “You okay for removing the obsidian?”

“It’s going to be harder because he inhaled it. But that’s better than dealing with an obsidian ice wound. Let’s tend to the arm first.” 

She rubbed her palms together. Black energy covered them as she placed both hands on Monty’s arm. The sound of ripping and tearing filled the room, followed by a subtle hiss. I looked over, and the arm was slightly swollen but intact. Black wisps of energy wafted up from his arm, reminding me of entropy rounds.

“You don’t want to move him?” LD asked. “This may be safer in the workshop.”

“No time. If that mist gets into his bloodstream I don’t know if I’ll be able to get it all.” She narrowed her eyes and looked down at Monty. “We need to get it out now.”

Dex put a hand on my shoulder. “There’s a chance he could lose his ability to cast.”

“What?” I stepped toward Monty. Dex clamped down on my shoulder with enough force to convince me otherwise. “You can’t let her do this.”

“We have to. Obsidian ice carries a runic virus fatal to mages. The only sliver of hope is that he inhaled it. If she doesn’t remove it from his body, he’ll be gone.”

“Shit.” I heard Peaches whine next to me as he lay flat on the floor and looked at Monty.

<The angry man is sick. Should I lick him?>

<He’ll be okay, boy. Let’s save your healing saliva for later.>

<I have a lot of it. I can help.>

<I’m sure if they need help you’ll be the first one they call.>

<Can you ask the old man to make some magic meat? You promised.>

<Yes, I did, and thank you for bringing us back.>

He chuffed but didn’t move from his spot, keeping his eyes focused on the unconscious form of Monty. I rubbed behind his ears and turned to Dex.

“Dex, I promised Peaches you would make him one of your sausages if he brought us back in one piece. Could you?”

“Meat for the pup? Of course.” 

He gestured, formed a sausage the size of my arm, and placed it on the floor next to the black hole known as Peaches.

“Thanks, Dex.”

Peaches moved his head and gently placed his enormous fangs around the sausage. He lifted it effortlessly from the floor and padded over to the corner. He turned around, so he could keep an eye on Monty, and dropped his body down to the floor with a thump. A few seconds later, he began to devour the meat.

“Monty told me you learned the Incantation of Light. Have you made progress? It’s a good spell to have in a pinch.”

I looked over to where TK and LD were working on Monty. I felt helpless knowing the process was beyond me. TK’s forehead was covered with a thin sheen of perspiration as she peered at Monty, seeing something beyond normal sight. LD kept gesturing as the gray circle he created rotated slowly under Monty.

“What is she doing?”

“She’s isolating and removing the virus from his body, without leaving trace effects that would permanently damage his casting ability.”

“That sounds impossibly complicated.”

“It is. If it were me, I’d just take him to the Morrigan, but she’s not known for having a deft touch. She’d just as soon end his life and choose him. This is a better solution, trust me.”

“Will it work?” I said just above a whisper. “Can she do it?”

“I trust them with my life,” he said, never taking his eyes off Monty. “And Tristan’s. If anyone can do it, it’s them.”

TK gestured and motioned to LD with her head. They were operating with some kind of shorthand you witnessed when people were used to working together as a team. LD shifted to the side and made a different gesture. The circle went from gray to white. She nodded as the circle turned on its axis and bisected Monty’s body at the waist.

“Ready?” The strain in her voice was clear, and I could see her jaw flexing. “I have it contained. I’m going to initiate the neutralizer and begin the expulsion.”

“Will you be able to minimize the neutralizing?” LD asked. His gesturing was slower than TK’s, but his fingers were moving faster than my eyes could track.

“He’ll be comfortably numb for a short time. The obsidian didn’t spread far.” She turned to glare at Dex. “He should be able to create many more Smith Bridges in the future.”

“Bloody hell,” Dex muttered under his breath. “He meant nothing by it, TK. He thought he could—”

She glared at him again. “I believe that is a conversation Tristan and I should have, don’t you think?”

Dex nodded. “Maybe giving him to the Morrigan would’ve been a better idea.”

“She knew?”

LD gave us a tight smile and shook his head. “Your nephew is a pendejo, Dex. Of course she knew.”

“I told him it was a bad idea.”

TK focused on Monty again and took a deep breath. I realized in that moment that if she were angry with Monty all she had to do was leave the obsidian mist inside his body. Why try to save him? Unless she wanted him healthy and healed so she could blast him to little Monty bits afterward.

“LD, I’m starting the expulsion. Slide the circle up.”

LD shifted his gestures, and the white circle moved up on Monty’s body, stopping at his sternum. “That’s as close as I can get without displacing the obsidian.”

“Good, that’s perfect,” she said and placed a hand on the neutralizer hanging in the air next to her head. The blue light filled the room, traveled down her arm, and flowed into Monty. “Keep it tight. We can’t let this mist get away from us.”

LD exhaled and nodded. He gestured, and the circle slid up slowly toward Monty’s head. A black mist rose from Monty’s chest, and the circle caught the particles, trapping them.

“Slow—I need to make sure we get it all.”

LD kept gesturing as the circle slowed its rise, becoming darker with each second. After what seemed like hours, but was probably closer to only an hour, TK stepped back, handed LD the runic neutralizer, and nodded.

He gestured, and the circle turned on its axis again, a flat black disc, hovering over Monty’s body. With another motion of his hand the circle transformed into an orb, enclosing the deadly mist.

“Bring it,” Dex said, his voice hard.

LD and TK both looked at him.

“This is lethal, hombre.” LD gestured, and the black orb was surrounded by several gray orbs each larger than the last, containing the mist in a Russian doll of orbs. “I thought this was a rescue mission. We use this, it becomes a massacre.”

“Best to be prepared for every eventuality. I have an idea. We bring it.”

“Sure, but this is bringing a nuke to a gunfight.” LD shook his head as the orb floated in front of him. With another gesture, it vanished.

“Who said it was a gunfight? How long until my nephew can cast?”

“A day or two, three at the most,” TK said, looking at me. “Plenty of time to work on the limiter for the hellhound, and the reservoirs.”

“Good. I need to go see Mo about keeping Herk with her. The last time we were near the Sanctuary, it wasn’t pretty,” Dex said, running his hand through his hair. “She won’t be pleased. I’ll be back in a day or so.”

“I don’t know what you see in her, but it’s your funeral,” TK said. “I need to eat. That casting took it out of me. I’m going to have dinner and then get started on the reservoirs.”

“TK…” Dex started.

“I know why he did it. I promise not to obliterate him, but he and I will have a conversation.”

Dex winced. “Fair enough, woman. Just don’t break him.”

 “I just fixed him.” She waved him off. “Go talk to your insane goddess.”

Dex formed a green circle and stepped into the center. “Give me a day to convince her, and another to persuade her,” he said with a grin. “I’ll be back before she destroys my loins.”

“Ugh, I don’t want to hear about it, you dirty old man. Go.”

Dex disappeared, and TK shook her head. “He’s incorrigible, and crazy for being with her.”

“Maybe he has a deep and abiding interest in pain?” LD mused, looking at the teleportation circle. “He always was a bit off.”

“He must be to spend any time with her. Move Tristan to the guest room and prep him”—she motioned to me with her chin—“for the bond exploration. When he’s ready, bring him to the workshop.”

She left the casting room.


























THIRTEEN

LD GESTURED, AND a gray circle formed under Monty. After a few seconds, his body was gone. My face must have held an expression of surprise because he clapped me on the shoulder and laughed.

“He’s fine. I just moved him to one of our guest quarters. TK is going to speak to him about casting Smith Bridges on mages old enough to erase your ass. It will not be a pleasant conversation.”

“I told him she would be pissed, but he’s really concerned about his dad and the Golden Circle. This Oliver is serious about taking Monty out.”

“Is he, though?” LD cocked his head to one side.

“What do you mean? He sent an Envoy, Arbiter, and then Magistrates. That seems pretty serious to me.”

“And yet Tristan survived them all?”

“Well, we had help.”

“Doesn’t matter. If this Oliver really wanted Tristan dead, why not pay him a visit and end him right there?”

It was a good question. If Oliver was so powerful, why not finish the job himself?

“I don’t know. Maybe he thinks Tristan is beneath him? Maybe he’s one of these ‘I don’t get my hands dirty’ types who delegates the killing to his minions?”

“You may want to find out the answer to that question. Something isn’t connecting with this scenario. He can detain Connor Montague, who is easily more powerful than his son, but he sends lesser mages to deal with Tristan?”

“Those magistrates were pretty dangerous,” I said, remembering how one melted the Goat. “I don’t know if I’d call them lesser mages.”

“The question still stands. What’s stopping Oliver from finishing this job himself if he wants Tristan out of commission?”

“Is it possible he’s not as strong as Monty thinks?”

“We’ll find out. But first, we need to prepare you for a world of pain.”

“Can you not sound so cheerful when you say that? What is this bond exploration thing?”

“Let me explain…no, we don’t have time for all that. Let me sum up.” He held up an index finger. “Follow me. Bring your hellhound.”

LD headed out of the casting room. I crouched down and rubbed Peaches behind the ears. 

<Let’s go, boy.>

<Where is the angry man?>

<He’s going to be okay. Come on, we have to find a way to make sure you don’t go Lockjaw on us again.>

<What is a lockjaw?>

<It’s a huge dog that—never mind. Do you remember when you became really big? We need to make sure that doesn’t happen again.>

<Yes, the bad man gave me bad meat.>

<We’re going to get something so we can control when you become big.>

<And then we’re getting more meat? Do you know how to make the magic meat yet?>

<I’m working on it. Let’s do this first, so you don’t become huge again.>

“How is this ‘bond-exploration’ supposed to help?”

LD didn’t answer as he led us down several dimly lit corridors. Most of them had shelving of some kind holding all sorts of items. At the end of one of these corridors, we came to another thick steel door.

This one was covered in black runes and gave off a ‘run away now while you can’ vibe. LD gestured, and the door swung open silently. It was easily four feet in thickness, making me wonder what this room was used for that required that kind of security. 

“Does Fordey get vault doors on special?”

LD smiled, stepped in, and motioned for me to follow him. “We sometimes deal with unstable artifacts. Many of them are volatile and potentially fatal. This room keeps those effects contained in case of an accident. Oh, before I forget…”

He gestured and materialized a blue crystal. It floated in the palm of his hand. 

“Isn’t that the—?”

“The reason Tristan almost died? Yes. But we can’t use it in here if we’re going to activate your bond. It would interfere with the room. Give me a second.”

As he gestured I observed the scorch marks and cracks in the walls. The far wall held a few craters in an odd sequence, and the ceiling was covered in jagged valleys. On the wall closest to me, I saw what appeared to be blast residue, and suddenly I felt less secure as the door closed behind us.

“Have you had many accidents?” I asked after the crystal disappeared. “It looks like a few have happened in here.”

I rubbed a finger in the residue. I’d been around Monty long enough to recognize magical redecoration when I saw it. The room looked like it had hosted a mage battle royale.

“A few,” he said with a chuckle. “But nothing too serious.”

The room was about half the size of a typical high-school gymnasium. The wooden floors were surprisingly intact given the state of the rest of the room. Bright sunlight cascaded in from the large, thick, barred windows high up on one of the walls. The smell of old wood and lemon wax filled my lungs, transporting me back to my teens for a moment.

Power emanated from the room. It didn’t try and crush my brain into jelly like the Black Heart room. This power was subtle and enveloped me. I turned, trying to find the source, but couldn’t pinpoint it. The entire room was giving off waves of energy.

I noticed the subtle runes covering the walls and floors. Unlike a gym, there were no bleachers or basketball hoops.  It was a large open space with only one entrance.  I wondered how large Fordey Boutique really was. LD stepped to the center of the floor.

“In order to place a limiter on…Peaches, is it?” 

I nodded. “Yes, Peaches.” I looked around at the large empty room. “What exactly is this place? I’ve never felt a room with this much latent energy.”

“I’ll get to that in a second.” LD held up a hand. “As I was saying, in order to place a limiter on Peaches, we need to evaluate the extent of your bond. How strong is it? How much control do you have over him? How well do you work together?”

“All this for a collar?”

He pointed at Peaches. “Is that a regular dog?” 

“No.” I looked down at Peaches, who nudged my leg and nearly dislocated my hip. “Far from it.”

“Then all this for a limiter or collar, if that makes it easier for you to wrap your head around it, which will prevent your dog from growing to the size of a small bus and laying waste to an entire city, yes. Now, stand there and don’t move until I tell you to. How do you fight?”

I opened my jacket to show him Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul. “Bullets and blade.”

“Any magic?”

I thought back to the anemic Incantation of Light orb I created the last time I’d tried to use the spell. 

“None worth mentioning.”

“What about that mark?” He pointed at the endless knot on my hand. “What does that do?”

I had a feeling he already knew. “Stops time for ten seconds, occasionally gets the attention of Karma.”

He nodded appreciatively. “Time stasis…nice. Gets the attention of who?”

“Karma—as in the embodiment of causality.”

He looked at me in disbelief for a few seconds and cocked his head to one side. “An immortal who can stop time, is bonded to a hellhound, and can summon Karma?”

“No, not summon. She doesn’t like that term and she doesn’t appear every time I use the mark.”

“She? Really. I’ve never seen her, but last I heard, she could be a real—”

“Trust me. She is.” 

“Anything else? Do you transform into a dragon?”

“Nothing else,” I answered with a slight edge. My last memory of dragons was unpleasant. It also reminded me of George Rott’s call.

He stepped back about twenty feet and began to gesture. “I like to call this place the Danger Room. Usually I’m the one in danger when we’re in here, so this will be a nice change of pace.”

I stood still and could hear Peaches’ raspy pant next to me.

<Is he going to make meat?>

<No, I think he’s going to test us somehow.>

<By seeing how much meat we can eat? Can I have yours if you don’t finish?>

“Do you want me to feel for the bond?”

“How long have you two been bondmates?”

I thought back to when I first met Peaches. It felt like a lifetime had passed since I first looked into the cage in Hades’ office.

“Feels like forever.”

“More than a year? Less than a year?”

“Less than a year. Definitely.”

“Okay, that helps. Now I want you to sit down, close your eyes, and regulate your breathing. Feel for the bond and find the connection between the two of you.”

I sat cross-legged on the wooden floor, closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. I felt for the bond I shared with my hellhound. After a few seconds, I felt the tenuous strand of energy linking us. As I felt along the conduit of the bond, it merged with another, stronger strand of power. 

I guessed this was my link to Kali. I didn’t see any way to untangle the two strands so I didn’t attempt it. I remembered Dahvina’s words: “Hellhound, Kali, and this blade. You’re thrice-bound, and two of your bonds are so intertwined, I don’t know if they can be separated.”

I let my senses expand, but I didn’t reach for the bond. If she felt it was too difficult to tackle the entanglement, there was no way I was going to try it. After a few more seconds, the flow of the bond slowly solidified around my thoughts. 

Peaches chuffed as he nudged my leg gently, nearly knocking me on my back.

<This doesn’t feel so good.>

<We’ll go slow and if it gets too bad we’ll stop.>

I placed a hand on Peaches’ head and mentally established the bond. A surge of power rushed through my arm, but unlike London, this time I was ready for it. It cascaded through my body, and I could feel the warm flush of my curse dealing with the sudden onset of energy. The smell of burned hair brushed past my nose. I opened my eyes and saw the hairs on my forearm curl up and turn to dust as they slowly combusted.

The surge ratcheted up a notch, and I grunted in pain as LD kept gesturing. The power coursing through my arm increased, and I felt the strain against my body. If it got worse, it would be a repeat of London, and I would have to try and survive an instant tan. Peaches gave me a soft whine as the runes along his body grew brighter.

“Control the power.” LD swept an arm horizontally in front of his body. The runes on the floor next to me became bright orange. “If you let too much in, it will cook you—literally.”

After a few moments that felt like hours, I was able to reduce the flow of power from bathing in an active volcano to standing on an aluminum roof in hell. I let out a breath as the sweat poured down my face.

“Can you stand?”

“I’m barely forming coherent thoughts. Standing seems like over-achieving. How about fetal position?”

“Get up,” he said with an edge. “You need to work this bond or your hellhound is a liability.”

“Liability? He listens to me. He wouldn’t go on a rampage. What do you mean ‘work this bond’?”

“Listen, I know TK can be a bit abrupt and short-tempered, and if you tell her I said that, I’ll deny it and roast you.”

I stood unsteadily as Peaches started to rumble. I could see his muscles rippling as the power flowed through our bond.

<Easy, boy. He’s a friend.>

“LD?” I glanced down at Peaches, who was incrementally growing. “I think—”

He held up a hand. “I’m not done. Tristan is worried about TK, and yet you two locos roam the streets of a populated city with a creature that’s virtually impossible to kill and contains enough power to make a tactical nuke look like a firecracker.”

“I think we may have a situa—”

“You have a handle on the bond?” 

“I think so, but it looks like—”

“Good. Come at me.”

I stood there, dumbfounded, for a few seconds.

“Excuse me?”

Peaches growled again and entered a pounce-and-maim stance.

“At least your hound is smart. He recognizes a threat when he sees one.” He gestured and formed two white fireballs. They resembled mini suns floating next to him. With another gesture, an orange field descended over the entrance. When the door was fully covered, the floor runes became bright orange for a few seconds and then dimmed.

“What are you doing?”

“What are you doing?” he responded, gesturing again. Another white-hot orb formed in front of him, partially hiding his face. “We’re heading into enemy territory.”

“I know.”

“Do you now? What do you bring to this fight? Attitude?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I count three mages with access to their power. Tristan is an unknown after the obsidian ice, which leaves Dex, TK, and me. You don’t have or use magic.”

I tapped my holster holding Grim Whisper and showed the sheath that held Ebonsoul. “I’m not defenseless. I can still do damage without magic.”

“Really? You’ve got an overdeveloped sense of competence. It’s going to get you in trouble one day.”

He gestured with one hand while pushing in front of him with the other. The three orbs floated next to him. I looked around, expecting an attack.

“That’s it?” I asked, not impressed.

“That’s all I needed. Did Dex tell you what kind of mages TK and I were?”

“He said something about you being creative mages.”

“There are only a few of us because the discipline takes about a thousand years to reach the novice level.”

“A thousand years?”

The realization that LD and TK were a minimum of a thousand years old caressed my brain and then squeezed.

He nodded. “Creating is difficult, and takes an insane amount of energy, but creating isn’t the only thing a creative mage learns.”

I reached down to unsheathe Ebonsoul, but it was gone. When I reflexively grabbed for Grim Whisper, it was also missing. I looked down and realized I was suddenly unarmed. Both of my weapons had disappeared.

“Leather holster and leather sheath, both unruned, unprotected, and easy to unmake.”

He wiggled a few fingers at me with a smile.

“You destroyed my weapons?”

“Destroyed? No. I just relocated them. That blade is nearly impossible to unmake. And your gun is too sweet to destroy.”

“Creative mages also can undo,” I said, realizing the gap in my defense by not having runed my sheath or holster.

“Correct. That only takes a few decades to learn. Now you’re unarmed with only your hellhound and your wits. What are you going to do? Glare me into submission?”

I was angry. Not at his words; he was right. I was angry at how easily he removed my weapons and how long it took me to realize the ploy.

“Fuck you.”

“Oh, you’re pissed now? Well now, I’m quaking. Is that how you’re going to ‘do some damage’ at the Sanctuary? You’re going to hurt their feelings?”

“I’m not entering this fight unarmed. I’ll have my weapons when we get to the Sanctuary.”

He shook his head. “You’re still not getting it. The mages at the Sanctuary will have the entire compound shut down. That place will make Ellis Island look like a magical wonderland.” 

“So no one will have access to magic. I’ll have the advantage.”

He stared at me for a few seconds. “How have you managed to remain alive this long? Wait, don’t answer that. It was a rhetorical question.”

“If the Sanctuary is shut down, what’s the problem? We use conventional weapons and get Monty’s dad free.”

“Except that the mages at the Sanctuary will have full access to their abilities.” He let the words sit for a few seconds as the implications hit me.

“Well, shit.”

“And lots of it. Then we have you running in, no magic, no weapons, and no clue. Classic redshirt maneuver: ‘I wonder what this glowing mass is over here…maybe I should check it?’ Poof. Dead redshirt.”

“I’ll just be a liability.” I looked down at my empty hands. “I have no way to attack.”

“You do,” he said softly, as the orbs began to orbit around him.

“What?” I asked, looking at him. “You stripped my weapons, and my magic missile may as well be a spitball.”

“You need to work the bond.”

He raised a hand, and the orbs raced at me.


























FOURTEEN

I PRESSED THE bead on my mala bracelet, and the shield materialized around my arm. I deflected the fireballs to the far wall where they added three more craters to the existing group.

“What are you doing?” I yelled. 

He gestured, forming three more fireballs, and flung them at me.

“Work. The. Bond.” Each word was punctuated with a fireball. He narrowed his eyes at me and smiled. 

Peaches jumped and blinked out mid-jump. LD gestured and stepped to the side. Peaches blinked back in, and LD flicked a crackling gray orb at him. The orb intercepted Peaches and bounced him away from LD. Peaches flew across the floor and landed in a slide before hitting the wall with a thud. He shook it off, growing larger as he closed on LD with a loud rumble.

I slid forward, leading with the mala shield. Master Yat’s words were coming back to me:

“If you rely solely on your weapon, magic or otherwise, you are a lame man using a crutch. A weapon is only as effective as its wielder.”

“So you’re just as dangerous without your stick of agony?”

He tossed the stick to one side and hit me several times with an open palm before the stick hit the floor.

“That answer your question?”

“Yes. You have palms of agony too.”

He extended an arm and the stick returned to his open hand. He swept a leg out from under me and assisted my swift crash onto the floor.

“You use the weapon. It does not use you. Now get up and run the drill again.”

I felt for the bond connecting me to Peaches as he closed the distance to LD.

<Don’t attack him straight on, boy. Come from behind.>

<Acknowledged, bondmate.>

Peaches blinked out again, and I stepped in with a vertical fist aimed at LD’s chest. He twisted his body, causing me to miss, and unleashed another orb at me. It bounced off the shield and slammed into the ceiling.

Peaches reappeared behind him and pounced. LD bent forward, and Peaches sailed right over him and into my chest, knocking the air out of me. We rolled across the floor in a tangle, sliding for a few feet.

“Not bad,” he said, forming three more orbs. “Are you done with cuddle time?”

I caught my breath as Peaches rolled to his feet. He was twice his normal size now, and the floor vibrated as he stepped forward.

<Stay close to me. When I tell you, blink out.>

<Are you referring to my phasing ability, bondmate?>

<Yes, when I tell you, phase out, return, and phase out again in rapid succession. Can you do that?>

<Yes, a rapid interphasing is within my capabilities.>

I ran at LD, who unleashed his orbs. Peaches kept pace by my side. When the orbs were a few feet away, I reached down and touched him.

<Now, boy!>

LD and the Danger Room disappeared. We reappeared a moment later to a perplexed looking LD, who fired another orb at us. The room disappeared again. We returned as LD shifted position, and I pressed my mark.

Everything grew out of focus as time slowed. I held my breath, expecting the heady smell of lotus blossoms filled with citrus and mixed with an enticing hint of cinnamon. This was usually followed by the sweet smell of wet earth after a hard rain, and a jaw-loosening face pat as Karma arrived to say hello.

I sighed in relief when she didn’t appear. I closed in on LD. Peaches was mid-pounce as I swept LD’s legs out from under him with a kick.

A few seconds later, the room snapped back into focus and the flow of time returned to normal. LD fell on his back as Peaches descended. He was done, or so I thought. 

I was so fixated on LD’s crushing by the hellhound that I dropped my guard. He noticed this and unleashed a barrage of angry crackling black orbs my way. Peaches blinked out again and reappeared in front of me. His momentum sent me spinning back as he caromed off my chest, causing the orbs to miss.

LD rolled to his feet as I slammed into the wall, gasping for air as my lungs burned. Peaches landed with all four paws on the wall and pushed off into a roll. He increased in size and landed upright with a crash, shattering parts of the wooden floor.

<ARE YOU INTACT, BONDMATE?>

“Oh, shit,” I whispered under my breath, and winced against the sudden pain in my brain. “That’s bad.”

Peaches had grown larger than the London incident. He had passed small-bus size and had firmly entered large-truck territory. I don’t know how many transformed hellhounds LD had faced in his past, but he remained composed, gesturing rapidly as Peaches stared at him.

<I’m good! Don’t fry him with your omega beams. Also, can you try to lower the volume of your thoughts?>

<HE ATTEMPTED TO CAUSE YOU HARM. HE IS A THREAT AND MUST BE EXTERMINATED. FURTHERMORE, THOUGHTS DO NOT PRODUCE A VIBRATIONAL FREQUENCY THAT WOULD BE PERCEIVED AS SOUND.>

Wonderful, I was being corrected by Neil deGrasse Peaches.

<Do not go Dalek on him. He was just testing our bond.>

The orange field around the door disappeared as Peaches’ eyes began to glow. LD swept his arms in front of him, and a light gray rune-covered orb enclosed him. 

Runes materialized along Peaches’ flank as he focused on LD. With a loud growl, his eyes grew bright, unleashing twin beams of red energy. They shot forth and blasted the orb around LD.

I managed to catch my breath and headed toward Peaches as the door to the Danger Room slammed open, cratering the wall next to the entrance. TK stepped into the room and calmly took in the scene.

“I clearly remember saying prep him for the bond exploration, not trigger the bond.” She held what appeared to be a large necklace in one hand.

“I’d like to take this moment to confirm that their bond is quite strong, even though the hellhound is a pup. Look, he even has a baleful glare. I’m impressed.”

“How do you suppose I get this around his neck now?” She lifted the necklace. “I fashioned it to the neck of a normal-sized hellhound. Not this hippopotamic landmass.”

Peaches kept blasting LD’s orb with his eye beams as he stomped closer. LD looked Peaches up and down from inside the orb. 

“Yeah, he’s pretty big.”

TK sighed. “I just said that.”

“Don’t they get larger than this?” LD gestured, and another layer of energy appeared around the orb, reinforcing it. The omega beams bounced off the new layer of energy, cutting grooves in the ceiling. “Like, much larger?”

“Let’s not find out.” TK approached Peaches. She gestured and his beams disappeared. Peaches turned suddenly and faced TK. She crossed her arms and looked up at him. They remained that way for a few seconds, before Peaches wisely stepped back and chuffed. He didn’t lower his head and maintained eye contact with TK. 

<I CANNOT ENGAGE HER WITHOUT CONSIDERABLE DAMAGE TO THIS STRUCTURE, RESULTING IN HARM TO YOUR PERSON. I WILL DESIST…FOR NOW.>

<Not engaging her is an excellent idea. Let’s refrain from the engaging for now.>

“Thank you, dear,” LD said. “I could have totally done that, you know.”

“Of course you could have, darling.”

LD gestured and the orb disappeared. Peaches blinked out and pounced, moving faster than any hellhound that size had a right to move. LD was faster. 

He leaped to the side as Peaches reappeared, avoiding a massive paw that slammed down where he’d stood a second earlier, cratering the wooden floor. “I think he’s still a bit upset.”

Peaches rumbled as he circled around LD, who turned to make sure he was facing the oversized hellhound as they moved around the floor.

TK turned to me. “Simon, could you inform your hellhound that crushing my husband, while probably an incredibly satisfying and well-deserved act, is something I reserve the exclusive right to do.”

I nodded. <Don’t crush him, boy. He was only trying to help us get stronger.>

Peaches narrowed his eyes at LD and growled.

<HE IS A THREAT, BUT I WILL COMPLY. IF HE ATTACKS AGAIN I WILL RENDER HIM INTO COMPONENT PARTS.>

Peaches sat back on his haunches and sent tremors throughout the Danger Room floor.

“He says he’ll stop trying to crush LD.” I looked at LD. “If you attack again, he promises to bite parts off of you.”

“My job here is done. No more attacks from me.” LD raised his hands in surrender as he stepped close to TK. “I knew you would be busy with the limiter and the reservoirs. I figured I’d trigger the bond and see the extent of the connection.”

She shook her head. “I think you are the one with the deep and abiding interest in pain.” 

He turned to look at Peaches and me. “A few more decades, some training, and these two will be dangerous. I just nudged them on the path.”

“How proactive of you. You realize if he had reached full size and phased, he could have upset the temporal stasis? Sent Fordey into schism and disrupted the timeline?”

“That’s why I activated the floor runes. He grew at a controlled rate even though Captain Obvious over here was trying to warn me. I know, I know, my brilliance is blinding.”

She glared at him, putting her hands on her hips. “Have I told you how dizzying your intellect is?”

LD raised an eyebrow. “I’m just getting started. They both managed to pull off multiphasing and effective thought transference…you can thank me later. He actually used a coordinated attack and made me almost get serious.”

“Almost serious?” I said. “Those black orbs looked plenty serious.”

“They were. If I half-assed it, your hellhound would have picked up on it. They operate on intent. My intent was to erase you.”

“What if he hadn’t pushed me out of the way? Those orbs would’ve—” 

“Unmade you,” he said, his voice hard. “I told you we’re heading into enemy territory. If you can’t fight, then you’re a redshirt. I don’t fight alongside redshirts. They have a bad habit of spreading the dead to the group—no thanks.”

TK sighed.

“Darling, could you see how Tristan is doing? I need to key the reservoirs to his energy signature, and I would prefer he be awake for that.”

“Got it. I need to eat anyway. That little exercise managed to work out some of the kinks.”

Little exercise? I looked around the Danger Room and understood why it looked like a war zone. In that moment, I realized Dex’s friends were powerful and dangerous. It made sense after seeing Dex in action that he would surround himself with mages just as—or more—powerful as himself.

LD gave me and Peaches a quick nod, kissed TK on the cheek, and left the Danger Room. I looked on as he stepped past the threshold and closed the door behind him with a wave of his hand. TK stood quietly and observed me.

“You’ve managed to achieve thought transference?” She walked up to the massive sun-eclipsing Peaches and patted his flank. “Your bond is advanced for such a young hellhound. How did it happen?”

“We had an incident in London that kind of accelerated the process.”

“I think I understand. Here.”

She extended the arm holding the necklace. 

“I thought you were going to put this on him?” I asked as I took it from her and held it up. The necklace was made of the entropy stones and was inscribed with glowing red runes I couldn’t decipher. It vibrated in my hand and gave off a low hum as I examined it.

She gave me the ‘you must be insane’ look and shook her head. “I think you have me confused with another suicidal mage.” She handed me a smaller bracelet, similar in design to the large necklace. “The small one is for you. Think of it as a physical representation of your bond. Put that one on first. Only you can place the limiter on him.”

“You mentioned something about him becoming full size?” I looked up at Peaches, whose shoulder was easily a few inches above my six feet. “Does that mean he gets larger than this?”

“When he reaches adulthood,” she said, looking at Peaches. “His transformed size will match that of an African elephant. There have been rumors of larger hellhounds, but those are reserved for his sire.”

“Does this collar grow with him?” I held up the limiter and the hum grew louder. The sound reminded me of a hive of angry bees. 

“It’s called a limiter for a reason. Once you can control your bond, he won’t need it. Put yours on first. I suggest the arm that doesn’t contain the mark.”

I put on the small bracelet. A surge of power raced up my arm. It felt like hitting my funny bone—with a sledgehammer. My arm grew rigid for a few seconds as the bracelet became tighter around my wrist. When I tried to remove it, I found that it was affixed to my skin. A jolt raced up my arm as I tried to remove it again, convincing me it was a bad idea.

“It’s permanent?”

“When you grow strong enough to control the bond without the limiter, you’ll be able to remove it with ease. Now, you need to shrink your hellhound.”

She crossed her arms and stepped back.

“Easier said than done. Are you here for the assist?”

She shook her head slowly and gave me a slight smile. “You misunderstand why I’m here.”

“Why are you here?” I asked, focusing on the enormous infernal canine in front of me. I had an idea, but I wanted her to say it out loud.

“If for some reason you fail to revert your hound to a normal size, he breaks free of your bond, or worse, grows out of your control, whether figuratively or literally, my role is to prevent the massive destruction that would ensue.”

“How? By locking us in here forever?”

“No, by reducing you both to ash.”

“Oh, so no drastic measures. Good.”

I glanced over to see if she was smiling.

She wasn’t.


























FIFTEEN

I SHOOK OUT my arms, took a deep breath and let it out. This was going to suck. Peaches sat and looked down at me. The industrial-sized version embraced the full effect of intimidation and fear. 

The butterflies in my stomach crashed and burned as I looked up at him. He wasn’t even at full size and all I wanted to do was run out of the room screaming. I stomped on the fear, remembering that this was my hellhound, no matter what size he reached.

I stepped closer, careful to avoid a slobber attack that could easily drown me where I stood. The runes along his flanks still pulsed with latent energy. Looking into his faintly glowing eyes only reminded me that I was in his direct line of fire.

I took another breath and released it slowly as I remembered the last time he was ginormous. I needed to reverse the process without the agony we went through in London.

<DO YOU HAVE MEAT? THIS FORM REQUIRES LARGE AMOUNTS OF SUSTENANCE.>

<I can imagine. Before we get to the meat, we need to work on your size.>

<DO YOU REQUIRE I INCREASE MY MASS? I BELIEVE I CAN AUGMENT MY HEIGHT AND WEIGHT.>

<No! I mean, no, I don’t need you to get larger. The opposite, actually.>

<YOU NEED ME TO REDUCE YOUR SIZE? THAT ABILITY IS UNKNOWN TO ME. I COULD USE MY EYE BEAMS, BUT THE PROCESS WOULD INCUR LARGE AMOUNTS OF PAIN FOLLOWED BY DEATH.>

<Not me, you. I need you to get smaller.>

He looked over at TK and chuffed. At normal size, this reaction let me know he’s displeased about something. At planet-Peaches-size, his chuff managed to drench me in slobber and nearly knocked me off my feet.

I looked over and noticed that TK was slobber free, but she wore a small smile.

“I hear hellhound saliva has restorative properties. Judging from the amount of slobber you’re wearing, you must feel completely rejuvenated.”

I almost glared at her, but then my brain rushed me a memo reminding me that she shut down his omega beams with a gesture.

“I’m not rejuvenated, just covered in slobber, thanks.”

<THE WOMAN POSSESSES ENOUGH POWER TO POSE A THREAT. YOU CANNOT ENGAGE HER ALONE.>

<We aren’t engaging anyone. She’s a friend.>

<SHE IS SPOOLING ENERGY WITH INTENT TO USE IT AGAINST ME. THIS IS NOT A FRIENDLY ACT.>

I remembered LD’s words. Hellhounds read and operate on intent.

“Are you spooling energy?” I asked without taking my eyes off Peaches. 

I felt the shift in energy around us as TK stepped back with narrowed eyes.

“Yes, I am. He’s quite advanced for a pup.” 

“Could you not do that? It’s making him nervous.”

“You’re standing in front of a seven-foot hellhound, telling me he’s nervous about my spooling of energy.”

“Yes, he thinks you want to use it against him.”

“Who else would I use it against? Do you see any other hellhounds in here?”

“If you want him back to normal, I need you to stop spooling energy.”

“Only if you can guarantee he will return to normal size. Can you do that?”

“He will return to normal size. On my life.”

I reached out with the arm that wore the limiter. 

<I ADVISE AGAINST THIS COURSE OF ACTION, BONDMATE. MY DIMINISHED SIZE WILL NOT PROVIDE AN ADEQUATE DETERRENT.>

<Trust me.>

He growled but remained motionless as I placed my hand on his head. A surge of power rushed through my arm and forced my eyes open. I grunted in pain and saw TK begin to gesture. I waved her down and she stopped.

The power coursing through my arm increased but, unlike the last time, I was able to direct the flow. My muscles were strained but they didn’t feel like they were tearing themselves apart. The pain was worse than last time, and I really hoped that it wasn’t correlated to his size. If it was, his full transformation would kill me.

Peaches’ growl turned to a whine as the pain soared even higher on the ‘melt my brain’ scale. I collapsed to one knee as my vision tunneled in.

I clenched my jaw and ground my teeth as the sensation raced past my tolerance. The skin on my arm felt like it was being peeled off inch by inch, seasoned with sulfuric acid, and then sliced with red-hot razors. Warmth flushed my body as the curse tried to deal with the damage. I know at some point I started to scream. Part of my brain noticed the floor runes explode orange around us.

<THIS. IS. PAINFUL. SIMON.>

I could barely form a thought to answer him.

<We have to do this. Focus with me.>

A cloud of red energy flowed around us. His runes erupted with light. In the space of a few seconds, I sensed him getting smaller as the energy of our bond flowed between and around us. 

<It’s working, boy. We can do it.> 

I reached over and placed the limiter around his neck. It adjusted to his body. The entropy stones turned bright red as another surge of energy blasted through my arm. I felt that familiar weightless sensation of being airborne. I landed hard and bounced across the floor, crashing into a far wall.

I lay on my back and took stock of the situation. TK stepped into my field of vision as a wet tongue slapped me across the face.

“I’m pleased I didn’t have to end either of you.”

“Me too,” I managed after sitting up. “That wasn’t fun.”

<Do you feel better? You heard the lady. My saliva has destructive properties.>

<She said restorative, not destructive. Even though I think I’m agreeing with you on this one.>

<Can we get some meat? I’m hungry. More than usual.>

<Do you think I could recover first?>

I pushed him away before I drowned in slobber. “I’ll get you meat in a second. Let me catch my breath.”

TK gestured and formed a large sausage. She held it out to Peaches, who delicately removed it from her fingers and proceeded to devour it.

<You would recover faster if you let me lick you. Please say thank you to the scary lady.>

“He says thank you.”

“He is quite the proper hellhound.” She patted his head and rubbed his ears, miraculously keeping all of her fingers as he focused on the sausage. “The limiter will help you harness his abilities and strength. In time, he will become truly fearsome.”

“In time?” I tried to get to my feet but the room swayed, suggesting that sitting would prevent me from introducing my face to the floor repeatedly. “What is he now? Because I’m not getting ‘cute and cuddly’ from anything that just happened.”

“Right now, he’s dangerous.” She rubbed his flanks. “With the limiter—”

A tremor rocked the Danger Room, and I reflexively looked at Peaches. He looked up and rumbled, entering ‘shred and crush’ mode. I knew it was serious when he ignored the remaining piece of sausage.

<Bad men are here.>

“What the hell was that?” I leaned against the wall and got unsteadily to my feet. The curse was working to restore me back to normal. “Did LD explode something, like half of Fordey?”

Black energy covered TK’s hands as she moved to the door.

“We have a breach.”


























SIXTEEN

I HAD TROUBLE keeping up with her as she raced down the corridors. We came to a T-junction, and I saw LD running toward us.

TK faced him as she began to gesture.

“The outer defenses have been triggered,” LD said, biting the sandwich he held and groaning in approval. 

TK turned at the sound. “Is it lean?”

“This is nice and lean. You make the best sandwiches.”

“Thank you. Darling, when you were ‘nudging’ Simon and his hellhound earlier today, did you, by chance, happen to use a temporal spell?”

LD feigned insult and shook his head. “You know I would never use that type of spell when we’re in stasis, dear. That would be reckless and put us all in danger.”

“Precisely. That’s why I asked.”

“No,” he said around a mouthful of sandwich. “He was the one messing around with time.”

“Excuse me?” TK said, turning to face Peaches and me. She finished gesturing and a doorway opened in the center of the juncture wall. “The hellhound is otherworldly, but not enough to disrupt the time stasis.”

“Not the pup, even though the phasing was a nice touch.” LD pointed at me. “Him.”

I looked behind me, because last I checked the only spell I knew produced a weak and sickly raisin of doom.

“I don’t use magic,” I said, shaking my head. “At least not very well. And I especially don’t know any of these ‘temporal spells’ you’re talking about.”

We followed TK into the new corridor that opened in front of us. While the rest of Fordey was stone, marble, and subdued lighting, this corridor went in an entirely different direction. I could just as easily have been standing on the Enterprise. The door sealed the corridor silently as we stepped forward.

Fluorescent lighting illuminated the slick, hi-tech steel walls. The floors were made of some kind of polymer that felt like rubber matting. I could still see runes everywhere, but these were different from the ones in the other areas of the boutique.

“Just how large is Fordey?” I looked around the wide corridor in wonder as it branched off into the distance. “And what is this place, the NCC-1701 wing?”

LD smiled, finishing off his sandwich as he kept up with TK. “Fordey is as large or small as we need it to be. This area is the hub of Fordey. I call it the Kobayashi.”

We entered a large room that resembled an operations center. Computers lined one side of the room over several long desks. The wall opposite the computers held large cases containing all kinds of weapons. A huge screen, bookended by massive doors, dominated the wall ahead of us. TK stepped up to the wall with the large screen embedded into the center of it. She placed a palm on a recessed panel next to the screen and it hummed to life.

The video split-screen measured about thirty feet across and was broken up into small rectangles, showing images of what I guessed was all of Fordey Boutique.

“Darling, explain it to me before I need to deal with our ‘guests’ in a manner unbecoming a lady.”

“You’ve never been a lady, dear. Why start now?”

“Point taken. The temporal spell?”

She moved her hand across the screen and the rectangles slid across in the same direction.

“His mark”—LD pointed at my left hand—“creates a temporal pocket. I’d say about eight seconds long.”

“Ten seconds, actually.”

He nodded. “Ten seconds, sorry. I was a bit distracted during our bonding moment, trying to avoid getting chomped, mauled, and laser-beamed by your pup.”

TK glanced at me and then back to the screen as she kept scrolling. “Is it a time-skip, or does it create a temporal anomaly?”

“From what I can tell,” LD answered, “the flow is only disrupted for him, but he used it right after phasing with super-dog and that could have augmented its effect.”

“Bloody hell,” TK muttered. “And you didn’t think to mention this to him?”

“I was nudging. There are no rules in nudging. Besides, how was I supposed to know he would pull that move?” 

“I sensed entropy orbs. What did you expect him to do, juggle them?”

“Dodge them or get dead. He dodged them with a sweet move, too.”

“Is that how he avoided the orbs, using this pocket dimension?”

“No, he used rapid phasing and then pulled the move on me. One moment I’m standing there planning the eulogy, the next, I’m on my back with a few tons of hellhound about to land on my chest.”

TK nodded. “Ten seconds would have been plenty of time for them to find us.”

“There.” LD pointed to one of the smaller screens. “What’s with the masks?”

“Ghosts.” TK tapped the small rectangle and spread her hands apart, widening the image. She narrowed her eyes at the screen. “Golden Circle sent a tribus, if I’m not mistaken. They aren’t reading like normal Ghosts though, going by these energy signatures.”

“Super Ghosts? Are they dark?” LD stepped closer to the screen. “They must’ve upgraded the training at the Sanctuary. These three are going to be difficult.”

“They’re not reading as dark. They seem to be gray mages.”

“No way. Gray mages are a total pain in the ass. Are you sure?”

“Yes, this is going to be problematic.”

Small black arcs jumped off her body, causing me to step back.

“Gray mages?”

LD nodded. “You have light mages, like Tristan and Dex, even though Dex blurs the lines sometimes. They use magic from the energy around them and spells they have studied. Then you have dark mages, who basically lean toward using life force—theirs or others’—to power their spells.”

“And gray mages?”

“They’re dangerous. They combine both methods, which gives them a huge pool of energy. Like an old diesel submarine. Once it runs out of fuel, it can switch to the batteries. Except in this case, the battery is life force.”

“What are you?”

He looked at me before glancing at TK. “I don’t conform to typical conventions of definition. I like to think of myself as a renaissance mage.”

“You’re certainly old enough,” TK said, touching icons on the side of the screen. I saw doors begin to close all around the boutique. “Did you secure the Danger Room?”

“Yes. I think we may need to renovate the room after Simon and the pup. It took a real beating today.”

“I’ll make a note. Can you unsecure it? I’ll send them in there and try to minimize the damage to the boutique.”

LD gestured as gray runes floated around him. White trails followed his fingers as he finished the sequence. “Do you want it active or dormant?”

“Dormant, please. Thank you.”

“Done. Can you leave most of it standing?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“One of these Ghosts melted my car. Can you handle three?” I asked, concerned. “The ones in London were squashed by Nana, but she used something called the phoenix smash or something like that.”

“You witnessed a phoenix fist?” LD said, the awe clear in his voice. “That is a beautiful move. Nana is the only mage I know who can pull that one off and live to talk about it.”

“Nana, really?” TK turned to look at me with a slight smile. “How is she doing these days?”

“I can’t believe they tangled with Nana.” LD shook his head. “Those Ghosts were too dumb to live. Even I wouldn’t mess with her.”

“She didn’t make it.” The enso pendant she gave me still hung from my neck, its familiar weight reminding me of her warning about Monty going home.

“Really?” TK raised an eyebrow and turned back to the screen. I could see runes shift into place all over the boutique.

“Did you see a body?” LD asked, rummaging through a large chest in the corner of the room.

“What do you mean?”

“Did she expire before your eyes? Did you see her die, and watch her go down in front of you?”

“Well, no.”

“Did anyone else? Tristan or Dex? Did anyone specifically say…‘Nana’s dead.’ Was there a body?”

I thought back to the moment Monty and I went back to seal Nana’s house. “Not that I can remember, no. But Dahvina agreed that she was gone.”

“There’s a big difference between mostly dead and all dead, you know.” He finished rummaging and removed several large backpacks. “She may have left a large part of her essence behind to give the impression she died.”

“I thought she was gone, from the way everyone was acting.”

“I believe that was her intention.” TK slid some icons down on one side of the screen. “Nana is usually reclusive. I’m sure Tristan had something to do with her surfacing.”

“Yeah, she’s gone. Not dead.” LD chuckled. “Did she give you one of these?”

He reached into his shirt and pulled out an exact replica to the enso pendant I wore. His gave off a faint gray light. I reached under my shirt and showed him the one I wore. 

“She said it’s Tristan’s.”

He stepped close and touched it. “She made you his shieldbearer. He’s not ready for it though. At least not yet. Maybe after another shift or two.”

“So, she’s not dead?”

“Nana is older than Dex, LD, and me,” TK said without looking away from the screen. “To date, she has ‘died’ three—”

“Four, don’t forget the explosion that wiped out that sect of Negomancers.”

“You’re right. She’s been reported dead four times that we’re aware of. I think she just goes on extended vacations and doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

“By faking her death?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

“Not when you’re as powerful as she is. Her abilities are quite in demand. Mages her age prefer to be left alone.”

“And the pendants?” I tucked mine back in my shirt. “What are they for?”

“We can discuss those later.” LD glanced at TK and held up the backpacks. “I’ll get the bags ready, dear. Any preference?”

“Extended trip, heavy armor, please, darling.”

“Serious?”

“Did it sound like I was making a joke?” The edge in her voice made me pause. 

“No. It didn’t.” He opened his mouth to say something else and shook his head. “Just so we’re on the same page, we are planning on leaving the Sanctuary intact after our visit?”

“That would depend on their response, now wouldn’t it?”

“Extended and heavy, got it. Almost feel sorry for the Sanctuary.”

“Will dealing with the tribus be too difficult?” I asked, looking at the screen. I thought I saw the pattern of what TK was doing. By activating certain runes, she was guiding them down the corridors.

LD stared at me for a second and then laughed. “No, I didn’t mean difficult in the usual sense. I meant they aren’t going to listen to TK’s heartfelt pleas to exit the boutique.”

I glanced over at TK. Her face was an unreadable mask. I could tell from her body language, and the small arcs of black energy that jumped off her every time she moved, that she was not pleased. She looked like a lethal human Tesla coil, and I took a few steps back to avoid being hit by a stray arc.

 Peaches gave me a small whine and stepped back too.

“Oliver isn’t pulling any punches,” LD said. “I retract my earlier statement about not getting the job done. These three aren’t novices. Whatever he’s doing, he’s using heavy hitters. They’re all yours, dear.”

I looked at the screen and saw the three men walking down a corridor. They were dressed in black suits and wearing partial face masks that obscured the top half of their faces. From the way they moved, I could tell they were trained. Flashbacks of the melted Goat crossed my mind.

Their steps were measured and contained. At each corridor junction, one Ghost would look around the corner, while the other two formed orbs in case of an attack. None of them rushed, maintaining their triangle formation as they moved. 

In addition to wielding magic, I noticed all three wore holsters and carried handcannons.

“People in masks can’t be trusted. Oh, before I forget…” LD muttered as he moved to a container and handed me my weapons. Grim Whisper sat in a new black holster and Ebonsoul rested in a matching sheath. Both the holster and sheath were covered in faint gray runes. “This should prevent anyone from using the move I used on you.”

“Did you secure the artifact room?” TK asked as she swept her hand across the screen and the headache room door appeared in one of the rectangles. Black wisps of energy crawled over the entrance. Just looking at the door began to give me a headache.

“It’s locked down. Do we know how they found us? I mean, besides the temporal hiccup Simon caused. How did they know to look in this direction?”

“They must be tracking Tristan.” She swept the screen again to a bedroom containing a sleeping Monty. “Secure him and begin the shutdown.”

“They found us in London, too.”

“They can potentially find him anywhere you go. They found us here when you used your mark. Along with the phasic shift caused by your hellhound, it must have disrupted the temporal stasis caused by the artifact.”

“Do all mages speak this way?”

“Which way?” A look of momentary confusion crossed her face. “Oh, yes. I forget you’re not a mage. Simply put, for ten seconds, as a result of using your mark and phasing with your hellhound, anyone with mid-level magical ability—like these Ghosts—could locate us.”

“Uh, sorry?”

“Not your fault. How could you’ve known?” She glared at LD. “It’s his fault.”

“Even with the ten-second window, they would need his DNA to find him.” LD expanded the rectangle holding the Ghosts again. “It’s the only way they can track him anywhere.”

“Who are we going to rescue at the Sanctuary?” She gave him a look.

“Shit, they’re using Connor as a conduit.”

“Precisely. Get the bags ready and collect Tristan. Once they’re in the Danger Room, the boutique will be in lockdown.” She pointed at me. “You and your hellhound are with me. LD, contact Dex. He’ll have to cut his visit short.”

LD gave a short laugh. “Oh, the Morrigan is going to love that.”

“It can’t be helped,” TK answered. “Let’s go greet our guests.”


























SEVENTEEN

IT TOOK US about ten minutes to arrive at the Danger Room. TK left the enormous door open behind us. The runes, which had blazed a bright orange along the floor earlier, were now dormant. The room looked like a large space used for controlled detonations.

“We’ll try diplomacy first.” She shook out her hands and flexed her fingers, cracking them with each fist she formed. “It’s possible they’ll listen to reason.”

“Hasn’t been my experience with Ghosts so far, but I guess there’s always a first time.”

I loosened Grim Whisper in the new holster and made sure I had access to Ebonsoul. Peaches bumped my leg, nearly shattering my knee.

<What?>

<Do you have any meat?>

<No, boy. We’re about to speak to some bad men. Can you wait until we deal with this situation?>

<Can I bite them?>

<Stay back unless they threaten you. These men are dangerous.>

The runes etched into the stones around his neck pulsed a faint red as he entered a pounce-and-crush mode.

<The bad men are coming.>

The tribus approached the Danger Room slowly. I sensed them down the corridor, now that all of the room’s runes were dormant. Black arcs crisscrossed tightly around TK’s body.

The three men entered the Danger Room with orbs of flame in their hands.

“We’re here for Mage Tristan Montague. Hand him over,” the lead Ghost said, “or suffer the consequences.”

Something about the voice sounded familiar. Most likely the level of arrogance with which he demanded Monty, and the total lack of observation.

“Gideon?” 

The lead Ghost stiffened. He extinguished the orb he held and turned to me. The two other Ghosts fanned out to either side, keeping the orbs in their hands.

“Where is he?” The center Ghost stepped forward.

“That is you. You’re a Ghost now? Nice promotion.”

“You know this Ghost?” TK asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the tribus.

I rested my hand on my holster, remembering how trigger-happy he was the last time he faced Monty. “Last time we met, he wasn’t a Ghost, he was an Envoy. Monty shunted him back and put a hurting on him. He ended up in intensive care.”

“I see you still have your helldog, Strong.”

“How’s the stomach? Back to solids, are we?”

Peaches growled at them from my side.

“Envoy to Ghost?” TK narrowed her eyes. “That is quite the promotion.”

“By order of High Archmage Oliver Rank, Overseer of the Golden Circle, you are hereby instructed to surrender rogue mage Tristan Montague into our custody,” Gideon said.

“Overseer of the Golden Circle?” TK raised an eyebrow and the black arcs around her increased in intensity. “I see you aren’t the only one who has received a promotion. Since when does the Golden Circle have an ‘overseer?’ Where is the Tribunal?”

“Since the Tribunal was ineffective, outdated, and lacked vision, they were disbanded.”

“I’m sure it was,” I said. “Why do I get the feeling they were disbanded permanently?”

“They refused to comply and were incarcerated. Those who dared to retaliate were erased.”

“Is that Oliver’s plan?” TK cocked her head to one side and cracked her neck. “To erase Tristan?”

“I’ve been instructed to bring in Tristan Montague for a meeting with the High Archmage. He has matters he would like to discuss with him.”

“This isn’t about the void vortex?”

“I’m under no obligation to discuss anything with you, Strong. I advise that you and your malevolent mutt stay out of our way.”

I was liking Gideon the Ghost less and less by the second.

“Peaches is a purebred hellhound, and you…you’re an asshole.”

TK looked around the Danger Room and spread her arms. “As you can see, Tristan is not here.”

“His energy signature is in this location. You will tell us where he is.”

“And if I refuse?” TK asked, as the hairs on the back of my neck all stood on end. She hadn’t moved, but the energy coming off her body made me step back. My first instinct was to run away. The voice in my head was agreeing, assuring me that it was the best course of action. 

I ignored it and glanced quickly at TK. Her eyes gave off a subtle green glow, and she wore a smile that, for a second, made me agree with the voice. That smile was the promise of pain and death. She looked down at the floor, and I noticed the runes begin to glow.

“Then we are authorized to use deadly force to carry out our mandate.” Gideon moved into a defensive stance and formed an orb of white flame. “Will you comply?”

“So much for diplomacy,” I muttered under my breath as TK allowed black energy to cover her arms. I looked at Gideon and shook my head slowly. “You really don’t want to do this.”

“I said I’d try diplomacy, and so I shall,” TK said with a sigh. “If you go back and tell Oliver to cease and desist from this course of action before we are forced to stop him, I’ll allow you to leave here with your lives.”

“Cease and desist?” Gideon sneered. “You’ll allow? There are three of us. You overestimate your abilities, mage. ”

“No, you just underestimate them,” TK answered, her voice cold enough to cause frostbite in the Sahara. “I will not make this offer again.”

“You think one rogue mage of questionable ability and some broken-down detective with a mutant dog pose a threat to us?” He scoffed and motioned to the Ghosts next to him. They spread out more but kept their triangle formation.

I made sure my mala bracelet was accessible. I could draw Grim Whisper in less than a second. Peaches was anxious to chomp on all three of them. Somehow, I doubted we would get the chance to do anything.

“No, Gideon. It’s clear you don’t understand the threat you’re facing.” I moved away from TK because I understood something Gideon and the Ghosts didn’t.

Maybe it was the curse giving me immortality, or the times I’d sat down with Ezra. It could’ve been the many times I’d dealt with Karma or faced impending doom with Monty. In that precise moment, something became staggeringly clear: Gideon and the Ghosts were already dead. They just hadn’t gotten the memo.

TK’s eyes were glowing green now. Black energy swirled around her body. A mini tornado of destructive chaos churned up the wooden floor around her. TK looked up without raising her head and put her palms together in a form of prayer. A smile, almost gone but no less lethal, played on her lips.

“Say when.”


























EIGHTEEN

GIDEON UNLEASHED THE flame orb as he stepped forward, drawing his handcannon. The Ghosts beside him also released their orbs and followed Gideon’s lead, drawing their guns as well. I pressed the bead on my mala bracelet and activated the shield.

<Can I bite them now?>

<Yes, chew but don’t swallow. You don’t know where they’ve been.>

Peaches took two bounds and blinked out. I rolled to the side and drew Grim Whisper. I took aim at the Ghost on the right. Peaches blinked in and bore down on the Ghost on the left. We were both too slow.

TK spread her hands and whispered something under her breath. The floor erupted orange as a wave of black energy engulfed the incoming orbs and slammed into the Ghosts. The two Ghosts flanking Gideon disintegrated into clouds of dust as the wave hit them. 

Gideon managed to gesture and form a shield as his handcannon turned to dust. The shield lasted all of two seconds before it was undone. The wave coalesced into an orb and punched a hole through his chest, tossing him against the far wall.

I stood with my mouth open as I looked on in awe. TK dissipated the black energy around her and approached Gideon. I followed close, but not too close, in case she was still in a ‘destroy everything that breathes’ setting.

“You won’t…” Gideon managed between gasps. Every breath was a wheeze and ended with a wet sound. He was bleeding internally, and I really didn’t want to ask what spell she used on them. “…stop us.”

Peaches nudged close to me. 

<I like her, but she’s really scary.>

<I agree. Let’s give her some space.>

We both kept our distance as she knelt down next to Gideon.

“What does Oliver want?” She placed a hand on what was left of Gideon’s chest. “What is he after?”

“What’s rightfully his, ours: the world,” he said, spitting up blood. “He will…unite all of the sects into…into one.”

I was about to ask him how Oliver planned to do that, but TK closed his eyes as he stared off into space. He was gone. She stood and crossed to the entrance. She waited for me at the threshold. 

Once we were past, she gestured and sealed the Danger Room behind us. Angry black runes covered the door. I didn’t need to decipher them to know they were lethal.

“What was that spell? What did you do? You just unmade them.”

“A negation wave,” she said without turning as we headed down the corridor. “We must hurry. I don’t think Oliver will stop sending Ghosts. For some reason, he wants Tristan. We need to get to the Sanctuary as soon as possible.”

We headed down several corridors until I saw the familiar form of LD waiting for us near a large door. 

“The Ghosts?”

“They refused to listen to reason. I even gave them an opportunity to return to Oliver…who seems to have plans of taking over the world.”

“How does he plan on doing that?”

“Something about uniting the sects. The Ghost wasn’t in the best of conditions to elaborate, but it didn’t sound good.”

“I have some bad news.”

“The artifact?” TK said with urgency in her voice. “Did they reach it?”

LD held up a hand. “Artifact’s fine. The room is sealed and still in stasis. No one can get in there. Except us.”

“Where’s Monty?” I looked at his face and his eyes were filled with sadness. “What happened?”

“He came out of the procedure intact. No internal damage thankfully and he’s still in his right mind.”

“But? Damn it, LD, just tell me.”

“The fact that he inhaled the obsidian ice made it easier to contain and remove.”

“The ice in mist form was too potent.” TK put a hand on my shoulder. “I feared that might be the case.”

“What are you talking about?” I reached for the door but LD held me back. “What are you doing?”

“Preparing you. He’s not the same Tristan you remember. The obsidian ice has had some side effects.”

“What are they? Is he hideously disfigured? Did he lose limbs?”

“It will feel like that for him. He can’t cast or use magic.”

“Shit.” I pushed open the door and saw Monty standing against the far wall. He looked thin, frail, and older. If I looked closer, I could still see the mage beyond the years. I caught myself staring and stopped.

“That face you made…do I look that old to your young eyes?”

“No, of course not. You don’t look a day over one hundred and fifty. Wait, did you just Jedi me?”

“Judging from your reaction, I must look how I feel,” he said with half a smile. That reaction worried me more than the aging. Monty’s face wasn’t designed for smiling. Permanent scowl, yes. Smile, not so much.

“What happened?” I couldn’t get over how old he appeared. “The mist aged you?”

“Not exactly. We can discuss it on the way.”

“On the way where? The only place you look like you should be going is a retirement home. I hear assisted living is quite comfortable…they even wipe your bum.”

“I may not be able to cast my own magic, but I can still use it.” I noticed the thin bands of metal on each finger as he flexed his hands. “Don’t make me scorch you where you stand.”

TK raised an eyebrow at LD. “You gave him the reservoirs? But I didn’t key them to his energy signature.”

“I know. I did. He wasn’t doing well even after I tried a creative induction. I realized the obsidian ice blocked his access to magic. The reservoirs are keeping him alive.”

“Wait, what happens when the reservoirs run out of magic?” I looked at Monty, concerned.

“If I don’t have access to my magic by then, the Montague and Strong Detective Agency will need a shorter sign.”

“We need to go.” TK gestured and a door materialized in the wall opposite us. “Where is Dex?”

“He’ll meet us at the airport. He almost sounded relieved when we spoke.”

“I can imagine. I hear the Morrigan has a voracious appetite. Can you get my vehicle? We’ll be right along. I need to have a word.”

“Be delicate with the senior citizen.” LD chuckled and glanced over at Monty, who glared at him. “You know how cranky they can get.”

LD left as Monty skewered him with mental daggers.

“You tried to tether a Smith Bridge to my energy signature,” TK said matter-of-factly with her hands on her waist. “That would have ended badly had you tried to use it.”

“Yes.” Monty straightened and stared into her eyes, which were thankfully not glowing green at the moment. “I felt you were a risk. I still feel that way but have realized that I may have been hasty in the execution of my concerns.”

“Hasty is one word for it,” she said. “Arrogant and foolish would be another way to describe it.”

“You’re volatile and vulnerable, TK.”

“This is not news. I’ve chosen to have LD in my life, and yes, that makes me vulnerable. What you call volatility I call decisiveness.”

“Your decisiveness is why I felt you were a liability and attempted the Smith Bridge.”

She looked over at me and nodded. “Tell me, Tristan. What if something were to happen to Dex, or Simon, or even Roxanne?”

Monty remained silent but looked away.

“You’re more of a liability than I am. A megalomaniac is holding your father against his will. Your uncle makes me look stable and rational at times. Your closest friend is cursed by Kali, you seem to be allergic to intact buildings, and you’re in love with a hunted sorceress.”

“Hunted sorceress? Who’s after Roxanne?”

“You haven’t told him? And I’m the liability?”

“She’s warded, as is Haven. No one and nothing can get close to her while I’m”—a fit of coughing interrupted his sentence — “alive.”

“This brings me to your current state. You can’t cast anything beyond what’s in those rings”—she pointed at Monty’s hands—“which means your usefulness is limited. In addition, you’re aging at an accelerated rate. How much longer do you think you can function?”

“Long enough to see my father free and in his rightful place as an Elder,” he answered, his voice as sharp as hers. “You will not prevent me from going to the Sanctuary.”

“Oh no, we’re going to the Sanctuary, and we’re going to deal with Oliver. Once this situation is settled, and if you’re still alive, you and I will have a reckoning.”

“Understood,” Monty said with a nod. “Your conditions?”

“I’ve killed for less than what you attempted to do with your Smith Bridge,” she answered quietly. “Because of the regard in which I hold your uncle…blood and power.”

“No, no, not understood,” I said. “You didn’t see what she did. She put her hands together and then whoosh—deathwave. She took out three Ghosts in a few seconds…with one spell.”

“Blood and power,” Monty said, ignoring me. “When I get back from the Sanctuary… you will have your reckoning.”

The throaty rumble of an engine cut through the tension. I looked outside and saw a 1970 Mercury Cougar Eliminator in glossy black and chrome waiting for us. The engine purred at me, and memories of the Goat rushed back.

“Our ride is here,” she said, going outside.

Monty and I stepped outside into darkness. We stood in a large empty parking lot. When I turned back, Fordey Boutique was gone. “Where are we? What time is it?”

LD stepped out from the driver’s side and opened the door. TK gestured, and the air shimmered behind us, closing whatever entrance existed. She stepped to the driver’s side of the vehicle and got in.

“We’re about five miles from Teterboro Airport.” LD motioned for us to get inside as he held the door. Monty got in first, followed by me. Peaches, the sprawler, got in last.

“We’re in Jersey?” I looked around the area but saw no landmarks to indicate where we were. “Fordey is in Jersey?”

“Not really.” LD closed the door behind him. “Fordey isn’t really anywhere, and it’s about five in the morning, give or take a few minutes. Ever since we installed the artifact, the boutique does some weird things to time.”

“How long have we been in Fordey?”

“Time is an elastic thing in the boutique. It gets compressed and stretched. Have you ever heard of Ziller?”

“I’m familiar.” I really wanted to head-butt Ziller at this point, because all he gave me were headaches. “Monty may have mentioned his theories a few times.”

“Ziller has some excellent theories on Quantum Runic Compression. I have a copy of Ziller’s laws of Quantum Entanglement.”

“I heard that’s a rare one.” I was wary of jumping into this topic. Every time Ziller’s name came up, mages went fanboy on me and started trying to melt my brain.

“It is,” LD continued, the excitement creeping into his voice. “Anyway, entanglement posits that time is a fluid construct in which different quantum particles effectively share an existence, even though physically apart. Which means the quantum state of each particle can only be described relative to other entangled particles.”

“So all mages do speak this way.”

“Wait,”—he lifted a finger—“Ziller went a step further. He added imaginary runic time to the entanglement and uncovered Quantum Runic Compression.”

“LD, he isn’t a mage.” TK glanced back at me through the rear-view. “I doubt he’s as excited as you are about this subject.”

“I just wanted to know how much time we spent in the boutique compared to out here.”

“Boutique time, maybe a day,” LD said. “Real time, closer to a week. It’s hard to tell without a comparative analysis.”

“A week? Because of the artifact?”

LD nodded. “The effects of Fordey should help Tristan deal with the aging, since his body is still dealing with the environmental effects of being in proximity to the artifact in the boutique.”

“And you thought I was bad,” Monty said under his breath when I sat back, slightly dazed from the conversation. “Wait until you meet Ziller.”

My attention was suddenly diverted when Peaches tried to muscle me over for some more backseat real estate. I shoved him back, forcing him to move two or three inches. 

<You can’t get the whole seat, so forget about it.>

He growled in response and sat half on the floor and half on the seat.

<What is wrong with the angry man? Is he sick?>

<Do you remember when you ate the bad meat that hurt you?>

<Yes, did he eat bad meat?>

<Something like that. He got too close to some bad air and it made him sick.>

<Sometimes after I eat meat, I make bad air. Is that what happened to the angry man?>

<Not really. He got too close to bad magic, but he will get better.>

The engine roared as TK stepped on the gas, basking in the rumble. She glanced over at LD as he strapped in and adjusted his seatbelt. We shot out of the parking lot and onto the highway.

“Who did you get to fly us over?” She adjusted the mirror and pressed her hand on the dashboard. Runes raced across the console as the engine settled into a low rumble. We raced along the highway, swerving around the minimal traffic.

“RJ is flying us over in a G650ERX.”

“RJ agreed to this? We couldn’t get Chris?”

“Chris is off somewhere, and RJ insisted. I’m psyched.”

“If that’s shorthand for psycho, then yes, I agree…I can’t believe you said yes to RJ.”

LD nodded and rummaged through the glove compartment.

“Yeah, can you believe it? This is going to be some flight.”

“If by flight you mean hoping we don’t collide with a mountain or any large body of water, then yes, it will be ‘some flight.’ I swear, RJ will be the death of me yet.”

“Why aren’t we flying out of a commercial airport?”

“No commercial flight goes near the Sanctuary portal,” Monty said. “The only way to get near is a private flight, and a mage insane enough to go there.”

“I’m guessing that rules out JFK.”

Monty shook his head. “You plan on crating your hellhound?”

“I don’t think they make titanium cages strong enough to hold him. Plus, all we need is for him to want a sausage midflight and blink into the passenger area looking for meat during dinner. That would go over well.”

Monty looked out of the window for a moment, lost in thought. “Simon, I want you to do something for me.”

“I’m not going to wipe your bum. I don’t care how old you’re getting. How old are you getting?”

“Without direct access to my magic, my age will catch up to me in about a week. Possibly longer with these reservoirs”—he looked at the black rings on his fingers—“and if I manage to reach my true age, you’ll need a dustpan to have a conversation with me.”

“Not a pleasant thought.”

“Indeed. I need you to make sure my father gets out of the Sanctuary safely if we fail to stop Oliver.”

I glanced up into the rear-view mirror and locked eyes with TK for a brief second.

“How about you make sure he gets out okay? Can we go with that as plan A?”

“Your word.”

I looked into his aged face. His eyes burned with the same intensity I had always known, and I nodded.

“Your father will leave the Sanctuary safely if we don’t stop Oliver.”

“Thank you.” He rested his head back and closed his eyes. “That makes this next part easier.”

I looked forward and caught LD’s attention. “Is this a SuNaTran vehicle? Reminds me of the Goat we lost.”

“The Goat is a sweet ride.” He nodded in appreciation. “The Eliminator”—he tapped the dashboard lovingly—“is TK’s baby. It’s not SuNaTran, even though Cecil is good people. His vehicles weren’t strong enough for my TK.”

“Not strong enough? His vehicles are tanks disguised as cars.”

“I know, but TK can be rough on cars. This one can withstand both conventional and magical attacks.”

“Our Goat was melted by a Ghost. He hit it with a black orb of nastiness and killed it.”

LD nodded. “Sounds like an entropic dissolution. Did he hit it with a red orb first?”

“The red orb bounced us all over the place, then he slammed it with that black orb of destruction.”

“The red orb acted like a runic neutralizer. It overwhelmed the defenses of your Goat. This allowed the black orb to destroy the vehicle.”

“‘Destroy’ is a nice way of putting it. That orb melted the Goat.”

“I’ve told Cecil that layering process has flaws but he won’t listen to me,” LD said with a shrug. “This baby”—he patted the dash again—“would’ve absorbed the entropic dissolution and given the coat a shine.”

“Impossible,” Monty said next to me with his eyes still closed. “The runic disabler stripped the Goat down to a normal car. There was no way it could have withstood the dissolution. The same would happen to this vehicle.”

“Improbable, not impossible,” LD corrected. “The Eliminator isn’t covered in runes. They weren’t placed after the fact. The runes are etched into the making of the metal. There’s a reason Cecil moved to layering vehicles instead of using the metal infusion process. He tried it once.”

“Is the infusion too difficult?” I looked over at Monty, who had kept his eyes closed. “More expensive?”

“It limits the amount of drivers. Every car has to be keyed to an energy signature. I can only drive this one for short distances before it gets…irritable.”

“The car is irritable…really? What’s its name, Christine?”

He looked back at me, his expression serious. “When I say this is TK’s car, I mean she’s really the only one who can drive it.”

“Cecil tried to improve LD’s process once.” TK looked in the rear-view and then shook her head. “It was a bad idea.”

“He didn’t follow my directions and tried to infuse the metal without the energy signatures being keyed.” LD shook his head. “That was a disaster. Is that vehicle still around?”

“SuNaTran tried to destroy it, several times in fact, and failed spectacularly.” TK swerved around a vehicle, headed for the exit, and entered the small airport. “Last time they tried, it exploded one of their shops. It won’t take paint either…the thing is cursed. I don’t know what Cecil did with it.”

“Cursed,” I said with a chuckle. “Cecil made a cursed car?”

“He did,” LD answered, still serious. “But you’ll never get him to admit it. He based it on a 1970 Chevy Camaro. Damn, it was sweet. SuNaTran modified the hell out of it. Armor plating, run-flat tires, and Lexan windows.”

“Sounds like a tank.”

“It made the Phantoms appear delicate, and that was just the conventional modifications. The magical ones were insane. That entropic dissolution that melted your Goat would have bounced off this car without leaving a scratch. The last time we spoke, he was trying to find a way to unmake it.”

“Three drivers?” TK asked. “Was that how many?”

“Yeah, three drivers died in that car. That’s why Cecil called, to see if I could go over and disintegrate it. Everything he tried failed.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I said no thank you. The runes he had used were ancient. They were cast in a way that would require a lot more firepower than I have…and I have a lot of firepower. I told him to dig a large hole, drop it in there, and seal it with cement and wards.”

“So what happened to it? Did Cecil drop it into a volcano?”

“No, he did something scarier—he let the car find a driver.”

“What do you mean he let the car find—?”

“We’re here,” TK said, ending the conversation.


























NINETEEN

TK PULLED UP to a hangar with the number “20” painted on the side. 

Inside, I saw what appeared to be a typical business plane. It was painted in light and dark gray shapes, which I realized was camouflage. I saw no designation numbers, except a large X on the tail. The engines on either side of the tail appeared to be oversized. I looked around and noticed that hangar 20 had no road leading to the runways.

Next to the plane stood three people. I recognized Dex right away. The other two, a man and a woman, I didn’t know. They were both dressed in dark gray combat gear and gave off strong energy signatures. We got out of the Eliminator. Dex looked at Monty, frowned, and turned to LD.

“How long?”

“Two weeks, three on the outside if he keeps the reservoirs full. But he’s your nephew, so we know that won’t happen. The effect of the Black Heart is helping, but that will dissipate in a day or so.”

“And the ice?”

“We got it all but it had already done the damage. It’s possible he’ll get full use of his magical ability back. We did all we could do. Now it’s up to his body’s recovery.”

Peaches got out, stretched his legs, and yawned.

<Next time, I’m not sharing my seat. My legs hurt.>

<Stop complaining. Back seats are not designated hellhound accommodations.> 

<They should be. Can you get some magic meat? When will you learn to make some?>

<I have other things on my to-do list that are more important than meat right now, but I’ll ask Dex.>

<More important than meat? What is more important than meat?>

I shook my head and approached Dex. TK had moved to speak to the two people I didn’t know, and LD escorted Monty onto the plane.

I patted my jacket and felt for the flask. “Do you think the Valhalla Java could help Monty?”

Dex placed a hand over mine. “If the runic neutralizer didn’t restore him, the liquid in that flask won’t help. This is more mental than physical at this point.”

“I don’t understand. Monty is a fighter. You’re saying that he doesn’t want to get better?”

“This is going to be a battle on several fronts, lad,” Dex said quietly. “Going home is never easy.”

Peaches nudged me, and Dex noticed. He looked down, smiled, and gestured. A large sausage formed in front of Peaches, who proceeded to munch on the meat.

“I’m going to have to learn how to do that at some point.” I looked down at my insatiable, bottomless pit of a hellhound.

“When we get back, I’ll walk you through the spell.” Dex shook his head and kept looking at Peaches. “After we deal with the Sanctuary.”

“Thank you. I don’t see how going home is making it harder for Monty to get well. I know he wants to get better.”

“He’s going to face some hard truths, truths he’s been avoiding most of his life. Most of them unpleasant.”

“What truths?”

“Let me introduce you to the crew.” Dex grabbed me by the arm and led me to the plane.

“Which one is RJ? What is it with the initials?”

We walked over to the man and woman TK was speaking with. As we approached, TK stepped away, gestured at the Eliminator, and boarded the plane. I heard the familiar clang and thunks of the vehicle locking. A black wave of energy enveloped the car and then faded.

“This is RJ.” Dex pointed with his chin at the pair. He motioned to me with a hand. “This here is Simon Strong, bondmate to the hellhound you see over there devouring the sausage, and close friend to Tristan.”

“This is Kali’s chosen?” The woman sized me up and pushed her glasses back up the bridge of her nose. Her reddish-brown hair was loose under her baseball cap. “I don’t sense any magic from him. How did he bond with a hellhound?”

“René, be polite. It’s clear he’s having a moment.” The man was average height and spoke with a slight accent. His energy signature was as strong as René’s, and I guessed they were both mages. His black hair was cut short, and he wore a cap similar to hers.

“I don’t do polite,” she said. “When have I ever done polite? I’m being civil, aren’t I? Haven’t even had coffee yet, and here I am being civil. I call that a miracle.”

The man extended a hand with a nod. “I’m Jonno, and this is René.”

“I thought RJ was one person, like LD or TK? Do they have actual names?”

Jonno stepped closer and spoke quietly. “If they do, no one knows them. They’ve been LD and TK for as long as I’ve known them. Maybe Dex knows.”

Dex just stared off into the distance. “Don’t ask me. I don’t know.”

“You are a terrible liar.” I glanced at him and turned back to Jonno. “Are you the pilot?”

“Co-pilot.” He looked over at René. “The Strix is her baby. We’ll be dropping you off at the Sanctuary portal, or as close as possible without getting shot down. It’s been pretty dicey in that neighborhood.”

I shook Jonno’s hand, and René tipped her cap. “Right, then.” She looked me over again. “Let’s get this sorted. I only have one rule: Do not jeopardize the integrity of my bird. If you do, you’ll find yourself freefalling from thirty thousand feet. This goes for you and your hellhound. If he cuts loose while we’re airborne, you’re off the plane. We clear?”

“Perfectly.” 

“Good, I need some coffee. I’d like to beat the sun, so take off is in ten. Jonno, I’ll start pre-flight. Get me some coffee or so help me, I will not be responsible for my actions.”

She climbed the stairs and headed into the plane, cursing under her breath.

Jonno looked at me apologetically. “She can be a bit abrasive, but she’s the best pilot in the Ten.”

“She’s the only pilot in the Ten,” Dex added and headed for the stairs. “At least the only one who will fly into the anomaly.”

“Truth,” Jonno said with a smile. “I’d better get her coffee before—”

“Jonno! Coffee!” boomed René’s voice from inside the plane.

Jonno headed to the door on the other side of the hangar with a nod of his head. “Be right back.”

“Where exactly is she flying us?” I climbed the stairs behind Dex as the engines whirred to life. “I noticed there’s no road to the runways.”

“About three hundred kilometers off the coast of Brazil is an island that serves as a nexus. It doesn’t exist on any map. The portal to the Sanctuary is on that island, and we’re going to try and land there.”

“And this is difficult because…?”

Peaches nudged around me and settled on the floor near Monty with a thump.

“The runic interference around the island prevents any type of teleportation. Many have tried, but there have only been three people I know who’ve managed to land an aircraft on the nexus. Two of them are the pilots of this plane.”

“And everyone else?”

“Vaporized on approach.” He settled into a seat and fastened his seatbelt. “You’d better sit down before René takes off.”


























TWENTY

“JONNO! I SWEAR, I will leave your sorry ass if you don’t get here with my—”

Jonno poked his head through the doorway with a smile.

“Coffee? Did someone ask for coffee?”

“You barely averted your imminent death.”

I saw that he had extra cups and handed Dex and me one before disappearing into the cockpit. LD and TK were sitting near the rear, speaking to each other in hushed voices. I saw the tension in TK’s face as she sat in her seat. 

She was sitting rigid and choking the handrests as black arcs of energy danced around her. LD was speaking to her in a calm tone. She didn’t look at him as she responded.

“TK doesn’t like flying, usually.” Dex sipped his coffee. “She really hates flying with René.”

“Because she’s a suicidal maniac, that’s why,” TK said from the back. “I don’t enjoy the sensation of impending death, unless I’m the one causing it.”

“I heard that!” René answered and slammed the cockpit door shut. A few seconds later, her voice came over the intercom. “This is your captain, the suicidal maniac, advising you to fasten your seatbelts. We will take off in two minutes.”

The Strix rolled out and taxied far enough from the hangar for the tail to clear it. I looked out the window and wondered how we were going to take off, since Teterboro Airport only had two runways, and we weren’t anywhere near them.

I felt the plane lurch back as we lifted off the ground. I looked at the turbines and realized the Strix was a VTOL aircraft, equipped for vertical take-off and landing. 

We hovered over the ground for a few seconds before shooting straight up. My stomach sank to the floor. I glanced back and saw TK’s eyes glowing bright green. LD was still speaking to her. Dex was sipping his coffee. Monty was asleep with Peaches by his feet.

The turbines turned, and we started moving forward quickly. This only seemed to agitate TK more, since the glow from the rear of the plane intensified. 

Jonno stepped out from the cockpit and sat in the seat opposite Dex.

“Runic interference near the nexus is off the charts.” Jonno took a sip from his coffee. “We’re flying nap-of-the-earth to avoid detection, but that means we have to stay under Mach one.”

“I didn’t think a plane this size could hit any Mach speed.”

“The Strix isn’t supposed to be a VTOL either,” Jonno replied. “Dex, the problem will be landing at the nexus. We’re going to have to go in dark. Which is going to piss off TK to no end. Can you keep an eye on her?”

“I’ll do what I can. Tell René to make it as smooth as possible. How long before we arrive?”

“A few hours at our present velocity.” He looked over at Monty. “Is he going to be okay? He’s not looking well.”

“I’ll be fine,” Monty answered, keeping his eyes closed. “I’ve been advised to conserve as much energy as possible.”

“Sounds like a solid plan.” Jonno nodded and raised an eyebrow. “One more thing. LD told us this was one way. How are you getting back? You can’t stay on the nexus for more than an hour before the runic activity fries all of you.”

“We’re all going through the nexus, but LD and TK will hold the breach at the Sanctuary wall until we finish inside.” Dex locked eyes with Jonno for a few seconds. “Or die trying.”

“Do I need to call the cavalry?” Jonno asked after a pause. “A few of them are in the neighborhood, and the rest can be located fairly quickly.”

Dex shook his head and looked over at Monty. “You’re doing more than I can ask by taking us to the nexus. No, I don’t want this rippling back on the Ten. LD and TK are going to take enough heat for this, but they have the boutique.”

“They can disappear, I know.” Jonno looked to the rear of the plane. LD was holding TK’s hand, and she was resting her head back with her eyes closed. “We can make ourselves pretty scarce, but if they come after us with runic trackers, they’ll find us eventually.”

“This is why you’re only taking us to the nexus. We’ll make our own way back.”

“What do you mean by going in dark?” I had a bad feeling about what he meant, but I wanted to make sure. “That means lights off?”

Jonno gave me a crooked smile. “The energy at the nexus will fry us if it senses any overt runic activity. We have dampeners to combat some of its defenses, but we don’t take any chances. ‘We go dark’ means everything gets shut off, and we glide in with an assist at the end.”

“He’s kidding, right?” I looked at Dex, who wasn’t smiling. “Is he serious? We’re gliding in with an assist?”

“Now you know why TK hates flying with René.”


























TWENTY-ONE

JONNO RETURNED TO the cockpit after sharing our landing strategy and scaring the hell out of me. I felt like moving to the back with TK. I wondered if LD could surround me with a shock-absorbing orb in case our landing was by collision with the nexus.

“Over here, lad.” Dex tapped me on the shoulder. “You need something to keep your brain active. Let’s work on your orbs.”

I gave him a look because this was Dex, and I never knew exactly what he meant.

“My what?”

He cupped his hands in front of him and looked at me as if that was supposed to make it clearer. “Your orbs. I hear they’re shriveled up and useless.”

“I don’t think my orbs are any of your business, no offense.” I leaned over and glanced at Monty, who was doing a great job at fake-sleeping, except for the small smile across his lips. “Was this Monty? He’s never seen my orbs.”

“It wasn’t the pup.” Dex looked down at Peaches. “Let’s have it, then, show me what you got.”

I was about to unleash a set of extra colorful curses going back several generations, to my Hispanic maternal grandmother, when Monty interrupted.

“He means your Incantation of Light,” Monty said without turning. I could hear the smile in his voice. “And they do need work, unless you plan on unleashing anemic raisins at accomplished mages who will blast you where you stand.”

“They’re getting better,” I lied. “Now they’re almost the size of apples.”

“Perhaps upon seeing your desiccated Apples of Destructive Might, the Sanctuary mages will surrender to your greater magical ability.” He turned to face me. “Show my uncle your almighty Incantation of Light orb.”

“Well, of course I mean his Incantation of Light.” Dex looked at Monty, confused. “What else would I mean?”

I held my hand out and focused.

“Igniscoruscanti,” I whispered, forming an orb of violet energy. It was about the size of a grapefruit and hovered in my palm. I felt the energy race up my arm and suffuse my body with warmth. 

I looked at Monty with a smug smile as he glanced down at my hand and pointed. I felt the orb begin to shrink. It kept shrinking until it was the size of a grape. I concentrated and imagined pumping energy into it. The next second, it popped like a soap bubble and disappeared.

Dex nodded for a few seconds, trying to keep a straight face. He burst into laughter after I stared at him.

“I’m sorry, lad,” he said in-between guffaws. “That was the saddest orb I have ever seen. How did you make it pop like that at the end?”

“I think you may be suffering from premature orb formation,” Monty said seriously as Dex held his breath. “Sometimes those orbs are hard to keep firm.”

Dex burst into laughter again.

“Oh, you two are hilarious,” I snapped back. “I see this incredible sense of humor is a genetic defect.”

The laughter did help, actually. It was good to see Monty attempt a smile, even if it was at my expense. It helped keep the thoughts about his rapid aging in the back of my mind.

“Come here, lad.” Dex waved me over. “I’ll help you massage it into shape.” He almost burst into another fit of laughter. “Sorry, I meant I’ll give you a hand.”

He let out another burst of laughter as I waited, staring at him. His face hit beet red, and he was short of breath by the time he composed himself.

“Are you done?”

He nodded and waved me over again. “Sit down over here.” He patted the chair in front of him.

I sat across from him and swiveled the chair to face him.

“Who taught you this spell?”

“Thomas the traitor,” I growled. “While we were in London.”

“Ach, there’s your problem right there.” Dex pointed at me. “Every time you use this spell, you’re angry. It’ll never work that way. You have to let go of the anger and the hate.”

“He tried to kill me, Monty, and Peaches,” I shot back. “You want me to have warm, fuzzy thoughts about him?”

Peaches opened an eye, looked at me, and raised his head.

<Do you need me to lick you? My saliva also has calming properties.>

<I’m fine, no thanks.>

<Do you need meat? I always feel better after eating meat. Is there any meat around? Are you going to make some?>

<I’ll get you some meat later. Why don’t you go back to your nap?>

<I will. If you need a lick or make some meat, I’m right here.>

<Good to know, thanks.>

He closed his eyes and settled back down. A few seconds later, he was snoring.

Dex looked at me. “You have to let go of the hate and anger. Casting is all about being in control. You’re not a mage, so you don’t have the benefit of years of training. If you try and cast this way it will lead you to—”

“The dark side?”

“Are you daft? What dark side? It will lead you to sprain that thick skull of yours. The hate and anger get in the way of control. Are you going to take this seriously or not?”

“I’m sorry, I thought you were going to go all Yoda on me for a moment.”

“Yogurt? Who’s talking about curdled milk? We’re talking magic here, boy.”

“I was just making a reference to—”

He waved my words away and held up a finger, silencing me.

“Light, dark, and everything in between depends on the magic-user. The energy isn’t good or bad. It all comes down to the wielder. Now…pay attention!” 

He flicked me on the forehead with his index finger. I heard a chuckle from the rear of the plane and caught LD covering his face and looking to the side.

“Fine, show me what I need to do.”

“The first thing we need to change is the word of power.”


























TWENTY-TWO

“ARE YOU SURE it’s safe to do this in here?” I looked around the plane and especially in the direction of the cockpit.

“We can’t very well go outside now, can we?”

“That’s not what I meant. I mean what if I lose control and damage René’s plane?”

“I strongly advise against that. She’s quite particular about her plane.”

“That’s not helping. We’re in a pressurized environment. If the orb punches a hole in the plane, we can crash—or worse, explode.”

“Oh, that would make René extremely angry indeed.”

“Dex, this is serious. We should do this someplace like the Danger Room at the boutique.”

“Deadly serious, yes. Consider it incentive to get focused.”

“Why am I even doing this?” I threw my hands up in the air, frustrated. “The Sanctuary will be locked down against magic. I won’t even be able to use this spell.”

“Let’s say for a moment that you learn the spell, I mean really learn it.” 

“Hard to believe, but okay. Then what? I’m still in a place where I don’t have access to magic.”

“Unless that access is changed somehow,” he answered. “The mages will see you as a special human most likely, but not a threat. Except, you know a spell, you have a—”

“A magic missile,” I finished. “They’ll never expect that from me.”

“Well, to be honest, I don’t expect much from you either, but let’s give it a go, shall we?”

“Well, I’m all confident now, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now, focus. Did he teach you the pattern to the incantation?”

I did the complicated pattern Thomas had taught me. It still felt like watching the third-base coach telling me to steal home before the next pitch. Dex nodded in approval as I went through the different gestures.

“That was bloody excellent.”

“Thank you, it took a while before I got the entire pattern down and—”

“And bloody useless. Forget it, forget all of it.”

“What? Thomas said it was necessary to learn the pattern.”

“Bollocks.” Dex leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers, and stared at me. “Do you know why mages do all the finger-wiggling and gesturing?”

“Because the gestures unlock the mysteries of the cosmos?”

“Who sold you that load of shite? If that were the case, I’d be all enlightened by now, which I can guarantee you, I’m not.”

“I thought the gestures were special diagrams symbolizing contained power and runes.”

He leaned forward. “So what you’re saying is, if I scratch my arse or pick my nose, I’m unlocking power? What power am I using now?” 

He proceeded to extend his middle finger into my face. 

“None.”

“Damn right. All of that is rubbish. You train with that…Master Yak, don’t you?”

“Master Yat.” I nodded. “If you call practiced agony training, then yes.”

“He teaches you drills, doesn’t he? Forms that you have to learn to remember the techniques, yes?”

“Yes, he calls them kata or prearranged forms. It helps me remember groups of techniques by grouping them into a prearranged sequence.”

“And when you face off against an enemy, do you fight with the kata?”

“No, that would get me killed. The techniques are modified to fit the situation.”

He leaned back and stared at me. It took a moment, but it dawned on me. He nodded when the realization hit.

“Tell me,” he said, glancing over at Monty. “Tell me why the gestures exist.”

“They’re kata?”

He slapped my knee and grinned before becoming serious again. “Most mages think the gestures are the key to using their magic. Those of us who are older are a bit wiser.”

“The gestures are shorthand to the runes, but it’s deeper than that,” I said, putting it together. “The study and years of training. The runes affect the energy around us, but it comes down to the will. This is why mages don’t use a focus. They are the focus.”

He pointed at me and nodded. “It comes down to manipulating energy and use of will. Even the words of power are just giving energy shape and form. Those are used when the spell has a unique component.” 

He held his hand in front of me, palm up. With his other hand, he pointed at his palm.

“A special component?”

“This incantation requires life force. In your case, since you’ve been cursed by Kali to have an abundance of this, it becomes an especially dangerous spell. Do you understand?”

“Being immortal means I have an unlimited supply of magic missiles?”

“We’ll call that close enough.” He shook his head and looked down at his hand. I followed his eyes as he spoke quietly. “Ignisvitae.”

A green orb of power the size of a basketball formed in the center of his palm and floated just above his hand. I felt the energy coming off the orb in waves. He looked at me, grinned, and closed his hand around the orb, absorbing it. He nodded to me. 

“You want me to do that?”

“Use the word and create the orb. No gestures, no anger or hate. Just focus and make the orb.”

“Dex, is that a good idea?” LD said from the back. “He won’t be able to control it if he does make one.”

Dex swiveled his chair to face LD.

“Have you seen his orbs?” he said with a chuckle. “They’re the size of grapes. Besides, it takes years to master an Incantation of Light. We’re safe. This is just an exercise to get him to stretch his—”

“Ignisvitae,” I whispered and felt a rush of power. It raced down my arm and pooled in my hand, coalescing. 

“Uncle Dex,” Monty said, staring at me, “you may want to reconsider…”

“Dex!” LD yelled and pointed at me. “Shit!”

I held a violet orb of power about two feet in diameter in the palm of my hand. The energy of the orb coursed through my arm. 

Dex turned and stared at the orb in my hand, and then he stared in my eyes. “That’s not a grape-sized orb, lad.” He kept his voice calm and modulated, and I realized LD was right. I had no idea what to do with this orb.

“I don’t think I can hold on to it, Dex. It wants to push off my hand. Should I focus more?”

“No! I mean no,” he said quickly. “Bloody hell, you’ve surprised us all, but now we—and by we I mean you—need to get rid of that orb.”

Holding on to the orb felt like trying to push the two like poles of magnets together. It wanted to push it off my hand and I had to keep adjusting to maintain its position.

“Do I just close my hand like you did?”

“Let’s start with that.” He nodded and I saw his hands give off a green glow. “I’ll try to give you a hand.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Monty start gesturing.

Jonno’s voice came over the intercom. “In an effort to save time and fuel, we’ve bisected the Bermuda Triangle. We’re approaching the point near Puerto Rico where we will experience the greatest runic turbulence.”

“It doesn’t surprise me that she went through the Triangle,” TK said, raising her voice as her eyes began to glow a deeper green. “She’s trying to kill us!”

“TK, trying to focus here, thank you,” Dex said, never taking his eyes off the orb.

“Please fasten your seatbelts,” Jonno’s calm voice continued. “From there we will head south and hug the coast of Brazil. Please strap in, the Triangle is bumpy at the best of times. Once past, we will begin our approach to the nexus. Thank you.”

“Oh, bugger,” Dex said as the plane lurched up and then slammed down. The orb bounced out of my hand and shot down the aisle to the rear of the plane as we stared at its trajectory. “That’s not good.”

LD was already moving. He gestured and formed a lattice of gray energy in his fingers. The Strix shifted to the right and yawed, throwing us against the wall. LD missed the orb as the lattice sailed past me and enveloped Dex.

“Bollocks!” I saw Dex wrestling with the lattice as it wrapped itself around him and constricted his movement. 

TK and Monty, the only two who were still wearing seatbelts, swiveled their chairs and cast a spell, which intercepted the orb with a black and golden lattice and suspended it mid-cabin. It remained frozen in place, and I breathed a sigh of relief as the orb vibrated against the forces holding it there. 

“LD, try and siphon the energy from it, that way Simon can absorb what’s left,” Dex said as he undid the lattice from around his body.

“On it.” LD approached the orb unsteadily as the plane lurched and bounced. He gestured as he stepped close.

“Brilliant idea, Dex.” TK glared at him. “Why don’t we have the immortal use his life force to create an orb that can basically punch through anything, while we’re in a plane?”

 “Make it quick, boy,” Dex hissed, ignoring TK. “We hit any more runic turbulence and it’ll punch a hole right through the Strix.”

I approached the orb from the other end and closed the distance, using the chairs to keep me from falling over as I headed down the aisle. LD did the same.

René’s voice came over the intercom. “TK, are you secured safely in your seat?”

“Of course I’m secured in my seat, you maniac!” TK yelled back. “You should rename this piece of flying debris the Ostrich. You fly almost as well as one!”

“Just checking,” René singsonged over the intercom. “Wouldn’t want any of my passengers to experience discomfort as we evade the next wave of runic turbulence.”

“What wave of runic turbulence?” TK asked.

“Please brace yourselves,” René said over the intercom. “We will be leaving the Triangle and the worst of the turbulence shortly.”

I heard Dex curse and secure his seatbelt. Monty gestured, forming a violet lattice that descended on Peaches and secured him in place.

“You wouldn’t dare,” TK hissed as black energy covered her arms. “I’m going to strangle her.”

LD and I both stared at each other. “Oh, shit,” I said.

We moved to close in on the orb as the plane ascended and entered a canopy roll. LD and I bounced off the ceiling, into the lattice holding the orb, and landed in a heap. The Strix was still shaking from the turbulence when I heard the high-pitched whine. 

The orb, reacting to the force we had applied to the lattice, shot straight up and out of the Strix, blasting a hole in the cabin.

“That wasn’t me!” I looked up into the hole as klaxons blared and red emergency lights flashed throughout the plane.

“Strap in,” LD said, pushing me to the front and then gesturing. “It’s going to get dicey on the approach.”

I ran to the chair opposite Dex and strapped in. Dex grinned at me and patted me on the knee. “I’d say that was a good first attempt.”

I stared at him as the cockpit door slammed open behind me.

“What happened to my plane?” René screamed as she approached the extra ventilation my magic missile had provided. She whirled on TK, who was sitting, quietly wrapped in black energy, and staring back at her.

“It wasn’t me, but if you like, I can finish the dismantling of this flying heap you call a plane.”

“Do not insult the Strix.” René pointed at TK and glared. “Be thankful we were flying so low, or we’d all be gasping for air in freefall right now.”

“LD will take care of it.” Dex grabbed René by the wrist. “Get us to the nexus.”

“He’d better get it fixed, Dex,” she growled and pulled her arm away before heading back to the front.

René stomped back into the cockpit, slamming the door behind her. A few seconds later, Jonno ran out and joined LD as they reformed the Strix.

“We’re approaching the nexus,” René’s angry voice came over the intercom. “If you can manage to refrain from punching any more holes in the Strix, we will land in two minutes. We’re going in dark, which means no magic use.”

The klaxons turned off and the plane went dark. I could still see the faint gray glow surrounding LD and Jonno as they repaired the plane. 

“That should do it.” LD sat in a chair and gasped. “I need a vacation.”

Jonno looked at the location where the magic missile had broken through the cabin. He placed his hand on it and the ceiling was covered in a light blue glow. After a few seconds, he nodded and the glow subsided.

“Nice work, LD,” Jonno muttered as he examined the repair again. “I’ll have to take her to the shop for a thorough fix but it should hold for now.”

“You won’t be able to stay on the nexus long.” LD nodded and rested his head back. “Drop us and get the hell away.”

Jonno bumped fists with LD and glanced back at the green glow that was surrounding TK, before heading over to Dex. “This smells just like you, Dex. No more magic practice until you are off the Strix.”

Dex held his hands up in mock surrender. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No more magic, I’m serious.”

“Jonno,” René’s voice came over the intercom, “T-minus one twenty.”

Jonno headed back to the cockpit and shot Dex one more look before closing the door.

“It’s almost like they don’t trust me.” Dex looked over to where TK sat, still glowing green and simmering.

“Yeah, I wonder why that is?” Peaches, now free from the lattice, came over and plopped at my feet. The runes on his collar pulsed in the low light conditions, as did my matching bracelet.

<The angry man isn’t feeling well.>

<I know, boy. But he’ll get better soon.>

<If I lick him, he will get better.>

<Let’s save the saliva therapy for later. Right now, he needs to rest. We have a lot of work to do.>

I ran my hand over Peaches’ collar and felt the energy pulse along its length. “Dex, why do we have to go in dark, again?”

“The nexus is covered with a dense runic field that acts as a defensive measure. Any runic activity on approach activates it. Once we’re on the island, we can cast, but even that is dangerous. I wouldn’t cast more than a teleportation circle on the nexus. Why?”

“The limiter and my bracelet.” I held up my wrist holding the pulsing stones. “Do these count as runic ability?”

“Ten seconds to touchdown,” René said over the intercom.

The air in the cabin shifted, and I felt the hair on the back of my arms stand on end as it became charged. I saw small arcs of red energy dance between Peaches and me.

Fear filled Dex’s eyes as he realized my observation. The fear I saw in his eyes kick-started the voice in my head into full-blown panic. I slapped the voice upside the head and grabbed it by the throat until it shut up.

Dex flung green discs of energy at all of us. He shoved Peaches and me away and tossed the last two discs through the cockpit door, as a bolt of bright red energy sliced through the Strix where I had been standing seconds earlier, severing the cabin in half. We fell for half a second before a green flash blinded me.


























TWENTY-THREE

PARTS OF THE Strix littered the island we stood on. Above us, the sky was a borealis on steroids as the runic defenses danced across it in a kaleidoscope of color. I looked around to take in where we were. The nexus was about half a square mile of flat, featureless land. 

There were no structures or buildings of any type. The only indication that someone had been here before us were the large circles covered in runes off to one side from where we arrived. Nothing grew on the island. I figured the lack of vegetation was due to the excess magic.

LD and TK were doing something near the circles. Dex was out of earshot, speaking to a screaming René. Jonno stood next to her, looking about as displeased as she sounded. Monty, looking more like his regular, scowly self, stood next to me and took in the lack of scenery.

“I think your destructiveness is contagious.” I looked around at the debris that used to be the Strix. “Maybe it’s a virus? Like a tristanullificationterminus virus. It causes the infected to obliterate things in proximity against their will.” 

“A virus?”

“I could call it MontyNT? Guaranteed to leave an impression, or is that ‘depression’?”

He stared at me and then looked off into the distance before answering. “Your brain is very similar to the nexus, Simon.”

“Colorful and mysterious.” I nodded solemnly. “I get that a lot.”

He turned to face me. “I was thinking more along the lines of ‘empty and devoid of substance.’”

“Well, it’s good to see old age hasn’t affected that cutting wit of yours,” I grumbled. “Sharp as a butter knife.”

“Didn’t our brief visit to London teach you anything about listening to my uncle?” He looked over to where Dex and René were still conversing. 

It was actually more Dex standing there as René waved her arms and yelled at him. Every so often, I could hear Dex’s baritone voice interject, and René would launch into another tirade.

“Are you saying the Strix was my fault?” I held up the pulsing entropy bracelet. “If I remember correctly, this whole limiter idea was yours to begin with.”

“It wasn’t entirely your fault. The limiter should have been masked or dampened.” He scowled and for a moment looked like his normal self. “If I weren’t preoccupied with other matters, like my accelerated aging, I would have addressed that. My apologies.”

“At least you look better.” I glanced over at him. “Is that because you used a reservoir?”

He nodded. “I need to be judicious about their use.” He looked down at his fingers. The black bands glistened in the morning sun. They were simple rings with intricate runes etched into the surface. One of them had faded to a lighter color, appearing more gray than black.

“How long does each reservoir last?”

“Depends on what spells I cast, it seems.” He held up the finger with the gray ring. “The lattices I used to contain your orb and creature were costly because they’re designed to remain constant, drawing power from me—or from the reservoirs, in this case.”

“And one of your flame orbs of obliteration?”

“Should be a minimal expenditure of energy, depending on the size of the target.”

“So orb-flinging and blowing up buildings, yes. Force fields and prolonged spells, no.”

“This from the person who just destroyed a state-of-the-art, one-of-a-kind stealth plane with…what do you call it? A magic missile?”

“That wasn’t my fault. Dex suggested we try it on the plane, of all places.” I held up the bracelet again. “Besides, it wasn’t the missile that destroyed the Strix. It was Peaches’ limiter and this crazy bracelet.”

“True, he should’ve known better, but he’s Dex. He also managed to get us off the plane safely. Sometimes I think he does it deliberately.”

“I didn’t know you could throw teleportation circles like that.”

“I can’t.” He shook his head and almost smiled. “I doubt there are any mages on the planet, besides my uncle, who can execute a multiple teleport mid-flight as the plane is disintegrating around us. Uncle Dex is a prodigy in many of the things he manages to do, including angering people.”

“René sounds pissed.” I looked over to where she stood. “Not that I blame her. The Strix was a nice plane.”

A green flash caught my eye and René and Jonno were gone. Dex came over to where we stood and narrowed his eyes at Monty.

“She didn’t want to say goodbye?” I looked over to where the green glow faded. 

“Actually she did, but it required inflicting each of us with incredible amounts of pain.” He shook his head. “I promised to get her another Strix, and she calmed down to only wanting to maim us.”

“Were you trying to get us killed?” Monty asked. “You know Simon isn’t a mage and has no training.”

“Perfect—no bad habits to unlearn.” He narrowed his eyes at Monty again. “How much did you use?”

“I’m fine.” Monty waved away the words. “Cecil won’t be able to get her a Strix, you know.”

“I know. I have a contact in Division 13. They’ll get her a new one. They owe the Ten.”

“You have a contact in Division 13?” Monty raised an eyebrow. “Why am I not surprised.”

“I do.” It was Dex’s turn to wave the words away. “They’ll get her a new Strix with all the latest gadgets. She may not be giving us any rides in the near future. At least, not until she calms down.”

“She’s always been attached to her planes,” LD said as he walked over. “How’s Jonno?”

“A lot calmer than René. Out of the two, he’s the more dangerous.”

“I still remember his wind tunnel.” LD shuddered. “You don’t want him pissed at you.”

“Did you prep our arrival?” Dex looked down at the circles. “We have to get in without tripping the outer defenses.” 

“I can breach the outer defenses and the wall.” He glanced at TK, whose eyes were no longer glowing green. “After the breach, we’ll maintain the exit. Once inside, you’ll have to do the heavy lifting.”

“Can you compensate for the limiter?” Dex pointed at my wrist. “We all dropped the ball on that one.”

“That was sloppy. I didn’t think it would set off the nexus. Apparently, it’s not as dormant as I thought it would be.”

“Is this going to be a problem?” Dex frowned, looking down at Peaches’ collar.

“Maybe the hellhound can wait outside with TK and me?” LD suggested.

Dex cocked his head to one side. “You haven’t dealt with hellhounds much, have you?”

“I know they like to eat and destroy. He’s actually perfect for this group.”

TK stepped forward and rubbed Peaches’ ears. “You can’t hold a hellhound. His bond allows him to follow Simon anywhere. He’s better off going with them. We can hold the breach.” She turned to LD. “You can use the inverted masking rune on the limiter, darling. It should do the job in the short term.”

LD nodded. “That could work. Give me a few minutes.” He stepped to one of the circles and began drawing symbols into the existing design.

“How long can you hold it open before you need to abandon the breach?” Monty asked, looking over to where LD was working. 

“LD will be keeping it open, that’s his strength.” TK looked down at her hands. “Mine is making sure he stays alive. You have three days at most before he’s too weak to maintain the exit. Then we leave, with or without you.”

“Excuse me? Three days?” LD grinned as he looked up from the circle. “You underestimate my greatness, dear. This is not my first break-in.”

“It’s the first time you’ve infiltrated the Sanctuary.” She gave him the ‘if you continue down this road, only pain awaits you’ smile. “It would be better to be conservative and not dead. Don’t you think, darling?”

“How many?” Dex crouched down and examined the circle with the inverted masking rune. “And don’t stretch it. I’ll not be answering to TK for your demise.”

“I can give you four, max. This is not my first break-in,” LD said again, oblivious to TK’s smile of impending doom. “If we get caught, it may be my last, though.”

“You’re opening the door,” Dex said, his tone serious. “We’re the ones going in. Your job is to make sure we can get out once we’re done. Or to make sure no one gets out if we fail. Three days. If we’re not at the exit by then, you’re gone.” 

TK nodded but remained silent.

LD brushed off his hands and stood. “We’re ready. You want to check the circles before I start?”

Dex looked them over and crouched down, pointing to one side. He and LD discussed something in hushed tones. TK gestured and materialized a sausage for Peaches.

<She’s still scary, but I like her. She makes the best meat.>

<I’ll let her know.>

<Please do. Let her teach you how to make the magic meat.>

<I’ll inform her that she has passed your seal of approval.>

“Peaches says thank you, and that your choice of meat happens to be his favorite.”

TK smiled and rubbed Peaches’ ears again.

“He is most welcome.”

“Your opinion on this, nephew.” Dex called out and Monty headed over to where LD and Dex were crouched.

“What is Division 13?” I asked, looking at TK as she kept rubbing Peaches. “How are they going to produce a plane that runs about sixty-five million without the bells and whistles?”

“Dex isn’t part of the Ten.” She stood and moved away from the circles. “He’s been invited several times, but he’s just too free a spirit.” 

“I get that from him,” I said. “He doesn’t like being tied down.”

“The same thing happened at the Sanctuary. He could have easily been an Elder by now, but he chose his freedom over the constraints of leadership.”

“What does this have to do with this Division 13? How is he connected to it?”

“I don’t know the details,” she answered. “But I’ll tell you what he told me when I asked about them.”

“What did he say?”

“He told me he needed to help them,” she replied quietly. “He said, ‘He who fights with monsters should see to it that he himself doesn’t become a monster.’”

“Was he talking about them or himself?”

“I don’t know. Maybe one day you can ask him.”


























TWENTY-FOUR

WE WALKED OVER and joined Dex, LD and Monty.

“This isn’t a teleportation.” LD pointed at the circle beneath us. “It’s nothing as delicate or finessed as that.”

“Then what is it?” I feared for my digestive system. “And how much will I throw up when we arrive?”

LD chuckled. “You should be fine, more or less. What we’re going to do is more of a temporal shove.”

TK nodded. “That was actually an apt description, darling.”

“Thank you, dear. I thought you’d like it.”

“I do.” She waved a hand. “Carry on.”

“In order for all of us to make the trip, you need to be in sync with me. This is a Sanctuary failsafe so no one accidentally finds it.” 

“So you can’t just Croft your way into the Sanctuary?”

“Correct. I don’t have an issue with the hellhound. I think he can pretty much go wherever he wants, but you aren’t a mage, so we need to get your thoughts aligned.”

“How do we do that?”

“For this trip, you need to think like a mage.” 

“You mean, I need to be deranged and think in concepts that make no sense, even though I’m using English to describe them?”

LD glanced up from the runes he was working on in the circle. “He sounds like you, Dex.” 

“Mages occasionally get caught in their echo chambers, yes. This is why we probably prefer to be alone.” TK gestured and materialized a spoon in her hand. “What am I showing you right now, Simon? What do you see?”

Somehow, I knew this was a trick question. I narrowed my eyes in my best Eastwood squint, easily a three on my glare-o-meter, and gave her the answer I thought she wanted to hear.

“That… there is no spoon.”

I was confident I had koaned the hell out of her question, and smiled smugly.

She looked at me, looked at the spoon, and then looked at me again. She held the spoon up a little higher. My eyes tracked it as she slid the spoon side to side and then thwacked me in the center of the forehead.

“Does that feel like I’m not holding a spoon?”

“Ow! What the hell?”

LD and Dex chuckled, and Monty turned away with a smile almost crossing his lips. The pain radiated outward from the center of my forehead. I rubbed it as she stared at me. Peaches chuffed at my feet.

<I can bite her, but she might do something nasty and painful to you. Also, she may not make any more meat for me. That would not be good.>

<So glad your first concern is not for my safety but for your supply of sausage.>

<You told me to focus on the important things. She makes the best meat. Meat is life.>

<I thought a bondmate was supposed to be the most important thing to a hellhound?>

<Right after meat, you are the most important thing.>

<Good to know where I stand.>

<On your feet, like always? Did she hit your head too hard?>

TK sighed and looked at LD. “Maybe we can leave him and the hellhound here?”

“No,” Monty said quietly. “Show him. Use a transference burst.”

TK looked at Dex, who nodded. “We need to get off the nexus, and we’re running out of time. It’s the fastest way.”

“He’s not a mage,” she answered. “The pain…”

“No choice.” Dex put a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t take this personally, but your brain just doesn’t function like a mage. This is to help you see things differently enough to get you to the Sanctuary. It’s going to hurt.”

“What kind of pain are we talking here? Is it like a migraine or something? Do I get a warning or will—?”

TK placed two fingers on my forehead and images blasted into my brain. The pain was a migraine, followed by the feeling of an axe splitting my skull open. 

This allowed the jackhammer to pound my brain to a mushy pulp so it could drain out my ears. This was then followed by an ample dose of hydrochloric acid to clean out what was left. 

Finally, she used a blowtorch to distract me from the pain and seared everything to dust as I nearly collapsed, holding my head. LD and Dex held me up when my legs stopped working. I heard Peaches whine at my feet. She removed her fingers from my forehead and the pain subsided.

“Monitor the hellhound,” I heard her say from a distance. “He’s going to experience some backlash along their bond.”

I thought she was done, when she placed two fingers on my forehead again. She said something under her breath and the Vulcan mind-meld from hell started again with the migraine. The cycle repeated, and I started to scream. I blacked out shortly after that.


























TWENTY-FIVE

I OPENED MY eyes to a rainbow sky.

TK stepped into my field of vision. She flashed a light in my eyes and nodded. “He’s back.”

“Good, we need to get off this rock,” Dex growled. “I’m starting to feel the effects of the runic interference.”

She held up the spoon in front of my face. I felt the warm flush of my curse deal with whatever damage I had just gone through. All I wanted to do was lie down and sleep for a few centuries, except it hurt to breathe and think.

“What did you do?” I was groggy and sore all at once.

“Simon,” she said in a low voice, “what do you see?”

“A spoon,” I answered, upset. “What did you expect me to see? You melted my brain just so I could explain to you that you’re holding a simultaneously convex and concave construct designed to displace food?”

“He’s ready,” she said with a smile. “I don’t know how long it will last, so let’s go, darling.”

“Watching you work is just...wow, dear.” 

“Eloquent as always, darling. Can we go now?”

LD shifted to the circle under us as I looked on in wonder. I actually understood what he was doing. The symbols he manipulated were clear. I understood their purpose and how they interacted with each other. I bent down to touch one of the symbols, and Dex smacked my hand, standing me up.

“I can see it, Dex,” I said in awe. “I understand it now. I can help. It’s only a matter of shifting the temporal axis several degrees until we align with the Sanctuary’s position in time and space.”

“Not bad,” LD said from the ground as he manipulated more of the symbols. “Keep the newly enlightened member of the team away from the symbols so we’re not scattered all over the place.”

TK grabbed my arm and gently but firmly guided me away from LD.

“What did you do to me and why do I sound like Monty?”

“I gave your brain a little nudge and accelerated your understanding a bit. It’s just firing a bit faster now.”

“You used your creative ability to augment the synaptic firing rate and load capacity of my neurons?” The words spilled out, and I looked at her, surprised. “How did I do that?”

“How long will it last?” Dex asked. “More importantly, did you give him brain damage?”

“Not very long.” TK raised her voice and glanced at LD.

“Don’t rush me, woman,” LD muttered under his breath. “This isn’t as easy as I make it look.”

“I can’t give him another transference.” TK looked at me and pulled me back as I started drifting over to where LD was working on the runes. “I’m surprised he survived this one. He should be a basket case or comatose after that.”

“I would attribute it to the protective measures of the curse that is currently keeping my body in a state of molecular stasis. This prevents my body from aging or taking damage,” I said. “If you allow me to assist LD, I’m certain I can expedite the process and remove us from this location, before any of you suffer from the detrimental effects of exposure.”

“Wonderful,” Dex said with a sigh. “That sounds like a great idea, but why don’t we let LD get us to the Sanctuary?”

“I was merely offering an alternative to the less-than-efficient approach LD is utilizing. Aren’t we on a limited timetable?”

LD looked up and shot me a look. “Excuse me? Less than efficient?”

I nodded as Dex dragged me over to the other side of the circle. “There are three—no, four—other ways you can arrange those runes to create a quantum bridge and transport us to the Sanctuary. All of them faster than the method you are currently employing. Would you like me to demonstrate them to you?”

“I’m not feeling this suddenly magey Simon,” LD snapped. “Keep him over there until I’m done.”

“He does have a point, darling,” TK said gently. “We’re running out of time.”

LD threw his hands up. “Do you want to have Mage Einstein over there transport us to the Sanctuary?”

“No, of course not. I was merely stating that we are short on time.”

“If I weren’t being interrupted every five seconds…”—he refocused on the runes in front of him— “I’d be done by now.”

I looked down at Peaches, who looked up at me and cocked his head to one side.

<Are you still attuned to the frequency of my thoughts, bondmate?>

I nodded. <Apparently so, although you do sound different.>

<It would seem that whatever process the mage put your brain through is allowing you to modulate your brain waves to my higher frequency.>

<Are you implying this is your normal pattern of thought?>

<Affirmative. However, when I attempted to communicate with you, I found it to be impossible and thus needed to shift my brainwaves to a more primitive level.>

<I understand. I’m not particularly known for dwelling in the realm of higher thought. This is quite a surprise even for me.>

<That would explain their distrust of your offers of help. Although your methodology may be sound, their prior experience of you doesn’t align with your successful manipulation of runic symbols to facilitate a bridge.>

<Point taken.>

<I could really use some protein. A hellhound body burns a tremendous amount of energy, which means I need to keep myself regularly supplied with meat as a source of fuel.>

<You know, there is a high probability I can make some meat for you. I have seen most of them use the gestures. It’s not overly difficult.>

<I refer back to my earlier statement of your not handling runic energy with any kind of expertise. The destruction of the flying vessel was in part due to your use of magic.>

<Yes, but my thought processes have been accelerated, providing me with knowledge I did not possess heretofore.>

<If it means the creation of sustenance with meat products, then I am in accord. Let us commence. I eagerly await your creation of protein.>

Everyone else was focused on LD and his forming of the bridge to get us to the Sanctuary. I turned my back, practiced the gestures I had seen TK execute, and nodded once to Peaches.

<The pattern is firmly in mind. This either creates the most delicious sausage in the history of sausage or opens a direct portal to the Sanctuary. I’m not certain.>

<How can you not be certain? Those are two very distinct objectives.>

<Honestly, I think my mage brain is reverting to normal brain function.>

<As much as I enjoy and appreciate meat, for meat is life, I must advise against this course of action. It jeopardizes us all.>

<I can do this. Meat sausage for the win!>

I gestured and poured my will into creating the best sausage for Peaches. After several tries, nothing happened.

A muffled explosion went off behind me, and I turned in time to see LD launched out of the circle and across the ground for several feet.

“What the hell?” he yelled as he started walking back to the circle. “Which one of you cast while I’m performing a delicate runic construction so we can enter the Sanctuary without being noticed?”

They all turned to face me.

<This is very bad.>

<I agree. I thought for sure I had your sausage. Well, at least I didn’t create a doorway to the Sanctuary. That would’ve been really bad.>

A whoosh and the sound of metal across stone cut through the silence behind LD.

“Were you trying to pay us a visit?” a voice said as a rift opened. “It’s considered the height of poor manners to invade a home without an invitation. And I don’t recall seeing your invitation.”

A figure stepped through the rift, dressed in a black suit with a golden circle on the lapel. His thin frame gave off waves of energy as he leaned forward on his walking stick.

LD turned around and backed up. “Oh, shit. Is that Wenk?” 

The man stood just outside the circle. His dark eyes glistened with deep violet power as he took in everyone. A slight smile played across his lips. He was tall, with salt-and-pepper hair cut short to his head. A long scar running down the left side of his face marred his otherwise flawless visage.

“I would be remiss if I didn’t greet you properly, seeing as how you went through all this trouble. The Tushes, and not one, but two Montagues, accompanied by…who are you?”

“Strong. I’m—”

“You don’t look particularly strong, but you do have a hellhound. Maybe I’ll kill you last.”

“That won’t be necessary, Wenk.” Dex stepped forward as green energy enveloped him.

“Oh no,” Wenk said, his voice hardening as he stared at Dex, “I insist. Would you believe I haven’t even signaled the alarm? I wanted to see who would be so bold as to attempt a breach on the Golden Circle, in the Sanctuary no less.”

“Oliver has you watching the perimeter now?” Dex stepped out of the circle. “What did he promise you?”

“What is rightfully ours,” he said, reminding me of Gideon’s last words. “I’m not just watching the perimeter. I guard the Sanctuary.”

Dex narrowed his eyes and scowled. “He made you a Guardian? Where’s Fen?”

“Fen retired, permanently. Afterwards, I became the Guardian.” Wenk traced a finger down the scar on his face. “I never did properly thank you for this.”

“I promise not to be so gentle this time,” Dex replied, his voice hard and angry. “This time I’ll finish the job.”

Dex moved back, and I saw TK and LD flank him. They were moving into a tribus position like the one I saw at the boutique. Monty stepped to my side to protect the rear. I drew Grim Whisper and opened my jacket to give me access to Ebonsoul.

“How dangerous is this guy?” I asked Monty as he adjusted the reservoirs on his fingers. “Can Dex take him?”

“A Guardian is tasked with keeping the Sanctuary safe from any type of invasion—conventional or magical.”

“This is the job of one person?”

Monty shook his hands out and stretched his neck. “One incredibly gifted person, yes.”

“No kidding, he’s a one-man army.”

“After the Elders, he is the most powerful mage in the Sanctuary. He’s also been given that siphon,”—Monty pointed at the walking stick— “which allows him to draw on the power of the Sanctuary.”

“But we aren’t in the Sanctuary.”

“As long as that rift is open, he can access its power.”

“What about the runic interference from the nexus?”

“He just got here. We’ve been here too long. He doesn’t know that now, but he will, once our casting goes awry.”

“How do we stop him?”

“If I can close the rift, you can use your magic missile.”

“Hold on, the runic interference must be affecting my hearing, because I thought you said I could use my magic missile.”

“Do you recall the conversation you had with my uncle on the Strix?” 

“The one that helped blow a giant hole in the cabin?”

“Yes.” He waved my words away, keeping his voice low. “Remember what he said about not expecting a magical attack from you?”

“Yes, my magic missile uses life force. So what?”

“It means you and your creature are the only ones here not affected by runic interference.” Monty looked at the tribus formed by the others. “They don’t have much longer.”

I looked at them and realized their energy signatures were actually diminishing. If I could sense it, then so could Wenk.

“How long have you been on the nexus, Dex?” Wenk asked with a smile. “Your tribus is looking a bit peaked.”

“It hasn’t been long enough to stop us from handling a novice like you,” Dex said as the green energy tightened around his body. 

“You always were a horrible liar,” Wenk said, shaking his head. “I guess I can bury all of you here. I promise to make it a burial befitting traitors and rogues.”

“You two need to get clear, I’ll handle this.” Dex stepped forward and spread his arms. 

TK shook out her arms as black energy arced all over her body. “We all go or we all stay. You know the code, Dex.”

“No way, old man,” LD said, gesturing. “Either we all go, or we all stay. Live or die.”

“Today, it’s die,” Wenk said and slammed his stick into the ground.


























TWENTY-SIX

LARGE CHUNKS OF earth floated into the air as the wave of dark orange energy from Wenk’s strike raced across the ground. The tribus leaped into the air, avoiding the wave. 

Dex landed on his feet, as did TK. LD landed and stumbled back, falling to one knee. Monty gestured and remained rooted. Peaches spread his forelegs, and the wave washed over him with no effect. 

Unprepared, it bounced me about five feet out of the circle. I rolled into a crouch, took aim with Grim Whisper, and fired. 

Wenk moved the walking stick and formed a wall in front of him, deflecting my bullets. A slab about three feet across hit me from the side and sent me sailing. I rolled and bounced for a few feet before coming to a stop.

<I’m going to bite him.>

<Please do. Give him an extra chomp from me.>

Peaches blinked out, reappeared next to Wenk, and looked ready to chomp on his leg, when a stone the size of a bowling ball slammed into his side and sent him sprawling. He shook it off and found his paws sinking into the ground. 

<Get out of there!>

<I’m stuck. The ground isn’t normal.>

Peaches kept sinking until only his head was visible. I noticed the ground he stood in gave off the same dark orange glow as the initial strike.

“Good boy. Stay,” Wenk said, turning to face the others.

Monty raced around the perimeter of the circle as the tribus stepped to the center. They gestured in sync, simultaneously drawing and channeling energy. A swarm of black orbs, tinged with green and overlaid with gray, raced at Wenk.

Wenk stepped back to the rift and drove the stick into the ground. Monty started gesturing as he closed on Wenk. He shot me a look, our own form of shorthand, and I knew what he wanted.

The orbs closed on Wenk as he gestured. A wall of orange energy materialized in front of him. Monty unleashed a violet orb as the barrage crashed into the wall. Wenk lifted his stick and deflected Monty’s orb, which shattered into a shower of riftrunes. A golden lattice formed over the rift, blocking it.

Wenk looked at the lattice, confused, as I whispered, “Ignisvitae.” The violet orb that formed in my palm was smaller this time, only about a foot across, but the energy it contained was overwhelming. I still didn’t know how I was doing it. I only knew that I had to send it to Wenk, now. I extended my arm and pushed the orb at him. It blasted forward faster than I could track, punching a hole through the dark orange wall and through Wenk. He collapsed onto the ground a second later.

“The rift, now!” Dex yelled as we raced to the rapidly closing golden lattice. Dex gestured, lifting Wenk as TK dislodged Peaches, and we stepped through the rift.


























TWENTY-SEVEN

“THE SANCTUARY IS in Cambodia?” I looked around and saw we were standing outside the wall of what looked like Ankgor Wat.

“No, Angkor Wat is the ‘Sanctuary lite.’ TK, I’m going to start the prep,” LD said, moving to the nearest wall and gesturing rapidly. TK rushed to his side and gestured in sequence with him, but slower. “Angkor Wat was copied from the Sanctuary, not the other way around. One of the Elders was a strong influence on the Khmer Empire.”

“How are you using magic? Monty said this would be a dead zone.”

“It is. I’m not using runic energy. I’m doing this the same way you create your orb. Oh, and whatever you do…avoid the moat, if you like breathing.”

“And this really isn’t Cambodia?” I looked around in wonder at the similarities to the Ankgor Wat I knew. “It’s almost identical.”

“Not even close. The Sanctuary is an interstitial nexus point that makes the Moving Market look like a grocery store.” He glanced quickly at TK. “No offense, hun.”

“As long as you don’t compare them to our boutique, none taken.”

“Dex, he was telling the truth. No alarms. I’m starting the breach.” LD rolled out a bag that held a set of rune-covered tools. “Breach in ten.”

Wenk coughed up blood as Dex propped him up against the rough stone wall. The hole in his chest was much smaller than the orb I’d flung at him. He looked down at the wound and shook his head.

“The non-mage with an Incantation of Light. Clever,” he said with a lopsided grin. “I guess the nexus drained all of us. Any other place, I would have stopped that orb.”

“He surprised us, too.” Dex examined the wound and shook his head slowly. “You don’t have long, lad. Earth or fire?”

“Fire. Make sure I’m truly gone. I didn’t expect it to be you,” Wenk rasped as he looked up at Dex, “but I’m glad it was. You need to leave while you still can, Dex. Take them and don’t turn back. Oliver is growing stronger every day. You won’t be able to stop him.”

Monty, holding Wenk’s walking stick, gestured and closed the rift as white runes floated into the air.

“What is Oliver up to?” Dex looked at Wenk. “Why is he holding Connor?”

“Connor was the only threat from the Elders. He either turned or erased the others. But, he had nothing on Connor until he found her.”

“Her?” Monty turned suddenly. “What do you mean, her?”

Wenk looked over at Monty and then back to Dex. “He’s going to infiltrate the sects and take them from the inside. Use their power to usher in a new age of magic.”

“Bloody hell,” Dex said under his breath. “How? How is he planning this? He’ll kill us all.”

“Gray mages.” Wenk coughed up more blood and gripped Dex’s hand, looking at Monty. “You have to get him out of here. If Oliver gets him, he’s won.”

Monty stepped close, his face pale as beads of sweat covered his brow. “Wenk, who did he find? Who did he find to control Father?”

Wenk turned to face Monty and was about to speak, as another wave of coughs gripped his body. He caught his breath and gripped Monty by the shirt.

“Get out, Tristan. Now, while you still can. If he gets your essence, it’s all over.”

“Who? Who did he find?”

He stared into Monty’s eyes. “He found your mother. He found Sara Montague.”

“Impossible.” Monty stumbled back from Wenk’s words as if struck. “Lies. She’s dead. Lies!” 

Wenk looked back, his lifeless gaze and mute response unable to reply to Monty’s accusation.

Dex grabbed Monty by the shoulder, hard. “Get a grip, lad! There’s no way your mum’s alive.” Dex shook him once. “Whatever Oliver is using to control Connor is not your mother. Do you understand?”

“There’s no way she can be alive,” Monty repeated. “It must be an illusion of some kind.”

“Exactly.” Dex nodded. “It’s a deception.”

“My father is one of the strongest Elders in the Golden Circle,” Monty said under his breath. “How can Oliver deceive him?”

“Your father loved your mother with all he had. When she passed, I thought we would lose him, too.” Dex looked at the wall of the Sanctuary. “If Oliver managed to convince Connor she was still alive, he wouldn’t need to do much. Your father would prefer the illusion over a life without her.”

“We’re in,” LD said, stepping back from the wall and wiping his forehead with his sleeve. “Before we activate this, I need to eat. I’m exhausted, and this is going take an insane amount of energy.”

“How long?” Dex gestured, and sausages with bread appeared before all of us. Monty ignored his food and gave his sausage to Peaches, who promptly inhaled it. “How long can you hold the illusion and maintain the exit?”

“I know I said three days, but that was before we got Wenked,” LD answered around a mouthful of sausage. “We stayed too long on the nexus, and I’m drained. Most I can give you is two days, and that’s me pushing it with TK’s help. After that, I’m fried and heading to a beach someplace warm to recover.”

“Alone?” TK asked, raising an eyebrow. “Which beach?”

“I meant ‘we,’ dear,” LD added quickly. “We are heading to a beach someplace warm.”

“Just checking,” she said with her scary smile. “It was truly going to be warm if you were going alone—hellish, even.” 

“I would never go on a vacation without you, dear.” LD grinned. “I prefer to eat the barbecue, not be the barbecue.”

She looked at Monty. “You need to eat. That stick can help only so much. If you siphon too much of the Sanctuary’s energy, it could kill you.”

Monty stared at her. She gestured and materialized another sausage with bread and a plate. “Some of us are more civilized than others.” She glanced over at Dex, who shrugged. “Tristan, if you choose to perish from malnutrition, I will be forced to use the enforcement hammer on you. It will not be pleasant… for you.”

“Who needs plates?” Dex said and continued devouring his sausage.

Monty took the plate, and Peaches looked up expectantly, hoping for another serving.

“I didn’t know you cared,” Monty answered as he looked at the sausage briefly before allowing Peaches to liberate it from his fingers.

“You and I will have our reckoning.” Her voice was a jagged blade cutting through the air. “You will not die before that occurs. Or does the wordbond of a Montague no longer hold true?”

Both Monty and Dex stiffened at her words.

“We will have our reckoning,” Monty said after a pause. “You have my word.”

I shuffled back a bit, just in case they wanted to start the reckoning right at that moment.

“I know. Now, finish your food.”

<Are you going to eat your meat?>

<Yes, I’m going to eat my meat. Hey, you don’t sound smart anymore.>

<Guess what? Neither do you.>

Dex stepped close and inscribed runes on Wenk’s body. He muttered something under his breath, and green flames engulfed Wenk. After a few seconds, nothing remained.

LD traced a diagram on the floor—a rough map of the Sanctuary. 

“If I’m right, we are on the South Gallery and East Wing.” He pointed to the lower right-hand corner of his map. “This place is called Heaven and Hells.”

“The name is apt.” Monty looked at the wall in front of us.

“What if you’re wrong?” I looked down at his diagram.

“When it comes to maps, I’m never wrong, ever.” LD shook his head. “My eidetic memory is flawless, and I have studied the plans of the Sanctuary more than once.” 

Dex nodded. “His brain records everything after seeing it just a single time. It has saved our lives more than once. His casting? Not so much.” 

LD glared at Dex with a smile, pointed, and continued.

“This is your exit point. You will not, I repeat, you will not be able to leave the Sanctuary any other way. Once you are through this point, the runic neutralizer comes into play.”

“Do you have the ice?” Dex held out his hand. A subtle green glow covered his palm. “I’ll take it now.”

“Are you sure you want to use it?” LD glanced over at Monty. “Once you release it, there’s no going back. We won’t be there to save anyone who inhales that hell.”

LD hesitated for a second and gestured. The black orb that appeared was surrounded by several gray orbs, each larger than the last, containing the mist in a Russian nesting doll of orbs.

“I’m sure.” Dex extended his hand as the orb floated over to rest in the center of his palm. “This is called a last-resort weapon.”

Dex closed his hand around the orb, and it disappeared.

“I thought you were the last-resort weapon?” LD stepped close to the wall, tapping sections of it. “Ready?”

Dex and Monty nodded at the same time. LD placed his hand on the wall, causing it to shimmer before it returned to its solid state.

“It didn’t work?” I stepped up to the wall and pushed on the stone that was no longer there. LD grabbed me by the arm before I fell through the nonexistent wall.

“Coño, hombre,” LD hissed as he pulled me back. “Do you always think with your feet?”

“At least that time he was thinking,” Monty said and slipped into the illusion of the wall. 

“Forty-eight hours.” Dex grabbed LD by the shoulder. “If we’re not back by then, you bugger off.”

LD nodded, and Dex stepped through the wall. I had recovered from my near fall, and TK approached.

“Every time he uses that stick, he will give away your position. If he relies too heavily on it, it will kill him. If that happens, I will hold you personally responsible.”

She made several gestures, touching Peaches’ collar and my bracelet. 

“What was that?”

“Something to help you stay hidden from magical tracking. It won’t work if they actually see you.”

“You realize Monty is just another word for reckless, wanton destruction,” I complained. “Now, I’m supposed to keep him alive?”

“Are you his friend?”

“Yes.”

“Are you his family?”

“Absolutely.”

“That is what family does. Use what Nana gave you and be his shieldbearer.” She straightened out my jacket and brushed off some of the dirt. She stepped back a few feet, giving me a nod of approval. LD gave me a thumbs-up before refocusing on the wall. “Now, off with you.”

“Have fun storming the Sanctuary,” LD said, maintaining his focus on the wall as I stepped through with Peaches close to me.


























TWENTY-EIGHT

I FOUND MYSELF in a dimly lit corridor. Peaches nudged my leg, nearly bouncing me into a wall as we started walking.

<Stop bumping into me.>

<It’s not my fault you walk funny.>

<I what? You’re the one who thinks he’s larger than he really is.>

<I’m bigger on the inside. What’s your excuse?>

<I—just because I don’t grow to the size of a bus doesn’t mean it’s okay for you to bounce me off walls with your crazy walking.>

<Like I said, I’m bigger on the inside. And my walk isn’t crazy. Dex said I saunter. I like that word, saunter.>

<Really? You’re taking walking tips from Dex?>

<Saunter sounds like sausage. Which reminds me, did you bring meat?>

I ignored my infernal black hole and squinted in the darkness. I didn’t see Monty or Dex, and I didn’t want to start yelling out names in case Oliver had mages patrol the corridors. The air felt stale, and I couldn’t sense any ambient energy around me.

<Can you sense Dex or Monty?>

<I’m sure I could locate them if they were carrying some meat.>

<Focus. Anything?>

We stood still and Peaches sniffed the air for a few seconds.

<There’s nothing. Which is strange.>

<You mean you can’t detect them?>

<No, I mean there’s no thing here. Nothing. No magic, no scent. I can only sense you because of our bond.>

<Why does that sound familiar?>

“You’re not a mage,” said the female voice behind me. “What are you? How did you get in here?”

I turned to see the slim woman dressed in what could only be described as mage goth. Her hair was cropped short, almost a buzz cut. Her muscular arms flexed as she held a sharp, angry-looking serrated blade. Her clothing was black with black highlights, accessorized with darker black. It wasn’t her fashion choices—questionable as they were—that stopped me cold. 

She looked normal, except for her hands, which were covered in black energy—oh, and the tears. She was crying black tears.

“You’re a Negomancer.”

She leaped at me, blade first.

I jumped back and drew Ebonsoul in time to parry her thrust. She stepped close, pressing her body to mine.

“Your friends are dead. Stupid mages thought they could stop me. Going to kill you too.”

I pushed her back and dodged a slash as she retreated with a grin. She was fast and relentless. It was all I could do to keep her at bay. She circled me, a hungry wolf stalking prey.

 Peaches growled next to me but stayed back.

<I don’t hear you asking if you can bite her. This would be a good time, if you aren’t too busy.>

<She has all that black stuff around her. I’m sure she tastes bad.>

<It would be helpful if you could do…something.>

<I don’t want to touch her. Ugh.>

<Then do something that doesn’t require you to touch her.>

<You won’t like it.>

I slid to the side and made to draw Grim Whisper. She slashed at my hand, changing my mind, and spun into a back kick, burying a foot in my side with bone-crunching accuracy.

I gasped for air as the kick rearranged some internal organs and spots danced before my eyes. She came in again.

<Now would be good!>

“You were more fun than the mages, but I have to end you now.” She turned her head and locked on to Peaches. “What the hell?”

I felt the buildup of energy behind us as she paused. She switched targets and ran for Peaches, but it was too late. He had been inhaling for about twenty seconds, and now he let that breath out in a bark.

I saw her ping pong against the walls as she flew a few feet down the corridor. The soundwave smacked into my chest with a thump and flung me back several feet. Immediately the corridor changed, becoming brighter.

Ahead, I could sense Dex and Monty. I leaned against the wall and caught my breath. I touched the sides of my head to make sure I wasn’t bleeding. The high-pitched whine in both ears assured me my eardrums had been ruptured by my hellhound’s cataclysmic bark. The familiar warm flush enveloped me as my body healed itself.

<What the hell was that?>

<My bark. I told you, you wouldn’t like it.>

<A little warning next time would be great.>

<I did warn you.> 

<Telling me I won’t like it isn’t a warning.>

I stood unsteadily, using the wall for balance, and headed to where I sensed Dex and Monty.

<Did you kill her?>

<No, did you want me to? You just said do something. I thought you meant stop her from trying to poke you with her metal stick.>

<Well, that too. Thank you. Aside from making me deaf, that was pretty good.>

<Do I get meat now?>

I stared at him for about five seconds before walking down the corridor. A green glow showed me where Dex was. From the scuffling and cursing, I assumed Monty was next to him. 

I wondered just how powerful hellhounds were. Could he kill someone with a bark? I made a mental note to do some much needed hellhound homework when I got back home. Provided we got back home.

 “She dropped on us like a pair of rank amateurs.” Dex undid a black lattice that held him in place and materialized a small sausage for Peaches, who promptly hoovered it into the cavernous pit he called a stomach. I was really beginning to believe he was bigger on the inside.

<This is how you reward a job well done. It could be bigger, though.>

“Sorry it can’t be larger. We don’t want to attract any more attention. Do we, nephew?”

Monty sliced through his lattice with the walking stick.

“How was I supposed to know this damned thing would give away our position?” Monty held the stick by both ends, snapped it in two, placing it on the floor next to the Negomancer. “That should get their attention.”

“TK said that thing was dangerous,” I said, glancing down at the stick before turning to the Negomancer. “She was pretty stabby. Why didn’t she just blast me with a black orb of doom? Isn’t that what Negomancers do?”

Dex closed his eyes. “Oliver must have dampeners in place. It’s not a complete lockdown, but close. Good thing we brought the pup. A few seconds more and she would have gutted you.”

“Excuse me? Who was the one trapped by a lattice?”

“Trapped? We weren’t trapped. I was merely biding my time and formulating a strategy until we could dispatch her.”

“We walked right into a null field.” Monty looked at Dex. “If it weren’t for you and your creature, we’d still be in the midst of it… trapped. Thank you.”

The Negomancer stirred, grabbing our attention. Peaches approached. Dex patted him on the head and moved him to one side.

<Why do you move for him and TK, but when I try to move you, it’s like moving a mountain?>

<I am moved…by meat. Do you make meat?>

Dex placed a glowing green hand on her forehead, and she opened her eyes.

“What’s your name, lass?”

She lashed out with a fist. Dex deflected it and twisted it past his face. With his other hand, he locked her shoulder and forced her arm into a rotation that made me wince.

“Oliver will take care of you,” she said, laughing hysterically. “The others will finish you.” She stopped laughing and cocked her head to one side. “I think I hear them now.”

Dex held her fist and placed his hand on her forehead again. In less than a second, she was unconscious.

“We need to move, now.” Monty pointed to the stairwell at the end of the corridor.

“That leads down.” Dex shook his head. “We need to get to Connor and then the central chambers. That means going up.”

“I know.” Monty headed down the corridors. “We can take the passage though the Living Library. That will lead us to Connor, and from there, we can enter the central chamber.”

“Ach, the Living Library?” Dex said. “I hate that place. Bunch of stuffed shirts with too much time to ‘expound’ on matters and ‘posit’ half-baked ideas.”

“Is that the real reason?” Monty asked as we took the stairs heading down. “Or is that fear I hear in your voice, Uncle?”

The stairs were a wide spiral-winding affair. Every thirty feet, we encountered a landing. I think it was so whoever took the stairs didn’t get dizzy and collapse. I looked down into the center of the staircase and couldn’t see the bottom.

“How deep do they go?” I stepped back from the railing as Peaches, squeezing by me, nearly catapulted me up and over it into thin air.

“To the bottom of the Sanctuary. The Living Library is on the lowest level. From there, corridors connect to the rest of the Sanctuary.”

“So are the paper dragons,” Dex muttered as we took the stairs quickly. “I swear, I’ll set them aflame if they get too close.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” Monty gestured as we descended, activating runes on every landing. “They are priceless.”

“What are you doing?” I asked as Monty gestured again while we passed another landing.

“I’ll show you once we get to the library level.”

We descended the remaining levels of the staircase in silence. Once at the bottom, Monty faced the stairs and placed his hand on the wall adjacent to the last landing.

A rune-inscribed circle dominated the center of the staircase. Monty made sure I wasn’t standing on the circle as it rose. A cylinder of stone rose through the middle of the staircase, effectively removing the center. 

I looked up and saw that it went all the way to the top.

“That’s nice, but the staircase is still accessible. What’s to stop them from just coming down—?”

Monty raised a finger. “Wait.”

The landing closest to us lifted as if on a hinge and closed against the stairwell with a crash. I heard the same sound repeated up the stairs as each landing closed off the preceding staircase. Each rune-covered landing was two feet thick and made of marble.

“Never mind, even you would have a tough time getting through those slabs.”

“That’s the idea. It should buy us some time to investigate the library and get to Connor.”

“I don’t want to investigate anything.” Dex scowled. “Let’s get Connor and get out of here.”

“We need to stop Oliver. If what Wenk said is true, we need to stop him before he consolidates his power. The other sects are in danger from his gray mages.”

“I just hate this place.”

Monty led us down a corridor that ended in a door twice the size of the one in the Randy Rump. I could tell it was the same material, Australian Buloke ironwood. However, this door had bands of steel running its length, in addition to being magically inscribed with runes on every inch of its surface. Some of the runes were active and remained visible. Others flashed on at intervals.

The door stood twenty feet tall and half as wide, and it put out a serious ‘you shall not pass’ vibe when you stood in front of it. 

“Do we just knock?” I looked around at the imposing surface. “This door has seen some action.”

Despite having obviously withstood enough bombardment to make the Danger Room in Fordey look newly renovated, most of the damage was superficial and cosmetic. I wondered what kind of firepower had been unleashed to cause even this much damage.

“The library has never been breached.”

 “If you ask me, they should just seal it and leave it sealed forever,” Dex grumbled as Monty approached the enormous door. “Especially those cursed dragons.”

“What’s with these dragons? Why doesn’t Dex like them?”

“When mages are novices, they’re sent here to study the older tomes.” Monty began pressing the runes on the door in sequence. “Some of the mages would try to escape their studies. Those mages, when caught—and they were always caught, would be assigned to the Kyorinrin for remedial studies.”

“Damned paper dragons,” Dex growled. “A good torching is what they need. Then you can send the ‘Librarians’ off to a dimension for the mentally damaged.”

“It’s been tried, more than once,” Monty said with a smile. “The Kyorinrin are the embodiment of magic, and the ‘Librarians’ are some of the most gifted mages in the history of the Sanctuary, each a master of their discipline.”

Monty pressed one last rune and stepped back.

“Which means?” I heard the immense locks scrape across stone as rumbling filled the area. While the door slowly swung open toward us, the scraping of metal was accompanied by the smell of old parchment and a cloud of dust.

“It means the Kyorinrin aren’t flammable, even if they are made of paper.”

A figure emerged from the dust. He was dressed casually in jeans and a long-sleeve shirt. His boots left faint impressions in the dust as he stepped forward. His sandy-brown hair was thinning on top, and he sported a goatee but no mustache.

He held a nearly transparent orb in his hand as he squinted at us. Light blue arcs traveled around his body in random patterns. They reminded me of TK and her black arcs of anger, only these arcs seemed less lethal.

He tossed the orb up and it followed him as he moved forward. Behind him, I heard the shuffling of paper but couldn’t make out what was creating the noise.

“It is truly a pleasure to see you in these troubled times, Tristan, but I fear you must leave here before your presence wreaks more chaos than even we can handle.”

He raised his hand to his forehead as if shielding his eyes from intense sunlight.

“You heard the man, we should go.” Dex made to turn back to the spiral staircase. “Wouldn’t want to bring more chaos to his door.”

“Pointdexter?” the man said, still squinting. “Is that you?”

“No, it’s not,” Dex said and started walking away. “Don’t know to whom you are referring.”

“Quintus Ulberforce Alaric Niram Terrance Ulster Montague Pointdexter,” the man said forcefully, his voice echoing throughout the space, “please remain where you are.”

Dex froze in place as Monty and I both stared at him.

“He knows your name?” Monty asked, clearly impressed. “I thought no one knew all of your names?”

“He doesn’t,” Dex said, visibly upset. “He just knows enough of them to make my life miserable.”

The man stepped forward but remained just inside the threshold. The rustling of paper followed him. Along with the powerful smell of old books.

“Well, it is a pleasure to see you, Tristan.” He looked at Dex. “You, not so much. Is that a hellhound?”

“Yes, his name is Peaches.” I patted him on the head and rubbed his ears.

“We don’t have much information on them.” He crouched down to get a closer look at Peaches. “He is exquisite.”

<Do not bite him.>

<Do you think he has meat? He smells old.>

“He didn’t come with a manual, unfortunately.” I nudged Peaches back a good half-inch. “So far, I know he’s pretty indestructible, can teleport, grow to the size of a house, and loves meat. Really loves meat.”

“If you’re bonded to a hellhound, you must be the chosen of Kali—Simon Strong?” He extended a hand that I shook with a look of surprise. “Don’t be surprised. We may be underground, but we have many ways of getting information. We deal in knowledge. Besides, how many people do you know who walk around with a hellhound?”

“I’m afraid we may have set off the alarms.” Monty looked behind us to the stairs. “We faced a Negomancer on our way here.”

“Nasty business, those.” He leaned over and looked behind us. “I see you’ve sealed off the staircase. I currently can’t cross the threshold from the library or remain here for long. Are we expecting more?”

“I think so.” Monty looked behind us. “Can we come in, Professor Ziller?”

He invited us in with a nod of his head. We stepped past the threshold of the enormous door, and I felt the familiar tingle of my energy signature being read. He gestured and closed the door behind us.


























TWENTY-NINE

AHEAD OF US, I saw what was causing the rustling of paper.

“Don’t mind the Kyorinrin, I let them roam free,” Ziller said as he led us farther inside. “Are you up-to-date on your spells, Pointdexter?”

“Quite up-to-date,” Dex said with a groan. “Thanks for asking.”

“I can always assign one of the Kyorinrin to help you review your studies.” Ziller pointed to one of the bundles of moving books. “I’m sure they’d love to help you refresh your memory, Mage Pointdexter.”

“What are those?” I pointed at the shifting piles of books and scrolls.

“Kyorinrin are spirits of knowledge that are formed from ancient scrolls and books. They gather together into these dragon forms when some students disregard the priceless treasures and centuries of knowledge they contain.” Ziller glanced over at Dex. “They can be tutors, where they coax students into deeper study or help them remember forgotten knowledge. If I recall, you used to call them ‘paper dragons,’ Mage Pointdexter.”

I noticed each time Ziller said his name, Dex winced. I realized it was intentional, and for every wince, Ziller cracked a small smile. I had the feeling Dex hadn’t been an ideal student.

As I looked closer at the Kyorinrin, I saw the resemblance to dragons. The Kyorinrin were decorated with ornate volumes that appeared to be a kimono. Tassels attached to scrolls hung from its head. A few of them noticed my looks and bowed in my direction. I bowed back, not wanting a scolding by a dragon made of ancient books.

 “The name is Dex these days, and there’s nothing wrong with my memory, thank you,” Dex replied, shooting Monty a look. “This is why I didn’t want to come down here.”

“Dex, now?” Ziller said with a smile. “Very rugged. It suits you, Mage Pointdexter.”

Monty shook his head, and I looked around as we entered the Living Library. It was about the size of the Library of Congress, multiplied ten times over. The rows appeared endless, and the presence of magic was concentrated all around us.

“What’s that smell—is that the books?”

“No, these books don’t age.” Ziller motioned to one of the shelves. “Pick one.”

I grabbed a book off the shelf and read the title: The Weaponizing of Snark by Mage Sturd E. Deviant. I turned a few pages, noticing that it appeared to be brand new. I lifted the book to my nose and noticed the lack of odor. Even though the date said it was over one hundred years old, it didn’t smell that way. Ziller looked at my selection and smiled.

“The last student to study that book gave ‘foul-mouthed’ an entirely new meaning.”

“It smells brand new,” I said, replacing the book on the shelf.

“The smell you’re getting is the biblichor from the Kyorinrin.” Ziller pointed at the paper dragons shuffling behind us. “But I don’t think you’re here for a tour. Let’s enter the Living Library.”

“I thought this was the Living Library?”

Ziller shook his head, leading us to another door. It was a smaller version of the one at the entrance. “No, this area is the book repository. The Living Library is housed behind this door.”

The door pulsed a faint orange. When I got closer, I realized the glow came from the runes etched into its surface. Ziller placed his hand on it, and the runes coalesced into one large rune that covered most of the door.

After a few seconds, it faded from sight, and the door returned to its previous state. He pulled it open, and we entered what appeared to be a large lounge area. Doors led off from the central area to what I guessed were sleeping quarters.

There was a dining area off to one side, with small tables situated restaurant-style next to a large counter. A few large tables in the center reminded me of every cafeteria in every school I’d ever attended.

Farther back, in a private area partitioned by a transparent wall, I could see a conference room with a large table. We made our there, walking past the center area.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, looking around.

Monty clenched his jaw at my question. “Oliver has them, doesn’t he?”

“In here.” Ziller pointed to the conference room. “Even now, I fear he may be able to hear us.”

“How did this happen?” Monty looked around at the empty space. “Why didn’t the Librarians fight back?”

“It wasn’t an assault, it was a coup. Oliver planned it over years. An army of assistants was assigned to the Repository to help with the cataloguing and inventory. You saw how vast it is. We welcomed the help.”

“Junior mages, I’m assuming?” Monty asked.

“When he demanded the Librarians surrender, we organized, prepared to launch an attack. By that time, his gray mages were in place.”

“The army of assistants was a real army.” Dex added, “Probably battle mages in training.”

“We didn’t see it coming. He threatened to destroy the repository,” Ziller said, shaking his head. “The Librarians felt they had no choice. They may be mages, but they’re not battle mages. They’re scholars at heart. A few of us decided we wouldn’t surrender the Repository. This meant we needed a plan.”

“They surrendered,” Monty said, “and gave him access to millennia of knowledge, but hid you in the library.”

Ziller nodded. “He wouldn’t harm the Living Library, or so we thought, but we couldn’t let him have access to the tomes of the Repository. It’s the largest of all the sects.”

“The knowledge contained here would make him unstoppable.” 

“I needed time to get my calculations correct.” Ziller gestured and created another transparent orb. It flickered and solidified, giving us a view of the staircase. “One of the Librarians masked me and created a simulacrum with my essence.” 

“An observation orb,” Monty said, looking at the floating orb. “You used these to monitor the situation?”

“More like spy on mages minding their own business,” Dex muttered under his breath. “Those things are an invasion of privacy.”

“I used to use them to keep track of young mages with a propensity for unimaginable destruction.” Ziller looked at Monty and Dex. Both managed to look away at that moment. “But, yes, the orbs helped me to monitor the Sanctuary.”

“You hide here, and then what?” I looked around. “Call the cavalry?” I didn’t see where he was going.

“They found the simulacrum,” Monty said.

Ziller looked away. “Do you remember Professor Baudri?”

“Not fondly, his classes were the most difficult. He taught simulacra and simulation. It was a nightmare, both real and imagined.”

“He created my double, imbued it with my essence, and fooled everyone—even Oliver. He paid for it with his life.”

“He bought you time,” Monty said. “To figure out the projections.”

“My discipline and strength is quantum runic mechanics, but even I hadn’t tried something like this.” Ziller shook his head. “By the time Oliver came for me and the Repository, I had simply shifted the entire library.”

“You what? What do you mean you ‘shifted’ the library?” I looked at the stunned Monty, who only stared straight ahead before answering.

“The entire library?” Monty asked quietly. “Wait, you knew I was coming?”

“Yes, I recognized your signature, Tristan, as you activated the landings on the way down the staircase.”

“I didn’t open the door, did I?” Monty looked at Ziller. “Even with the sequence.”

“No, the door can’t be opened without my energy signature, like you saw earlier. Right now, we’re at the Sanctuary, but we aren’t.”

“This is Schrödinger’s cat taken to an extrapolatory tangent with, with—”

I’d never seen Monty at a loss for words. 

“With a bit of Zeno effect and runic constancy to propel the state changes,” Ziller finished. “It’s quite amazing, actually. I didn’t think it would work, but the theory was sound, and well, here we are—or aren’t.”

“It means you can’t leave,” Dex said after a moment. “Or you lose the library.”

Ziller smiled as if Dex had just aced a test. “I see you remember your quantum runic compression.”

“Lose the library?” I looked at Monty, who still seemed to be in a mild state of shock. “How can you lose the entire library?”

“The Repository, yes. The others felt this was the only way to keep the books safe from Oliver and his mages.” Ziller looked down at his crossed hands. “If I cross the threshold, the library can be thrown into flux and lost. I’m the anchor point, keeping it fixed in this and several other potentialities.”

“What’s to stop Oliver from shutting you down and finding the library in the Sanctuary he’s in?” I asked, confused as to how we were at the Sanctuary but also not there.

“He would need a master quantum runic mathematician to figure out the paths, which are infinite at this point.” Ziller looked up at me. “In addition, he would need to find a mage strong enough to form the runes that would allow interstitial planar travel on an unprecedented scale. I only know one person who can do that.”

“You,” I said, understanding the play. “You didn’t escape.”

“Escape? No, I didn’t escape. I sealed the Repository, but Oliver isn’t interested only in the books.”

“He needs your knowledge to fulfill his plan.” Monty rubbed his chin. “He plans to take over the other sects and usher in a new age of magic. For that, he needs to place his mages without the sects or humanity being aware of what’s happening. He needs quantum magic.”

“He’s mad. Magic-users will be wiped off the face of the earth if he attempts that. And it won’t stop there.”

“He’ll try what he did with the library. He’ll place his gray mages in key positions, and when he feels the time is right, he’ll strike from within. The gray mages can hide their signatures, can’t they?”

“It’s how we missed them in the library.” Ziller nodded. “They can mask and appear like low-level mages, even normals.”

“He’s using the Librarians to create the gray mages, isn’t he?” Dex asked. “With their knowledge…”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Ziller agreed. “Oliver alone can’t do it, but with the Living Library, he doesn’t have to.”

“How many mages make up this Living Library?” I wondered how many hostages Oliver held.

“There are seven of us…well, six now, with Baudri gone.”

“Why don’t the Librarians bolt or revolt or something? The books are safe. They can just cast a circle and get out of here.”

“The Sanctuary is on a minimal energy signature. Which means Oliver controls energy expenditure, how much and by whom. He’s using dampeners.”

Monty looked around the library. “How are you managing the energy requirements if you’re in a constant state of flux?”

“I’m using quantum tunneling to pick up excess infrared and runic nanogens to divert the ambient energy given off by the Repository and channel it into the shifts.”

Monty tapped his chin. “Do you have any of these runic nanogens available?” 

Ziller handed Monty a flat disc about the size of a quarter. 

“What about the others? The Elders?”

“Oliver turned or erased the Elders who stood against him. Except for your father, Tristan. He needs Connor, or rather his essence.”

“His essence?” Monty looked confused. “Why would he need my father’s essence? They’re almost at the same level of power.”

“How strong do you think your father is?” Ziller asked. “Do you know? How long has it been since you’ve seen him, and I don’t mean through a Smith Bridge.”

“I know he’s a few shifts away from becoming Archmage,” Monty started. 

Ziller shook his head. “That would be Oliver. Connor isn’t a few shifts away.”

“A shift?”

“Connor Montague has been an Archmage for over a year now.”

“An Archmage? My father? How?”

“Connor is exceptionally gifted, even among the Elders.” Ziller looked into the observation orb. “We had been investigating quantum shifts, trying a radical permutation to unlock an easier path to the shifts.”

“That’s impossible. There aren’t any shortcuts to shifting higher.” Monty slammed a hand on the table. “No one has managed it, ever.”

“He unlocked it,” Ziller said quietly. “Connor figured out the permutation. Even I don’t know how he did it.”

“That’s my brother, stubborn as a mule.” Dex shook his head. “If I know Connor, he felt it was too dangerous to share…upset the balance?”

Ziller looked over at Dex. “Oliver found out and wanted it. Connor refused, saying exactly that…it was too dangerous. It would place too much power in the hands of the unprepared. Before I knew it, Connor was imprisoned, and the Librarians were being taken.”

“Why doesn’t Connor blast Oliver with his Archmageness?” I looked around the table. “He has the power.”

“Because Oliver is holding the one thing that can stop Connor, even with the power of an Archmage.” Ziller glanced at Monty and then looked at me again.

“Is there some kind of Archmage kryptonite I’m not familiar with?”

“He has it, doesn’t he?” Monty asked. “It’s the only way.”

“Yes, Connor believes Oliver is holding Sara Montague’s essence within him.”


























THIRTY

DEX LOOKED AT Monty and stood. “We need to get to Connor.” His voice was hard as his jaw flexed.

“It’s suicide,” Ziller said, standing. “He’s being held in the central chamber, surrounded by gray mages and Oliver.”

“I know my brother. He’ll never give Oliver his essence, even if it means setting Sara free.”

Monty nodded. “My uncle’s right. How can we access the central chamber from here?”

“You can’t,” Ziller replied. “If he gets a hold of you in this condition…” He narrowed his eyes at Monty, who looked away. “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice the reservoirs or your diminished signature?”

“This is temporary.” Monty looked down at the rings on his fingers. “I’ll regain my casting and my defenses.”

“He’s using Connor as a conduit. Do you know what that means if he captures you?”

“What does that mean, a conduit?” I asked.

“Blood relatives share special bonds, very much like you and your creature. The closer the relative, the closer the bond.”

“Peaches and I are not related.” I looked down at the slumbering mass of canine destruction lying at my feet. “At least I don’t think we are. Can you do the Vulcan mindspeak with your father?”

“I’ve never been close to Father. He’s always kept his mind guarded, even from me. It’s been known to happen in times of stress, though. I suppose, theoretically, it’s possible.”

“I think Peaches and I share a different kind of bond. His thoughts are mostly meat-related.”

“But you are bonded,” Dex added. “And we know what happens if that bond is broken.”

“So you’re saying if Oliver kills Connor, Monty becomes a supersized, monster mage?”

Monty turned and stared, giving me the ‘did you slam your head against the wall?’ look. “Are you serious?”

“If Oliver kills Tristan, he can extract information from Connor during the severing. In his current condition, Tristan’s defenses wouldn’t be strong enough to stop him. Connor would be an open book.”

“Oliver would get the permutation,” I said, connecting the dots. “He would become an Archmage.”

“And proceed to take over the sects.” Monty looked down at his hands and made a fist. I noticed he was down to eight rings out of the ten, and one of the rings was light gray.

“You inhaled obsidian ice, Tristan. You may never recover your ability to cast.”

“I know.”

“And you think you, your uncle, and your immortal friend with his hellhound are going to stop a group of trained mages?” Ziller asked, throwing his hands up in the air and bumping the observation orb out of the way. “You’re more insane than Oliver.”

“I have to try.”

“You always were stubborn.” Ziller looked at Dex. “Do you remember the Void Passage? Follow me.”

Dex winced. “I thought that was sealed after last time.”

Ziller led us out of the conference room, down a narrow corridor, and into a small room about twice the size of a broom closet. He opened the door and motioned for us to enter, closing the door as he followed behind us.

“It was sealed after you and your friends traversed it, after being given explicit instructions not to do so.”

Ziller placed a hand on the back wall, revealing another door like the one at the entrance of the Living Library.

“I created this one in case we ever needed a way into the central chamber.” Ziller placed his hand on the door, opening it. “I never thought we would need it for this.”

“Anyone going to explain this Void Passage? Can we start with how long it is?”

“As long or as short as you make it,” Ziller replied. “It’s a test designed for mages to face their worst fears. The physical passage runs through the center of the Sanctuary, about eight hundred meters long. From here, you would be halfway through the passage. It had to be sealed after it drove several novices mad.”

“Mad, as in crazy? Not mad as in angry?”

“Mad, as in drooling, gibbering mages who didn’t even remember who they were and who tried to gnaw through their own fingers to stop the screaming.”

I turned to Monty. “And we’re taking this passage because…?”

“It’s for mages, you should be safe.”

“Those sound like famous last words.”

“True,” Ziller said with a nod. “If it does begin to affect you, remember, it’s better to run toward your fear rather than away from it.”

“You’ve crossed the passage.” Ziller looked at Dex. “You can get them across.”

“That was a long time ago,” Dex replied, shaking his head. “I was young, reckless and more than a bit foolish.”

“This time you aren’t so young.” Ziller grabbed him by the arm. “Whatever you do, you can’t let Connor give Oliver the permutation. I don’t know how he got Sara’s essence, or if it’s really hers. What matters is that Connor believes it’s hers.”

“I’ll stop him,” Dex said, his face grim. “No matter what.”

Dex stepped through the door and disappeared. Monty was about to go through when Ziller stopped him. “It’s not Sara. No matter what you think you see or hear, it’s not your mother. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“You can’t do this on your own. Rely on those around you.”

Monty remained silent for a few seconds. “We’ll stop Oliver and get my father back.” He stepped through and followed Dex.

“Are you sure this is the only way to the central chamber?”

“Positive,” he answered, and pointed to my chest. “You’re a shieldbearer. Nana?”

I nodded and reflexively put my hand to the pendant. “She said it’s Monty’s.”

“It is, but he’s not quite ready for it. He’s a Montague, this means he’s going to burn through those rings and he’ll jury-rig the runic nanogen to give him more power.”

“I don’t know how to help or stop him,” I said. “It’s like he wants to die.”

“He’s not himself after the ice. You have to do the hardest thing you will ever find yourself doing. You have to let him get to zero. He has to hit bottom.”

“What if Oliver attacks him?”

“There’s no if. Oliver will attack him. It’s the only way to sever the bond.”

“I can’t stand against Oliver. He’s some super-psycho, crazy mage.”

“It’s not your job to stand against him. Your job is to stand beside Tristan,” he answered. “What do you think shieldbearers are for?”

I was about to step through the door, when a question grabbed me. Peaches rammed into my leg, nearly knocking me down as I stopped suddenly.

I turned to face Ziller. “Before I go and face my imminent death and/or brain melting, can you tell me why mages speak the way they do?”

“What do you mean?” He looked at me innocently. “We’re understanding each other right now, aren’t we?”

“Every time Monty tries to explain something magical or otherworldly, he starts with one of your ‘theorems’ and then proceeds to destroy my neurons with some insane explanation based on your work.”

“That’s a good point.” Ziller rubbed his chin. “I can only tell you what I was taught.”

“What?” I asked, getting ready to step through the door.

“Sometimes, a spoon is just a spoon, and sometimes it’s a construct comprised of a dual nature, being simultaneously concave, convex and utilized for the displacement of food.”

“That’s your answer, really?”

He laughed and gently pushed me forward. “No, it’s yours.”

I stepped into the darkness with Peaches next to me as the door vanished.


























THIRTY-ONE

I STOOD IN a featureless stone corridor. Up ahead, I saw Dex and Monty examining the runes on one of the walls as they walked forward. Peaches nudged my leg as I tried to pinpoint where the corridor ended.

“I can’t believe you crossed this passage.” Monty shook his head as he followed Dex down the corridor. “I thought that was impossible.”

“Improbable is not the same as impossible, nephew. You of all people should know that.”

<Hold on a second, boy, I’m trying to find where the corridor ends.>

<Meat.>

A dim light illuminated the area where we stood, but it became darker as I looked farther down the corridor. I walked ahead, trying to catch up to them.

“I’ll ask Dex to make you some in a second, you black hole. Give me a moment to orient—” 

The growl stopped me short. Was there something in the corridor I couldn’t see? I turned to look behind us, and I saw it. Peaches stood squarely in the center of the corridor. His eyes were glowing red, and he was growling…at me.

<Meat.>

<Hey, boy, what’s wrong? I’ll get you meat later. Let’s catch up to Monty and Dex.>

No response.

The runes on the sides of his body exploded with light. He opened his mouth and drool spilled onto the floor. The growling dropped a few octaves and he gnashed his teeth. 

“Oh, shit.” I opened my jacket, giving me access to Ebonsoul. “Calm down, boy. Is this crazy corridor affecting you? Monty! Dex!”

I stole a quick glance behind me, but they were gone. I turned back at the sound of another growl.

“Boy, you need to calm down now. We can get out of here. It’s me, Simon, your bondmate.”

He lowered his head and charged. I drew Ebonsoul and raised my arm to block him. He jumped in the air and blinked out. He reappeared behind me and sank his fangs into my thigh before blinking out again.

Agony shot up my leg as my body flushed hot, trying to repair the damage. Blood was flowing from the wound. I put my back against the wall to limit his angles of attack.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I muttered as my leg grew slick with blood—my blood. “Don’t do this, boy. It’s me, Simon.”

He blinked in mid-leap in front of me, jaws going for my throat. I raised my arm reflexively and buried Ebonsoul in his chest. The blade immediately siphoned his life and flooded me with a rush of power.

“No! No!” I yelled. “Oh no, please stop, stop.” I tossed Ebonsoul to the side, and he fell into my arms. We fell to the floor, his tongue lolling to one side. Blood flowed from his wound and his mouth as his breathing became ragged. He looked up at me. His eyes weren’t glowing, and the runes along the sides of his body had gone dark.

<Why? Why did you poke me with the metal stick? I only wanted some…>

His head rolled to the side. I knelt in shock, holding his body.

“Simon! Run!” Monty yelled behind me. I looked up to see an orb punch through his shoulder as a group of mages ran down the corridor. 

“What? How?” I looked down at my blood-soaked hands.

Behind him, Dex ran as he blasted green orbs at the mages chasing them. “Move! Simon! Get up, boy!”

I got to my feet, and Monty shoved me forward as he cast a lattice behind us. He spit up blood as he gestured. We ran down the corridor as orbs blasted the walls next to us, narrowly missing our heads.

“What happened? What happened!” I tried to process what was going on. Orbs crashed into the wall next to us, splintering the stone.

“We could use some help. Where’s your creature?”

“Peaches turned on me. He tried to attack me!”

“They must have done something to the passage.” He cast another lattice behind the first one. “The gray mages are too strong. There are too many of them.”

“What are you saying? Are we aborting? What about your father?”

“What do you bloody think I’m saying? We’re no match for them. We underestimated Oliver. He’s too strong. This mission was doomed from the start.”

I looked at his hands. “You’re down to one ring. You have to stop, Monty.”

“What were we thinking,” he mumbled to himself. “This plan was a bloody nightmare from the inception. You have to go, Simon, you still have a chance. Get back to the door.”

He cast another lattice and created several orbs of flame. He unleashed the orbs and formed three more.

“Stop, Monty!” I drew Grim Whisper and fired at the incoming mages, but my bullets disintegrated before they reached them.

I saw the lattices fade from sight as the last ring became dust around his finger. A barrage of black orbs raced down the corridor and punched through his body, slamming and bouncing him along the wall. His mangled body slid down into a seated position, leaving a bloody trail on the wall behind him as he dropped to the floor.

“Run,” he gasped. “Go back to the door.”

His lifeless eyes stared back at me as a black orb punched into the wall next to my head.

“Monty! No! Fuck, no!” I raced to his body, as an arm grabbed me and pulled me back. A slap brought me back to my senses and Dex got in my face, shaking me by both arms.

“Lad! What are you, a target? Get moving, he’s gone!” Dex shoved me forward. He ran behind me as we made our way back to the door. Another barrage of black orbs narrowly missed us as he turned. Covered in green, he gestured, unleashing a wave of green energy behind us.

The wave raced along the floor, blasting and disintegrating the front line of mages. The rest leaped over the green wave and unleashed a barrage of angry black orbs.

Dex placed his hands together and looked back at me.

“Run!” He faced the oncoming mages and spread his arms wide. A blast of green energy shot forward. The gray mages threw up a wall and deflected the blast. Two gray mages gestured as the third slid forward with a black orb.

The orb raced at Dex and enveloped him in a black lattice. He screamed as it started dissolving him.

“Run, lad!” Dex yelled as a gray mage stepped forward and buried a sword in his chest. He fell forward and became dust as the lattice undid his body. A green blast filled the corridor, blinding me. When I could see again, the gray mages were gone.

“They trusted you and paid with their lives.” The voice drifted over to where I stood and caressed the nape of my neck like a blade. She was behind me. “They should have known better.”

I turned and faced the one responsible for everything.

“I told you, everything and everyone you love will perish. Then, you will seek death and not find it. You will long to die, but death will escape you. At that time, our paths will cross again.” 

It was Kali.


























THIRTY-TWO

I FELL TO my knees, my bloody hands empty. Tears were flowing down my cheeks. I knew she was right. They had trusted me, and I betrayed them. Before me stood the proof.

 Kali the Destroyer. 

Her chocolate skin glistened in the dim light of the corridor. She wore a simple black dress that hung from her body. Her long black hair hung loose, and it appeared to have a life of its own as it flowed around her in the non-existent wind.

I felt a gnawing, burning grief that wanted to swallow me whole. I wanted to scream until I couldn’t scream anymore, and then I wanted to scream some more. My mouth was ash. I tried to form the words but found I couldn’t.

My body sagged in defeat under her gaze. I only saw death in her eyes, and then she smiled. I smiled back because I knew soon it would be over.

“Hello, my chosen one.” She reached down and raised my face with a finger under my chin. “It’s time to end this wretched existence of yours.”

Her skin was cool to the touch, and she smelled like fresh earth. She smiled down at me as I nodded. I felt no fear, only relief. It washed over me. It would all be over soon.

No fear.

She produced Ebonsoul and presented it to me. 

“Take it, my chosen one. Finish it.”

“You know what? I think I’m going to give you that honor,” I said, my voice a jagged rasp. “I mean, you did curse me. Why not let you be the one to end it?”

She stepped back and gazed at me. “No, my chosen. This is your privilege. Accept it.”

“Pass,” I said, getting to my feet. “Let me guess what happens: I take the ‘blade’ and go samurai seppuku, and my brain is fried oatmeal. Am I close?”

“To death, if you do not obey my command,” she said, her voice echoing through the chamber. “Do it now!”

I raised an eyebrow at the impressive acoustics.

“No. You screwed up,” I said, shaking my head. “Yes, I’m scared of losing those closest to me. But that’s not my greatest or worst fear.”

She stepped back as I took the blade. As I suspected, it disappeared once I grabbed hold of the hilt.

“I command you, chosen one.”

“Give it a rest, you’re not Kali. Not even close.”

“You will never escape this place.”

“I already have.” 

She faded into black smoke and disappeared. I felt a wetness slap me across the face. I looked up at the ginormous, slobbering face of my hellhound. Peaches looked down and slapped me with his tongue again as I pushed him away.

<Your tongue-fu is strong, but stop licking me.>

<What is tongue-fu? Is it a kind of meat? Can I have some?>

<No—yes, I’ll ask Dex.>

<My saliva cured you. I told you it has healing properties. You can thank me later…with meat.>

He gave me another lick before moving to the side for Monty. I noticed he still had eight rings on his fingers and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Simon?” Monty asked as I opened my eyes in the corridor. “Welcome back. You crossed the passage.”

“You’re still alive.” I blinked against the bright light of the green orb Dex held. “Both of you are.”

“Last I checked. Did you hit your head against the floor? One moment you’re walking behind us, the next you collapsed.”

“He’s fine. Daft as usual.” Dex grunted as he stood up. “How was your trip down the passage?”

“I thought it only worked on mages?” I rubbed my head as the pain of a headache squeezed my brains flat and did an Irish jig over them, with steel-toed combat boots. 

“Seems you’re abnormal, but I guessed that early on since you were running with my nephew,” Dex said. “Didn’t think you were that abnormal.”

“How long have I been out?”

“Ten minutes.” Dex made his way down the corridor with Peaches next to him.

“Ten minutes?” I looked at Monty, who nodded. “Felt much longer than that.”

 “What do you remember? Did you face your fear?”

“Too much. Yes, and no. My brain is still fuzzy.” I got to my feet and leaned against the wall as the curse started kicking in, and my body flushed with heat. “I’ll be good in a few minutes.”

Dex walked back to where we stood.

“Well, begging your pardon, kind sirs. If you feel up to it, we need to find and stop a deranged mage intent on causing global destruction, and free your father—my brother. Think you can fit that into your busy schedule?”

“Give me a minute.” I rested my head against the cool wall. “This is called recovering.”

“Would you like a pillow, maybe a cup of coffee?”

I glared at Dex, who gave me a short bow. “The hilarity runs strong in your family.”

“The end of the world waits for no one.” He looked at Monty. “Do you remember the layout of this place?’

Monty looked behind us and gave him a short nod. “It’s been a while, but this configuration looks familiar.”

“It should, you ran it enough when you were younger. Get yourself oriented.”

Monty closed his eyes and turned in a slow circle. After a complete revolution, he stopped and opened his eyes.

“This is the interior of the central structure. The Void Passage brought us just past the cruciform galleries?”

“Correct.” Dex swiped the side of his nose at him. “We have two courtyards to cross and a hell of a lot of stairs to climb before we get to the main chamber.”

“Any chance these courtyards will be empty?”  I checked Grim Whisper and loaded persuader rounds, making sure I had extra magazines. Ebonsoul was secure in its runed sheath.

“About the same odds of your pup becoming vegetarian,” Dex said with a grin. He stepped to a large door resembling the one that had sealed off the library.

“Are we still in the passage?” I asked Monty, who had stepped next to me. I noticed my hands still had micro tremors as I grabbed the holster holding Grim Whisper. 

I held my hand up and the tremors slowly disappeared. I moved the entropy magazines to another pocket for easy loading. I reached for my flask and took a long pull of Valhalla Java. 

If I was going to face a mage intent on taking us out, I was going to have Valkyrie coffee in my veins while he tried it. The effect was immediate, as my senses and reflexes ratcheted up to overdrive.

“No,” Monty replied slowly as he watched me drink. “Should you be drinking so much of that?”

“What’s it going to do, kill me?” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and then replaced the flask inside my jacket. [ I added this.]“So this isn’t the passage?”

“Good point. The passage transports you to the other side of the Sanctuary once you cross. Were you thinking of crossing it again?”

The images of them dying flashed before my eyes.

“Not for as long as I live. In fact, we don’t even need to discuss it again, ever.”

“That is the usual response, from what I’ve heard,” he said with a short nod and adjusted the sleeves of his jacket. “We may not walk away from this one. Ready?”

“No, but when has that stopped us?”


























THIRTY-THREE

DEX REARRANGED THE runes on the door, made us step back, formed a large green orb, and launched it at the door. He gestured and cast a wall of energy between the door and us.

“Dex, I think those doors are designed to withstand magical attacks—”

The orb glided up to the door and stopped just short. I looked on in confusion.

“Wait for it,” he said, holding up a hand. “Runic doors take a little coaxing.”

The orb flowed into the door and disappeared. The next second, all of the runes shifted to green. Cracks appeared in the door, with green light shining through them. I felt the shift in energy as the door exploded. Shards of wood and metal flew by us, embedding themselves in the ground and walls.

We walked through the doorway and saw the bodies of gray mages littering the courtyard entrance. Some of them moaned and groaned. All of them had injuries. None of them tried to move against us. 

The rectangular courtyard was enclosed with columns on four sides, forming corridors between them and the walls. The old stone glimmered with runes and ambient power. 

Alcoves lined each wall every few feet, each of them covered with runes and ornate stone work. Four tiered stone towers, one on every corner of the courtyard, enclosed the space.

The center of the courtyard was dominated by a larger tiered stone tower covered in black runes and soaring twice as high as the corner towers.

“If that’s coaxing, I don’t want to see you apply force.” I looked at the faces of the mages. Most of them appeared to be in their late twenties or early thirties. “They must have been standing too close to the door.”

“Inner guard,” Monty said, pointing with his chin. “Incoming.”

I ducked behind a column as a barrage of flame orbs tried to incinerate me. I drew Grim Whisper and peeked around the column I was using for cover. I counted several dozen mages dressed in gray robes. All of them looked eager to barbecue us.

“Just how many of these mages does Oliver have?”

“The Golden Circle is one of the largest and oldest sects.” Monty cast an orb around a column. It weaved around the stone pillar and slammed into an unsuspecting group of mages, knocking them unconscious. “He could have anywhere from one hundred to three hundred novices in the grounds.”

“Three hundred mages?”

“Not all of them would have agreed to follow Oliver’s madness.”

“Faced with erasure, young mages would choose to follow,” Dex snapped as he caught a few orbs and tossed them back to their owners, blasting them into the walls with force. “Maybe you should let the pup out to play?”

Peaches nudged me and nearly pushed me into a group of flame orbs that blasted the wall.

<Can I bite them?>

<I don’t know. These guys want to bake us.>

<With fire?>

I remembered the images of the passage and shrugged them off, shaking my head. Part of me wanted him to stay close where I could keep him safe. Then I remembered he was a hellhound; he was the one keeping me safe.

<Be careful. Bite them, but don’t get hit by the orbs.>

<Bite them carefully? How do I do that?>

<Can you stop them without biting them?>

<I could tap them with my head and paws?>

I’d felt his ‘taps’ and almost felt sorry for the gray mages.

<Tap away.>

He leaped into the courtyard and blinked out. I heard a bone-crunching thud followed by a strangled scream as he pounced on a gray mage and went to work on another. Some of the mages focused on Peaches, and I dropped them with Persuaders.

Monty stepped from behind the column and unleashed an onslaught of tiny blue orbs about the size of marbles. They punched into the mages and knocked them off their feet, covering them in blue energy. He gestured, and the remaining mages, not stomped on by Peaches, convulsed on the ground.

“Shockers.” Dex grinned as he tossed small discs at the incapacitated mages. “I remember when I taught you that spell.”

“I’m sure most, if not all, of them can be rehabilitated.” Monty led the way past the incapacitated mages. “Erasure is a frightening option at any age.”

“Aye, you sound like Connor.” Dex nodded and wiped the sweat off his brow. With a gesture, the discs flared bright green, and the mages disappeared. “Besides, it’s not the novices that worry me.”

“Where did you send them?” I looked at the empty courtyard. “That is a handy spell.”

“Aye, it is, and costly too.” Dex was looking a little worse for wear as he caught his breath. “I sent them someplace safe.”

“The Elders could have fought back, but perhaps Oliver moved against them the same way he did with the library? By the time they realized what was happening, it would’ve been too late.”

“People are intelligent, mobs aren’t.” I holstered Grim Whisper as Peaches blinked in next to my leg. “I think the Elders, after centuries of having it, probably found it harder to let go of power than these mages. Maybe he promised them even more?”

“They betrayed the Sanctuary,” Dex said, flexing the muscles of his jaw. “They should have died or been erased before joining him or accepting any offers of power.”

“Power tends to corrupt,” I said.

“And absolute power corrupts absolutely,” Monty answered as he led the way up.

We climbed the stairs to the central tower and stood in front of a pair of rune-covered black doors that glistened in the sunlight. They were larger than the library door and radiated an oppressive malignant energy.

Unlike the library door, which informed you that it was foolish to attempt to open it, the vibe from these doors was more along the lines of ‘please try and open us so we can crush you like the bug that you are and laugh while we do it.’ For a second, I considered the airstrike option.

“Oliver takes his security seriously. Where did he get these, Mordor Exteriors and Doors?” I went to place a hand on one of the doors, and Dex yanked my arm back, nearly dislocating my shoulder as he shook his head.

“What?”

“These”—he narrowed his eyes at the imposing slabs of wood and metal as he pushed me back—“are Suicide Doors. You don’t want to go touching them, even being immortal.”

Peaches whined next to me and backed up.

A crack of thunder made me jump, as arcs of white energy leaped off the four smaller towers around us. Each of the arcs struck the main center tower, making the stone and the doors glow with white runes.

I looked up at the doors. “Dex, you don’t happen to have another one of those door exploders, do you?”

“Ach. For one of my ‘door exploders’—as you call them—to work, I have to rearrange the runes on the door and exploit the weakness. I can’t even touch this door.”

Monty gestured, and I noticed he was down to six rings.

“What are you doing?” I pointed at the rings. “You have to save those. Dex?”

“He can’t breach these doors using his life force. Besides, he doesn’t know the spell.” Monty kept gesturing and retrieved the runic nanogen Ziller had given him.

“How do you know a spell I don’t?” Dex crossed his arms and glared. “I taught you all the spells you know.” 

“Not all of them. You need to get safe, now.”

Monty kept gesturing as Dex’s eyes widened. The sixth ring faded to gray on Monty’s finger, and he kept gesturing. 

“Bloody hell.” Dex grabbed me by the arm and led me down the stairs. From the bottom of the stairs, I saw a black cloud envelop Monty and hide him from view.

“What is that?”

“We need shelter.” Dex looked around as if trying to find a good place to hide. “And quick.”

“From what?” I kept my gaze fixed on the dark area in front of the doors. “What the hell is that?”

Dex snapped his fingers. “Your shield. Over here, hurry.”

“What is that?”

He led us to one of the alcoves in the wall behind the columns. The alcoves were deep enough to hold all three of us if we squeezed in. Peaches huddled by our feet as Dex gestured. 

“Get your shield up.” He wiped the sweat out of his eyes. “Hurry, before he lets that thing go.”

I pressed the main bead on the mala, and the shield materialized in front of us. Dex grabbed the edge of the shield and whispered something under his breath. A green wave flowed into it, making it larger and curved, covering the entire alcove.

“He’s using too much energy.” I looked to where the black cloud of energy pulsed. “At this rate, he’s going to burn through all the reservoirs. He won’t have anything left to face Oliver.”

“I don’t think he’s worried about that too much at the moment.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Where in bloody hell did he learn a dark corsolis?” Dex squinted through the shield. “I never even taught him a regular corsolis, much less a dark one. This must be the work of that sorceress he’s sweet on.”

“Roxanne?” I shook my head. “No, he learned the corsolis at his last shift. I was there when he faced Beck and exploded an entire level…. Oh, shit.”

“Figured it out, have you?” Dex kept his gaze fixed on Monty. “Whatever you do, don’t let your shield drop.”


























THIRTY-FOUR

ANOTHER CRACK OF thunder filled the courtyard, and a black wave of energy descended from the center tower.

“Avert your eyes!” Dex yelled as he turned my head and looked away. I made sure Peaches’ eyes were covered, even though I didn’t know what effect the spell would have on a hellhound. The wave slammed into the shield, rocking us. It was the sound of an angry ocean, roaring and threatening to rip us out of the alcove as the energy battered the enhanced shield.

After a few seconds, silence embraced the courtyard. I pressed the mala bead and dropped the shield. The floor of the courtyard was a scorched ruin. The entire courtyard looked like ground zero to a runic, nuclear bomb. 

Everywhere I looked, the stone was cracked and scorched. All of the columns had suffered damage, some of them missing entirely. One of the four corner towers had collapsed, and the other three were scorched and missing sections.

I looked up the stairs but didn’t see Monty. The Suicide Doors had been blasted apart. I raced up the stairs with Peaches keeping pace. We reached the top and I saw Monty on one knee. Blood poured from his nose and the side of his mouth. I saw his hand and counted four rings left. He wiped the blood away and gave me a nod as he stood slowly.

“I could really use a cup of tea.” He looked into the charred entrance of the center tower. “That was harder than I thought it would be, even with the runic nanogen.”

I patted my jacket, pulled out my skull-covered flask, and handed it to him. He examined it, reluctantly at first, and then took a deep pull of what I guess was, for him, Valhalla Earl Grey.

“That was refreshing.” He handed me the flask and shrugged out of his suit jacket. “Thank you.”

His suit jacket was torn and ragged as he removed it and placed it on the floor beside him. Small blisters had formed on his hands and face. He gestured and a soft golden light enveloped the burned areas.

“Are you bloody daft?” Dex yelled, climbing the last of the stairs and gasping. “A dark corsolis? Where did you learn—when did you learn that spell?”

Monty motioned to the doors. Dex grabbed his hand, eyeing the remaining four rings. Monty removed his hand slowly. “We needed to get inside, and it was the only way.”

“Not if it means losing you, boy. There’s always a choice.”

Monty turned to enter the tower, when I felt an energy shift. For a split second, the memory of the passage raced in my mind. I looked as Peaches growled and entered ‘shred and crush’ mode. He was looking at the entrance of the tower. Inside the tower was an open space. Residual arcs of dark energy danced along the floor. The interior was dim, making it hard to see all the details.

“There’s only one choice and it lies inside.” Monty stepped into the tower.

“Monty, wait—” I started, as a blast of black energy hit him squarely in the chest and launched him across the courtyard.

<Go get him, boy!>

Peaches blinked out and reappeared mid-air next to Monty. He clamped on to his arm and blinked out again. They both reappeared behind the columns. I saw Monty get to his feet, using the wall for support. He coughed and spat blood as he looked in my direction, giving me a nod.

<That deserves extra meat.>

<One extra-large sausage for you. Stay next to him, boy. Keep him safe.>

I moved to the side and looked into the tower. My eye caught the movement of a figure approaching us from across the floor. Behind the figure, suspended horizontally several feet off the floor in a mid-air spread eagle, was Connor Montague. I switched out the magazine and loaded entropy rounds.

Black bands of energy were attached to his arms, legs and neck, keeping him in place. On the floor beneath him, I saw five figures standing in the center of a large circle, gesturing. Black tendrils of energy shot up from the circle and embedded themselves in Connor’s body.

I moved back down the stairs, fighting an overwhelming wall of force pressed against me. Dex grunted next to me as he tried to resist but found himself backing down with me.

We were forced back to the courtyard floor as the figure emerged from the tower into the sun. For a moment, he closed his eyes, ignoring us, and faced the light, basking in the rays. 

He wore a simple black Armani suit with a black Brooks Brothers shirt and a Zegna tie made of gold silk. A pair of black Isaias finished the ensemble, and I wondered if maybe he and Hades were shopping buddies. 

His gray hair was cut short and parted on one side. If he ever decided megalomaniacal mage didn’t work, he could always model for a living.

He looked down the stairs. I saw violet energy race across his eyes and realized the nightmare had officially begun. The voice in my head suggested that this would be the best time for the airstrike, particularly if I were standing directly under it when it hit. I took a step back, fully intending to run and not stop until I arrived at a minimal safe distance, like Antarctica.

The fear must have shown in my expression because Dex grabbed my shoulder and squeezed hard enough for me to wince.

“It’s poor form to blast open a door when a knock would’ve sufficed,” the man said from the top of the stairs. “Do you know how difficult it was to install those doors? I lost at least thirty or forty mages in the process.”

Dex formed fists with his hands. “I’m going to enjoy watching you die, Oliver.”

“No, I don’t think so, old man. Here’s what’s going to happen: I’m going to offer Tristan over there a choice. If he refuses, I’ll put him out of his misery, severing the Montague bond. Connor, in there”—he thumbed behind him—“is going to give me the permutation. Then, I’m going to put the rest of you down. After that, maybe lunch.”

“You bastard, let my brother go.”

I drew Grim Whisper, and Oliver raised an eyebrow.

“You are so far out of your depth, Mr. Strong, you can’t fathom the power you’re facing. I would try explaining it to you, but your poor brain would probably melt in the process.”

“I get that a lot. Let Connor go.”

“And then what, repent of my ways? Allow them to perform an erasure? Imprisoned for the rest of my days? Forgive me if I decline.”

“A swift death will suit me just fine,” Dex growled and began to gesture, his hands glowing green.

“Are you posing, or do you intend to shoot?” Oliver asked, staring at me and ignoring Dex.

I emptied the magazine. Oliver raised a hand, stopping the bullets mid-flight and pulling off a Neo in my face. Except my rounds didn’t fall to the ground. He waved a finger around and flicked his fingers forward. I barely pressed my mala bead in time before all of the rounds pounded into my shield.

“A shield—how quaint.” He slashed his arm across his body and I flew across the courtyard, slamming into a few columns along the way before crashing into a wall face-first, cratering it. “I’ll be right with you, Mr. Strong. Don’t go anywhere.”

My body blasted heat as it dealt with several broken bones and critical damage. We were in trouble. I couldn’t even move my arm to reach for my mark.

Peaches saw my epic landing and blinked out.

<No, boy! He’s too strong.>

Oliver gestured and surrounded Peaches with a violet lattice as he reappeared a few feet away, mid-pounce.

“Good hellhound, stay.” He swiped his hand, and Peaches crashed next to me, landing on his side.

<I can’t go in between.> 

<That’s okay, boy. I’m working on a way out.>

<Will there be meat?>

<If we get out of this, you can have meat until you’re tired of eating.>

He growled and rolled awkwardly to his feet, nudging closer to me.

Dex unleashed a green orb, followed by a barrage of black energy. Oliver gestured as he descended the stairs. A group of violet orbs intercepted Dex’s attack, absorbed it, and raced at Dex.

“Where’s your pigeon, Dex?” Oliver mocked as he directed the violet orbs.  They split up, homing in on Dex as he ran for the alcove and threw up a defensive wall. The orbs floated in front of the green wall as Oliver continued down the steps. “Let me know if I should expect your goddess of a girlfriend. I have a special surprise for her.”

He moved over to where Monty stood unsteadily. His pale face was covered in sweat. He used the wall for support as he focused on Oliver. He spat blood as Oliver stepped closer.

“Let my father go,” Monty rasped, “before it’s too late.”

 “Too late for what?” Oliver looked around. “You’re planning on mounting an attack? You may have dispatched a few Envoys, and Arbiters, even some Ghosts. However, I have to say Wenk surprised me, he was quite skilled.”

“Do it.” Monty fell to one knee and coughed up more blood. He wiped away the blood from the ground.

“How does it feel to come home, Tristan? The familiar sights and smells… Well, it never smelled this scorched. Must bring back the memories.”

“This was never my home. I was sent here to become a weapon, to become like you.”

Oliver looked down at Monty, his expression one of disgust. 

“Like me? You’ll never be like me,” Oliver hissed. “Oh, that’s right, your home is with your beloved Nana. How is she these days? Still pulling the old ‘I’m dead, but not really’ trick?”

“She’s no concern of yours.”

“Again, you’re mistaken, Tristan. Once I have control of the sects, once I’ve begun an age where mages rule this world, where our power is unquestioned, and we aren’t hiding in the shadows, in temples, or remote mountains, and caves…. Once we’re respected, then we’ll deal with the mages like your Nana. And once she and those like her are gone, we’ll take what’s rightfully ours—everything.”

“Humanity will never allow that. You’ll start another war.”

“Sometimes, in order to create, you must destroy. This is surely something you, of all mages, can understand.”

“You’re wrong.” Monty coughed into his hand, wiping more blood off his hands and onto his pants. “I never destroy with the intention of creating. When I destroy, the intention, my intention, is to obliterate my target. When I create, the intention is to create.”

“Well, we all can’t be like the great Montague family.”

Monty sat back against the wall. The image from the passage flashed in my mind.

“You…you always wanted to be a Montague,” Monty answered, in between more blood-laden coughs. He swiped his hands along his pants again, and I noticed that he was down to one ring.

Oliver shook his head and tutted. “Tristan, you sound and look positively ill.” He narrowed his eyes, examining Monty. “Are those traces of obsidian ice I see? Join me, and you’ll be whole, truly whole. I can heal you and restore your ability to cast.”

“Sod off!” Dex yelled. “He’ll not be joining the likes of you, you sack of bollocks!”

Oliver glanced at Dex. “I wasn’t speaking to you, you pathetic excuse for a mage.” He gestured and slammed several of the orbs into Dex’s shield, forcing Dex to focus on restoring it.

“Fuck you,” I growled as I worked my way into a seated position, ignoring the searing agony of my bones knitting together as my body accelerated the healing. “In case it wasn’t clear, he’s not interested.”

Oliver glanced my way with a smile and turned back to Monty. “I haven’t heard from him yet. What do you say, Tristan? Join me and gain more power than you’ve ever imagined.”

“Yes, I accept,” Monty said quietly. “As long as you restore my casting and release my mother’s essence.”

“Once you provide me with the Archmage permutation, you’ll be fully restored. As for your mother’s essence, I never possessed it. I merely convinced your father I did.”

“You never had it? How?”

Oliver shook his head. “I convinced Baudri to create a simulacra of her essence from some of her belongings your father treasured. It was an emotional resonance loop, not your mother’s essence that he felt.”

“It was an illusion?”

“A near perfect one.” Oliver shook his head with a malicious smile. “Baudri was truly a master of his discipline. I had to eliminate him when he wanted to confess, the fool. That and he deceived me with a perfect copy of Ziller. I made him suffer for that. After I shift”—he looked around the courtyard—“I’ll restore you and make sure their deaths are fast, no pain.”

“Good,” Monty said, wiping off more blood. “I don’t want them to suffer.”

“They won’t. Come, join me.”

I felt the shift almost immediately. I got to my feet and pulled at the lattice holding Peaches, but it wouldn’t budge. I saw the last ring turn to dust around Monty’s finger. I managed to get Ebonsoul under the lattice, cutting it, but it was slow going.

The blood around Monty and on his clothes burst with violet light. Monty got to his feet and, with a gesture, restored his clothing into an impeccable Zegna. His energy signature was off the charts. It reminded me of the time we faced off against Julien. Monty had shifted to Archmage.

“You’ll have to forgive me if I decline your offer.”

“You traced the blood into the runes of permutation?” Oliver stepped back, surprised. “Clever, even for you, but you can’t wield this power. It’s too much for you.”

“I’ll be releasing my father now.”

“No, I don’t think so. I think you and your friends will be dying now. It’s a pity, really. We could have ushered in a new era of magic. We could have ruled the world.”

“The world doesn’t need more rulers.”

Oliver released an orb. It raced at Monty, who deflected it with a slap. It exploded on contact.


























THIRTY-FIVE

WHEN THE SMOKE cleared, Oliver had disappeared. The lattice holding Peaches and the orbs attacking Dex vanished. We raced up the stairs. The figures in the circle lay in pools of blood. Connor Montague lay face down outside of the circle. 

Monty ran over to where his father lay and slowly turned him over.

“You heard me,” Connor said, his voice barely audible. “You created the permutation.”

“I did,” Monty replied quietly. “I don’t know how you discovered this, but it’s incredible, it’s—”

“It’s unstable, Tristan. I tried to explain it to Oliver, but he wouldn’t listen. You have to release it, or it will kill you.”

“I don’t understand,” Monty said, tracing some runes in the air. After a moment, he nodded. “It’s imperfect.”

Connor grabbed Monty by the arm and nodded. “There…there are no shortcuts. I was a fool for trying this, and a greater fool for allowing Oliver to deceive me with your mother.”

“You heard? Of course, the bond.”

Connor nodded. “No parent wants to bury their child, Tristan. Let the power go before it destroys you.”

Monty stood up and flexed his fingers. Violet arcs raced across his arms and body.

“Connor, he’s been exposed to obsidian ice.” Dex looked at Monty. “If he releases the power, he’ll die.”

Connor looked at Monty and extended a hand. “I won’t let him die. Let me help you release it, son.”

Monty grabbed his father’s hand and knelt beside him as they traced runes together. After a few moments, I felt another shift as Monty’s energy signature nearly disappeared. He sagged forward and Dex caught him.

“Connor,” Dex started.

“It’s fine,” Monty said, straightening out. “This is as it should be. Thank you, Father.”

Connor held on to Monty’s hand and stared into his face. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. 

“I’m sorry, son. I’m sorry for not being the father you deserved when you needed me.”

“Father, you don’t need to—”

Connor traced a rune on Monty’s hand and whispered something under his breath. A golden band of light wrapped itself around both their hands, securing them together.

“Connor? What are you doing?” Dex said in agitation as he tried to separate them but couldn’t. “Stop this. Stop this right now.”

“Enough, Dex,” Connor said gently, looking at his younger brother. “It’s my choice. When I’m gone, it’s up to you to restore this place.”

“No, brother, don’t.” Dex shook his head. “Don’t do this, we can help you. There has to be a way.”

“It’s too late for me, Dex. They’ve been draining my essence for a long time now.”

“I’m sure there’s a tome in the Repository that can reverse this,” Monty said. “We can get Professor Ziller and he—”

Connor smiled and shook his head. “I’m not an Archmage any longer. Oliver and the remaining Elders saw to that, but what I have left, I give to you freely, son. I love you.”

Connor traced runes in the air and the golden band exploded with light, temporarily blinding me. It lasted for several seconds before dying down and disappearing.

Connor was fading fast. His energy signature grew less noticeable with each second. He pulled Monty close with the last of his strength.

“Don’t let him escape, Tristan. You stop Oliver or die in the attempt.”


























THIRTY-SIX

“WHAT DID HE do?” I looked around at the devastation. “Bloody hell.”

“A transference. Connor transferred whatever was left of his essence to Tristan. How do you feel, lad?”

“I need you two to get back to the exit.” Monty rested Connor gently on the ground, stood, and pulled on his sleeves. “I’ll deal with Oliver.”

“Not without us, you won’t.” Dex squared up against Monty, his face hard. “We’ll stop him.”

“No, I have to do this alone, don’t you see? It was his dying wish.”

Dex didn’t budge. “His dying wish wasn’t for you to join him, lad.” He poked Monty in the chest. “You’re not doing this alone. You may be cured of the ice, doesn’t mean you can stand alone against Oliver.”

“I can’t.”

“Of course you can’t. That’s why we’re here.”

“No, Uncle Dex, I can’t lose anyone else. I have to do this alone. Oliver is too strong. I don’t know if I’m walking away from this one.”

“All the more reason for us to be by your side, lad. Now, find the bastard, and let’s put an end to him.”

Monty closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. “He’s not in the Sanctuary.” His eyes snapped open. “We need to get to the exit, now.”

“I already told you, lad, we’re not leaving your side,” Dex started, and Monty grabbed him by the shoulder. “He went to the nexus. Oliver is in the nexus. He’s trying to get off this plane.”

We raced all the way to the bottom of the stairs, when it dawned on me that we would have to cross the Void Passage again. I stopped, quite abruptly, and Peaches almost threw my hip out of its socket.

Monty whirled on me.

“What is it? What part of urgency do you not understand? We have to stop him while he’s in the nexus. It’s our best chance.”

“The fastest way through the Sanctuary is…?”

“The passage. We’ll get you through it. Move, Simon.”

“Not happening. Let me try something else. If it works, great. If not, I’ll take the long way rather than go through that hell again.”

“Now? Really?”

“Yes, now.” I crouched down and placed my hands on the sides of Peaches’ head.

<Do you remember how you caught Monty and put him on the ground?>

<Yes, he was like a big piece of sausage. You promised extra for that.>

<I did. Now I promise even more extra. Can you find the scary lady?>

He chuffed and shook his head. After a few seconds, he oriented himself and pointed his body in what I guessed was the direction of the Tushes.

<Yes, is she going to make me meat?>

<First, I need you to take us to her. Can you do that?>

<I can try.>

“Everyone grab the hellhound.”

I held on to his collar as the runes in the stones began flashing. Monty looked concerned as he grabbed the collar too.

“Are you sure this is a good id—?”

The courtyard disappeared. A moment later, we were behind TK and LD.

“You know, of course, that you’re cursed,” TK was saying to LD. “May you live with an interesting wife.”

“That is the only part of my life that is unquestionably not cursed.”

“You lie so pretty,” she said with her scary smile.

“Yes…I mean…no...I mean, it’s a trap!” LD pointed behind her.

TK turned and unleashed a barrage of orbs at us. Monty waved an arm and deflected them to the side. TK raised an eyebrow, impressed.

“We need to get to the nexus, now.”

LD stepped away from the wall and almost stumbled to the ground. 

“He’s nearly spent, but I think he can manage a portal.” TK held him up. “Will you be able to get out on your own?”

I looked down at Peaches. “I’m pretty sure we can find a way off.”

“In that case, stand together.”

LD gestured, forming a gray circle under us. “Good to go.”

“Remember your word, Tristan,” TK said as they vanished.


























THIRTY-SEVEN

ONCE WE ARRIVED at the nexus circle, an orb slammed into my side, sending me sprawling. Peaches blinked out as Oliver closed the distance, unleashing more orbs. Monty raised a shield while I tried to catch my breath from the bruised ribs.

“Ugh, I just got sucker orbed.” I rubbed my side as my curse dealt with the injury. “Can we end him now?”

“We’d better. If he gets to our plane, he may be too strong, even for all of us. It has to be here and now.”

Monty spun off to the side as I drew Grim Whisper and fired. Dex unleashed a wave of green energy as I pressed the bead on my mala and closed in on Oliver.

Oliver shifted sideways and avoided Dex’s attack while simultaneously deflecting my bullets. Monty’s orb crashed into his midsection and spun him around as Peaches blinked in, latched on to a leg, and proceeded to shake. 

Dex unleashed a lattice and held him in place. Oliver tried futilely to break free, but the nexus had drained a large portion of his power.

“Once I’m free, I’ll lay waste to your world.”

Monty gestured and his hands gave off a golden glow as he approached. 

“I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Oliver glared as Monty knelt down next to him. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Erasure is too good for him, lad. Put him out of his misery.”

“No, Father would have offered him this mercy.” Monty placed his hands on Oliver’s temples. The golden light traveled from Monty hands to Oliver temples, and remained there, pulsing. Monty whispered something under his breath, and the golden glow transformed, turning darker. Peaches padded over to my side.

Oliver’s screams filled the nexus for several minutes. Monty removed the gold band from Oliver’s forehead, whispered once more, and disintegrated it.

“I will live to see the day you lie at my feet, begging for your life, Tristan Montague.”

“You have no magic, I doubt you’ll live that long.”

<The bad man still smells bad. Can I bite him again?>

<What?>

I turned in time to see Oliver extend his arm and materialize a handcannon. He got off three shots: one grazed me in the arm, another punched through my leg, and the last one slammed into Dex.

“Shit, Dex!” He was still moving, but the pool of blood around his body was bad.

“Don’t worry about me, finish him!” he yelled from the ground.

“Did you think you could erase me? You aren’t the only one who knows how to use reservoirs.” Oliver held up a hand covered in rings. “You erased what I allowed you to erase.”

“You bastard,” Dex spat, clenching his midsection.

Oliver raised the handcannon again and took aim at Monty. “Goodbye, Tristan.”

Monty shifted forward, gestured, and disappeared. He reappeared behind Oliver as he drew his swords, the Sorrows. Oliver tried to turn, but it was too late. Monty buried both of them through Oliver’s chest. Their wails filled the nexus as Oliver fell to his knees, looking down in shock at the blades protruding from his chest.

The swords crackled with blue energy as Monty moved close and whispered something in Oliver’s ear. Both swords erupted with power as Oliver’s body disintegrated.

Monty sheathed his swords and ran over to Dex. He turned him over and placed a glowing hand over the wound. 

“Don’t you dare die on me, you old fool.”

After a few moments, Dex coughed and cracked open an eye. “Next time, you check the bastard for reservoirs or any hidden weapons. What kind of battle mage are you? Are you just an expert at blowing up buildings? Didn’t I teach you anything?”

“How did you do that?” I asked, once Monty made sure Dex would recover. “I’ve never seen you teleport like that.”

“I’m just observant.” He looked down at Peaches. “Your creature showed me how. I just needed to pay closer attention.”

“Can we go home now? I could use about a decade off.”

I rested my head on the warm ground under me. My body was closing the wounds, and the warmth felt good for once.

“Before we start your vacation, you’ll have to attend the reckoning as my shieldbearer.”

“Can’t you just apologize profusely for trying to Smith Bridge her, and call it a day?”

“Have you met TK?” He shook his head with an almost smile and then grew serious. 

“Fine,” I said, “but if she kills you, I’m not telling Roxanne.”

“Simon, I wanted to say—”

“Save it. We’re family. That’s what family does for each other. Oh, and you both had better be ready to make sausage for days, until that hellhound explodes.”

We headed to the circle. I looked up at the kaleidoscope sky one last time before it flashed, and we were gone…headed home.

THE END
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FOREWORD

In the course of writing a book, which for me, is usually a few months, life happens. Events unfold, some good, and some bad. I started writing dedications to honor those moments and people, to find some way to express my respect and heartfelt feelings for the pain and joy we all share, because we are all connected. We are all one.

Life and Death are inextricably intertwined. Sometimes as a writer, I think a book or story is about one thing when it’s really about something else that blindsides you after the book is done. That happened to me with this book. I write primarily to entertain and to provide my amazing readers with a few moments of escape. I want to provide a few moments of light in what can be a very dark world.

Simon is an immortal and rather than having a casual or flippant attitude towards life, he is very aware that he can lose those closest to him, his family. That’s not to say that he always approaches the subject seriously. Part of what makes him who he is, is that even in the face of  danger and certain death, he can find a moment of lightness, much to Monty’s aggravation.

That’s what I want you to take away. When it seems like it’s the end and there is no hope, find the light in the darkness. Even the faintest light can blaze like the sun in darkness. Be the light, we have enough darkness in this world.


Dedication

For every parent who has had to do the unthinkable

I wrote and deleted this dedication several times. Part of me felt it would make the book too dark. In the end, I felt I needed to say this because these parents need to be honored. Death is a part of life we can’t avoid. I learned this fact very young.

I’m not going to mention any names because this wound never heals. Time doesn’t make it easier and no words could ever convey the loss and constant pain of losing a child. I had to go into some very dark places to write the character of George Rott for this book. As a father, I felt his pain and understood his motivation. I know what it is to carry a casket for a child, and I wish it upon no one.

This dedication is to let all who have gone through this know that I understand your pain and loss. That you are not alone. Your daily battle with grief and anger has not gone unnoticed. There are no words that can aptly describe this experience and I won’t try here.

On those days when it gets too heavy and life feels a little darker, remember: there are shoulders to rest on. We got you.


Dedication

For Chaos & Dizzy

My first dog, Juno, passed away when I was in my late teens. He woke up one day at the ripe old age of 16 and his hind legs decided they were done. No more walking. He looked at me, gave me a wag as if to say “I have to go, but it’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay. We’ve had a massively great run, but it’s time for me to leave.”

He had been with me since he was eight weeks old and had been there for most of my life. I picked him up with tears in my eyes. We made a last trip to the vet. I held him as they put him to sleep and vowed to never feel that pain again. Fast forward twenty years and I have my awesome boxer, named Winter, and I’m looking at getting an actual Peaches to join the family.

I will always remember Juno fondly. He was a terrier-Tasmanian devil mutt that terrorized our neighborhood and I loved him fiercely. We still tell stories about him in our family. In that way he still lives on and is with us.

This dedication is for all those who have lost furry family members. They love us unconditionally, fill our days with laughter and sometimes groans, but we love them just the same and can’t imagine our lives without them.


All fathers are invisible in daytime; daytime is ruled by mothers and fathers come out at night. Darkness brings home fathers, with their real, unspeakable power. There is more to fathers than meets the eye. -Margaret Atwood

So comes the snow after the fire and even dragons have their endings.-J.R.R. Tolkien


























ONE

“MONTY, ARE YOU certain this is necessary?” I looked up from the pile of reports on my desk.

He finished polishing his swords, the Sorrows, and resheathed them. A soft cry escaped the blades as they disappeared into the back cross-sheaths and vanished from sight.

“It’s either this, or we risk angering the entire family. This is the best solution, Simon.”

“You know we need to address this Rott situation before he does something that gets him killed and takes us along for the ride.”

I remembered the last time I’d spoken to George Rott, Cassandra’s father:

“You owe me, and you owe her.”

“Listen, George, I don’t know what you found, but why don’t we meet to discuss this?”

“I found them,” he whispered. “I found the dragons.”

“We need to address this first.” Monty pulled on one of his sleeves, reached for a cup of tea sitting on the desk, and headed to the back room. “They should be here shortly.”

“Is Dex coming?”

“He’ll meet us there. We have guests to escort.”

Between London and the Sanctuary, we hadn’t been in the city for a week or so. Ramirez had been leaving me messages about strange activity downtown near the South Street Seaport. These events seemed to coincide with the increase in runic activity occurring near the Hellfire Club. I didn’t like the timing, especially with George out hunting dragons.

If it had been just a grieving father, that would be one thing, but George ‘Rottweiler’ Rott had also led NYTF’s Shadow Company—the company I served in a lifetime ago.

His skills made him dangerous and resourceful. He wasn’t a man to be taken lightly in the best of circumstances. Now, he was blinded by revenge for his daughter. This was going to get ugly fast. I was about to pick up the phone to call Ramirez, when a knock interrupted me.

“That them?” I holstered Grim Whisper and sheathed Ebonsoul. Peaches rolled over, nearly crushing my legs. I tried shoving him over, but he didn’t budge.

<You could lie down anywhere else in the office, you know.>

<I know. But your feet are warm.>

The knock sounded again.

“Unless you’re expecting your vampire, I would imagine so,” Monty called out. “I have one more item to secure before we leave. Can you let them in?”

I stood up and approached the door, when I saw the ice creep along the floor and enter the office.

“Monty? I think you need to get this one…unless we have a blowtorch handy?”

The temperature in the office dropped by about twenty degrees, and we entered a mini ice age as frost started to form on the door and creep around the frame.

“Are you ready?” he asked, walking up to the door.

“For what, frostbite?”

He glared at me, reminding me that our guests weren’t exactly friendly. He gestured and formed an orb of flame around his hand as he opened the door.

Three of the most beautiful women I’d seen in my entire life stood at our door. Three sets of sky-blue eyes blazed at us with thinly-veiled violence behind them. 

Each of their faces was framed by white-blond hair. The fact that I could see combat armor under their long white leather coats did little to put me at ease.

Their energy signatures were strong enough to give me pause. Ice mages made me nervous after our brief but homicidal encounter with the not-so-stable Steigh Cea. 

I hoped her sisters weren’t as prone to spontaneous violence. The center woman, who was the tallest of the three, stepped into our office. The remaining two turned their backs on us and stayed outside the door.

“Well met, Hekla,” Monty said with a nod. “Are you ready?”

Hekla nodded and took in our office remaining silent for a few seconds. Her eyes lingered on Peaches and she sniffed with a hint of disgust. Maybe it was an ice-mage thing, but she had the condescending look down to an artform. I almost wanted to run to my room and straighten it up.

“I’m here to secure the runic neutralizer, mage,” she said, her husky voice filling the office. “If I deem your location of choice to be inadequate, I will relocate it to our home, as per our agreement. My sisters will remain here until I return.”

“Understood.” Monty gestured and formed a large circle on the floor. “We will be traveling to Fordey Boutique. I have chosen them to keep the neutralizer safe, and I have some matters to attend to there.”

“Proceed.” She waved her hand as if we were boring her just by existing. “Do you need assistance with your circle?”

“Thank you for the offer, but I believe I can manage.”

She looked down when Peaches stepped into the circle with us. “This infernal thing will be traveling with us?”

“He has a habit of following me around,” I said, barely containing my anger. I rubbed Peaches’ head, and he rumbled extra loudly. “It’s better if Peaches joins us.”

She stepped to the other side of the circle and nodded to Monty. “Carry on, mage.”

Monty gestured as white runes floated around us. With a last sweep of his arm, the office disappeared.


























TWO

WE STEPPED OUT of the circle and into what I assumed was Fordey Boutique. The last time I’d been here, all of the available floor space had been covered in boxes and crates. The walls had held warped shelves appearing to be on the verge of collapse. This time, all that was gone.

We stood in an open reception area the size of an enormous hotel lobby. A large, gleaming, golden X, outlined in red, dominated the center of the black marble floor. It reflected the light pouring in from a domed window set in the ceiling. I looked around, and wondered if we had taken a detour to a museum. 

The only pieces furniture I saw were the white marble benches situated along the wall at even intervals. Small recessed alcoves were above each bench.

An intricately carved, white marble statue stood inside each alcove. All of the statues were in action poses except for one. I walked over to that one and realized it was a statue of TK.

This statue stood with her hands resting on a sword, point down. Her legs were slightly apart and the lifelike expression on her face was a cross between a scowl and a smile, as if to say, ‘step closer so I can shred you’.

I shuddered. The statue only captured a fraction of the intensity TK possessed. I moved around the room and examined some of the others. I found one for LD, Rene, and Jonno. I didn’t recognize the rest of them, but I assumed this was a space dedicated to the Ten.

“This is Fordey?”

“Yes and no.” Monty gestured and the circle beneath us vanished. “This is the Hall of the Ten. It’s connected to Fordey through that corridor.”

“What corridor?” I turned in the direction he pointed, and an archway materialized. “Oh, that corridor.”

A figure stepped through the archway. She was dressed in a flowing white robe, which was covered in silver runic brocade. Her long, black hair cascaded behind her as she stood in the corridor without entering the Hall of the Ten.

“She’s waiting for us to follow.” Monty stepped forward and approached the woman.

“Is that a Wordweaver?”

“Yes.” Monty, who was usually scowly, was going for extra grim today. Even Hekla, who previously had appeared arrogant seemed humbled by the presence of the Wordweaver.

Peaches nudged my leg, nearly tearing my ACL, and rumbled.

<Do you have any meat?>

<No, I don’t have any meat. Can you wait until we get home? You just ate.>

<That was a long time ago.>

<It was thirty minutes ago.>

<Like I said, a long time ago. You should carry meat with you. Your coat has pockets. I don’t have pockets. Have you learned to make the magic meat yet?>

<No. Dex said he would teach me the spell. Right now, we have to do this.>

<Can I get meat after?>

<Yes. Monty said Dex would meet us here. I’ll ask him to make some meat for you. Can you hold it together until then?>

<I’ll try. Can I bite the tall lady if I get hungry?>

<No. No biting anyone unless I say so.>

He chuffed in response and padded off.

“What are Wordweavers doing in Fordey? Do you owe them a book?”

“No,” he said with a sigh, “they are here to witness the Reckoning.”

The Wordweaver turned and led the way once we entered the corridor.

“And the Reckoning needs witnesses because…?”

“In addition to the Triad, Wordweavers officiate, observe and, more importantly, enforce the rules established by the parties of a Reckoning. In this case, TK and myself.”

TK’s words came back to me: Because of the regard in which I hold your uncle…blood and power.

“Blood and power?”

“Yes, those are the conditions.”

“That sounds painful. Can’t you just do some community service here at the boutique? Stock some shelves or clean out the inventory? Maybe do a few delivery runs with LD?”

“No. This needs to happen. At least it’s not to the death. That would put Uncle Dex in an awkward position. I’ll need to remember to thank TK for that.”

“That’s your concern? Dex being put in an awkward position?” 

“Yes. As a direct blood relative, he must stand by me during a Reckoning, but TK, LD, and the others are also his family, even if they’re not blood. TK allowed him to fulfill his duty as my uncle without sacrificing his relationship with them. She allowed him to save face.”

“As she rips off yours. TK is powerful, Monty.” I looked ahead at the Wordweaver. “Does she know where she’s going? I don’t remember the boutique being this large.”

“Time and relative dimension in space aren’t fixed constructs in Fordey Boutique. This design is based on the Corridors of Chaos. I doubt she’ll get lost here.”

The Wordweaver led us down several corridors in silence. Hekla must have sensed we were in a magical construct. She kept her distance but didn’t let us get too far away from her. It was either that or she didn’t like being near Peaches, who rumbled at her every time she got too close.

“Can you forfeit?”

“No. This isn’t a game. To forfeit would be an affront to TK and a loss of face for my uncle. He’d kill me if I forfeited. He’s quite touchy about the family name.”

“Yes, he’s a bit of a traditionalist, even though the family doesn’t really like him. How many Montagues are there?”

“Our family is not very large, but we are influential in the mage community. With the death of my father, Uncle Dex will have to assume some responsibility at the Sanctuary.”

“I bet he’s going to love that.”

“It can’t be helped. A Montague has been an Elder in the Sanctuary since its inception.” He brushed some hair out of his face. “In any case, I tried to tether a Smith Bridge to TK and must face the consequences of my actions.” 

“You did what you thought was best, considering the circumstances. It was a horrible idea, but I get it. The no-forfeit clause sucks, though.”

“There’s another reason I can’t forfeit,” he added. “A forfeit could shift the conditions from blood and power to death.”

“But TK wouldn’t take it that far, right? Would she?”

“It would be out of her hands at that point. The Triads hold the right to determine the new condition in the event of a forfeit.”

“Who makes up these Triads?” I looked around. “Is it Dex, Peaches, and me?”

“A mage, an immortal, and a shifter have to form the Triad. You can’t be part of the Triad.”

“But I’m an—?”

“As my shieldbearer,” he said with a look that meant ‘shut up before you divulge something important,’ “you can’t be part of the Triad. I’ve found a substitute.”

“What about TK? Does she need this ‘Triad’ group too?”

He nodded. “Yes, that’s the tradition, to ensure the rules of the Reckoning are observed.”

“Six powerful individuals in a room watching a fight. That doesn’t sound like a recipe for disaster at all.”

The Wordweaver made a few more turns and led us down several dimly lit corridors. Most of them had shelving of some kind holding all sorts of items. At the end of one of these corridors, we came to another thick steel door.

“We’re here.” Monty reached back and drew the Sorrows, handing them to the Wordweaver. “Keep your eyes open and your creature in check.”

“No weapons?”

“This is a Reckoning of mages. No conventional weapons are permitted.”

“This door looks familiar…this is the—”

“Danger Room,” said a voice from behind us. “Welcome back, gentlemen and guest.”

It was LD. He held a black cat in his arms as he approached. The cat’s coat shone with latent energy and its eyes glowed with a subtle yellow light.

“LD, it’s good to see you.” I looked down. The cat’s eyes glowed brighter. “I don’t remember you having a…I want to say cat?”

“Hello, Tristan, Simon,” he replied, stroking the cat on his arm, his voice serious, matching his expression. I noticed he was dressed in a black suit, and I got a distinct Bond-villain vibe. “This is Dinger, short for Chaos T. Schrodinger.”

“Dinger? Really?” The cat-creature was giving me the ‘clearly I’m superior to you’ look with glowing eyes so I kept my distance.

“If you look around here, you’ll see his partner in crime, Diz, short for Discord. Just don’t try and pet her.”

“Another feline?”

“No, that one looks like a beagle, but don’t be fooled. She’s really a singularity disguised as a dog. If you see her, walk away. And whatever you do, don’t feed her.”

“What? She transforms? Should I avoid getting her wet, too?”

“Simon, does it look like I’m joking? Do not feed her. She’ll make your hellhound look like he’s on a hunger strike. The last time someone did, we lost part of the boutique.”

“Fine, I won’t feed your black-hole beagle. What’s this look?” I pointed at the cat. “Blofeld lite?”

“Hilarious as a heart attack, hombre.” LD placed the cat on the floor. It purred by his feet, staring at me. 

“When did you get a—is it a cat? The glowing eyes make me want to say no.”

“He’s an interstitial feline. Pretty rare.”

“An intestinal what? 

“Interstitial, not intestinal.”

“An interstitial feline? It’s between—?”

“Planes.” The cat disappeared a second later and he brushed off his suit. “They travel between planes. Sort of like what your hellhound does in short bursts, except Dinger is what’s known as a Planewalker.”

I looked around but didn’t see the cat anywhere. “Where’d he go?”

“Don’t know.” LD shrugged. “Wherever he wants.  He’s never really gone for long. He’s TK’s, so he usually stays with her when he’s here, but because of the Reckoning, I get to watch him.”

Monty gave LD a short nod. “My Triad?”

“Inside and ready.” LD gestured and gray runes formed in the air. “We’re waiting for the last member of TK’s to arrive. In the meantime, I’ll take your guest to the neutralizer. Hekla is it?”

Monty nodded and stepped to the side, allowing Hekla to join LD.

“She would like to ascertain the security of the neutralizer. If she’s not satisfied, I told her she’s free to take it back to her home.”

“I understand.” LD gestured again and opened a rift. “She’s welcome to test the security as much as she can bear. I’m sure she’ll find it satisfactory.”

Hekla raised an eyebrow and sniffed. “I will determine the state of the neutralizer, not you.” She stepped into the rift, disappearing. LD looked back and gave me a nod.

“This is going to be a short test. Be right back.” He followed her in and the rift closed behind him.

“Do we wait here?” I turned to Monty, who had his eyes closed.

“Yes. LD is TK’s shieldbearer. He will escort us in, and then after the formalities, we’ll begin.”

Ten minutes later, I felt a shift in the energy around us. Another rift opened, and a smiling LD stepped through, followed by a disheveled Hekla. Her hair was all over the place. It looked like she had been standing in a wind tunnel for the last ten minutes. Her expression of arrogance and superiority had been transformed to one of shock and surprise. I almost felt sorry for her. 

She gave Monty a tight nod and a bow.

“Is the security adequate?” Monty looked at her with a raised eyebrow, channeling his inner Vulcan. “Does it meet with your approval?”

“Yes,” she managed, after taking a few seconds to compose herself and smooth out her hair. “The security is adequate. We will leave the neutralizer under your responsibility in Fordey Boutique.”

“Thank you for entrusting me with such a delicate artifact,” Monty said, returning the bow. “I will make sure it is kept safe.”

“It…it is very safe.” She gestured with a shaking hand, forming a teleportation circle, which collapsed a few seconds later. 

It reminded me of my adventures with the Incantation of Light. My magic-missile orbs suffered from the same condition, premature energy expulsion. In my case, it was a matter of inexperience. For Hekla, an ice mage, the loss of concentration required for her to miss a basic teleportation spell meant she was mentally out of it.

Monty stepped closer to her. “Do you need assistance with your circle?”

She tried to gesture again, failed, and gave him one distinct, slight nod. I can only imagine the difficulty and humility it took for her to execute that nod.

Monty returned her nod and bowed. “Thank you for allowing me the honor of assisting you in this task.” He gestured and formed a teleportation circle. “This will return you to my home and remain long enough to transport you and your sisters to your home.”

“You have my gratitude, Tristan Montague.” She stepped into the circle. “I can see now why my sister held you in such high regard. I am ready.”

Tristan nodded again and gestured, and Hekla, elder sister of the Jotnar, disappeared.

“What happened to her?” I looked at LD, who was smiling and shaking his head. “What did you do?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything.” LD held his hands up in surrender. “She tried to remove the neutralizer from the artifact room.”

Monty shook his head. “How far did she get?”

“We used the neutralizer to reset the Black Heart. It took both TK and I to calibrate it correctly. I even had to consult Ziller to make sure we didn’t shift this plane out of existence. It now keeps the room and Fordey in a paradoxed juxtaposition across every plane.”

“Did it give her a headache? Wait, how did you consult Ziller? I thought he was in the Repository back at the Sanctuary?”

“He is, but he’s keeping it untethered. Said it was safer this way. He mentioned something about keeping it at the Sanctuary for certain hours and then moving it.”

“Like the Moving Market?”

“On steroids,” LD added. “He can make the Repository appear anywhere or anywhen. This is Professor Ziller we’re talking about.”

“So the Black Heart stopped her?”

“You could say that,” LD said with a chuckle. “She took a few steps in and suddenly found herself face to face with all of the Heklas across a thousand parallel universes.”

“How did that stop her? She’s an ice mage.”

“The moment she stepped into the temporal wave of the Black Heart, she was scattered across the planes. Doesn’t matter what kind of magic you wield, that experience can shatter your mind. If I hadn’t pulled her out, she’d be lost and insane.”

“No wonder she looked like a wreck. I wonder what she saw.”

“She experienced hundreds of lifetimes in the span of a few seconds. That sort of thing can undo a mind. I don’t think she’ll be back to ‘test’ the security of the neutralizer again.”

The vault door opened, and another Wordweaver stepped into the corridor. “The Triads are now complete. We may commence.”

LD put a hand on Monty’s shoulder. “TK is going to make this hurt like hell.” He looked away for a second. “Understand the source and realize it’ll be over…eventually. Even if it doesn’t feel like it.”

Monty nodded. “I understand the source.”

LD looked at me and then down at Peaches. “Let’s go. Shieldbearers go in first.”

“First? What do you mean we go in first? What are we supposed to do?”

“Just follow my lead.”


























THREE

THE VAULT DOOR was covered in black runes and gave off a ‘run away now while you can’ vibe. LD gestured and the runes covering the door disappeared as we crossed the threshold. We stepped inside, and I noticed not much had changed since my last visit.

The far wall still held a few craters in an odd sequence, and the ceiling was covered in jagged valleys. On the wall closest to me, I saw what appeared to be blast residue. Peaches’ eye-beam trench was a fresh addition to the destruction. 

Opposite the door, on the far side of the floor, sat seven chairs on a dais obscured in shadow. I had a brief flashback to the Penumbra Consortium and shuddered. Ever since London, daises and mages made me uncomfortable.

Wordweavers stood in every corner. Their white robes had brocades of red and gold, which meant they were Master Weavers. Their impassive faces betrayed no emotion and kicked up the creepy vibe a few notches.

“Don’t you ever fix this room?” I looked around at the wholesale destruction. “Place still looks like a warzone.”

“It’s a Danger Room. It’s meant to look like this, because I actually use it for dangerous items. It’s not a glorified meeting place.”

“Like the Hall of the Ten?”

“Don’t even get me started on that…not my idea.” He grumbled. “Who needs a room full of statues of themselves? Ego much?”

I looked around. “Well, this place could use a renovation. At least fix the destruction so no one trips.”

“We will in a sec,” LD said. “It was a logistical nightmare, arranging to have Fordey as the site of the Reckoning. TK refused to go overseas.”

“Why? It would have been easy to port over or create a rift. Even a flight…”

“Her choice, and she won’t fly. Something about her last flight being enough of an adventure to last her a few centuries.” He glanced knowingly at me. “Since she called for the Reckoning, she had the choice of location. We were just waiting for everyone to get here before casting.”

Figures assembled on the dais and began sitting in the large chairs. The light made it hard to make out who was sitting where.

“Is this the way it’s settled between mages?”

“No, back in the day, when two mages fought, they would find a deserted field and battle until only one walked away. Which was fine, except it wasn’t always a deserted field, and not every mage fought honorably. The Reckonings were created to stop the power plays.”

“And the destruction to populated areas, I’m sure.”

“Better to contain the destruction than have to deal with authorities and cleanup. Not that you or Tristan would ever unleash unimaginable amounts of power inside a populated city or anything.”

“Why does everyone assume I have something to do with the destructive forces of a mage?”

“Good question. Maybe we should ask René while she waits for her new Strix?”

“That was Dex’s fault.”

“Funny, I don’t remember Dex forming the orb that punched through the plane. How does that saying go?” A smile briefly crossed his lips. “When it happens once, it’s an accident, when it happens as often as it does to you and Tristan, I call that a way of life. But hey, whatever lets you sleep at night.” 

I remained silent and took in the proceedings. Most of the figures were seated, and some of the Wordweavers moved around the dais and the floor.

The room was about half the size of a typical high-school gymnasium. The wooden floors were surprisingly intact, given the state of the rest of the room. Bright sunlight cascaded in from the large, thick, barred windows high up on one of the walls. The smell of old wood and lemon wax filled my lungs, transporting me back to my teens for a moment.

Power emanated from the room. I wondered if the addition of the neutralizer enhanced or augmented the power I felt. It had a subtle undertone of barely contained destruction. Even with all of that, the power felt in the Danger Room paled in comparison to the brain-crushing force of the artifact in the Black Heart room. 

This power was subtle and enveloped me. I turned, trying to find the source, but couldn’t pinpoint it. I noticed the pulsing of the subtle runes covering the walls and floors. The entire room was giving off waves of ambient energy. 

The last time I was here, it was a large open space with only one entrance. This time I noticed there were two additional entrances on either side of the room. I wondered how large Fordey Boutique really was. 

Once all the figures were seated, LD stepped to the center of the floor and motioned for me to join him. I stepped next to him, and he cleared his throat.

He faced the seven people and bowed, elbowing me in the side to remind me I was supposed to bow with him.

“The Triads are complete,” he said once we finished bowing. “We can commence the Reckoning.”

The woman in the center stood and stepped forward, apart from the other six. She wore a golden robe with red brocade. Runes glimmered on the fabric of the robe. She must have been one of the leaders of the Wordweavers to wear that robe. She returned LD’s bow and began gesturing. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her face or the voice.

“Shieldbearers, please take your designated places while I prepare the combat area.”

LD and I walked over to the designated area beside the dais. Two Wordweavers bookended us as we stood next to the wall. I looked up and was able to make out the faces of the seated figures. 

I saw what I guessed to be Monty’s Triad. Dex sat between Michiko and Jimmy the Butcher. All of them wore formal attire, looked deadly serious, and ignored my attempt to get their attention. 

I was about to wave at them when the woman in the golden robe gave me a ‘get it together’ look, and the realization hit.

“Oh, shit,” I said under my breath, lowering my arm slowly. “That’s Dahvina?”

LD nodded. “This is a big deal. She requested to officiate this Reckoning. Usually it’s just one of the Master Weavers.” He glanced at a corner. “I saw at least ten of them, not counting Dahvina.”

“She’s the leader of the Wordweavers. Why would she be here?”

“The Montagues are well known and respected in the mage community. Except for Dex, he’s kind of infamous.”

“That much I can believe.”

“And TK is, well…TK. She’s one of the Ten. The Wordweavers wouldn’t exist without the Ten. We saved their asses.” 

“You what?” I said, keeping my voice low. “How did you do that?”

“Long story for a different time.”

“Who’s that?” I pointed with my chin over to the tall man in TK’s Triad. “I don’t recognize him.”

“You wouldn’t. That’s Kristman Dos. He’s a weretiger. Leader of Eastern Streak and one of the Ten. He’s ferocious and deadly, keeps mostly to himself unless we have a mission.”

“The Eastern Streak sounds like a basketball team.”

LD stared at me for a good five seconds before speaking. “When you go out on these adventures with Tristan and Dex, do you get hit in the head a lot?”

“No more than usual, why?”

“Sometimes you sound brain-damaged,” LD said with a shake of his head and a sigh.

“Monty says the same thing, just without words.”

“I bet. Anyway a streak is a group of tigers. The Eastern Streak is a pack of weretigers that stretches along the Eastern Seaboard of the United States from Maine to Florida. He leads them.”

“That must be a lot of weretigers.”

“Last time we checked, it was eight hundred strong, probably close to over a thousand by now.”

“He basically leads an army of weretigers?”

LD nodded. “An army that has declared him fit to lead. Weretigers are not democratic.”

I looked over to where Chi sat. Her face was a stone mask. “Neither are vampires. Only the strongest, most cunning, and ruthless can lead.”

“Well, he’s the one we were waiting for. I don’t know how they found him. He’s been missing for over a year- running with the streak, doing who knows what.”

Kristman Dos wore an Armani slate gray suit, no tie, finished off with a pair of Hermes Rafael loafers. His salt-and-pepper hair hung to his shoulders, and his eyes gleamed orange when he looked in my direction. His expression was one of amused boredom, but his eyes held an intense ferocity. It made sense that he was part of TK’s Triad.

“A mage, a shifter, and an immortal. He’s the shifter, who are the other two?”

The energy in the room fluctuated, and I saw trails of white runes flow from Dahvina’s hands.

“You’d better watch yourself and hold on to something. Wordweavers can get carried away when casting.”

“What’s she doing?”

“Preparing the room for combat. I told her I would do it, but she insisted, and TK agreed.” He shook his head and held on to the railing near the dais. “This is going to be over the top, just wait.”

The destruction in the walls and ceiling repaired itself. The floor transformed from wood to gleaming white marble. The walls transformed to pink marble to coordinate with the floor. The dais rose several feet as a marble platform materialized under it and the entire floor sank about a foot. It gave the room a gladiatorial feel, if gladiators fought in the halls of a museum.

“That’s quite a change.” I looked around at the newly redone Danger Room. The polished marble shone in the sunlight. Runes danced across the floors and walls in strange and erratic patterns. “Can they come in here and make changes like they own the place?”

“We refused to be owned,” LD said with a grin. “But I can be rented if the price is right.”

“You’re worse than Dex.” 

Braziers burning incense stood next to the dais, filling the room with the heady smell of lotus blossoms. For a second, I panicked, checking my mark to make sure I hadn’t accidentally pressed it and summoned Karma. 

“Now I won’t get that smell out of here for a week,” LD grumbled. “She does this every time.”

“She totally went upscale Roman Coliseum on the remodel. What’s that smell?”

“Dahvina’s favorite scent, Karmic Lotus.”

“At least the marble is a nice touch.” I looked around at the Danger Room. 

“Right, because marble is a great fighting surface. You ever fall on marble? Get thrown on marble?”

I winced. “A few times, yes.”

“How’d that feel? Was it good times? Did you enjoy the bounce?”

“Not so much. Right up there with the wonderful sensation of road rash from sliding on concrete bare-chested.”

“Exactly. Wordweavers, powerful as they are, tend to choose form over function. Excuse me a moment.”

LD walked over to the dais and motioned to Dahvina, who approached warily. Clearly, he wasn’t in awe of her position or power. I wondered who the Ten really were to command such respect, even from the Wordweavers. 

I looked around the newly transformed Danger Room, but I didn’t see TK. I knew Monty had been taken into an adjoining room until the formalities were over. They must have done the same with her.

LD strolled over with a smile on his face. 

“Did she listen to your suggestion?”

“I reminded her that this was a Danger Room, not her lobby in London, and that we’re about to start a Reckoning, not a fashion show. In addition, as upscale as it looks, a marble floor is damn slippery for actual combat.”

“So it’s going to be wood again?”

“We came to a compromise.”

I saw Dahvina gesture again. Another shift in energy filled the room. The center of the floor transformed from marble to a large rectangle of fine pink sand, bordered and separated from the main floor by rune-covered black marble. Two raised, semi-circular areas formed the center of the longest legs of the rectangle. She gave LD a short nod, which he returned.

“Is that going to be large enough?” I looked at what I assumed was the fighting area. It was about twice the size of a tennis court. “Pink sand? Really?” 

LD shrugged. “That’s plenty of room. I told her she could make it any color she wanted. She said something about aesthetics. I stopped paying attention after she agreed.”

I looked back at the dais. “Who are the other two?”

“You don’t recognize the woman?” LD asked with a smile. “You should. That’s Badb Catha, the Boiling One.”

The woman wore a black flowing gown and a headdress that partially covered her face. Red energy flowed around her body in tight circles.

“Bob who?”

“Look closer, but not too close. I don’t feel like cleaning up a mess.”

“A mess?” I turned to face the woman. “What the hell are you talking about?”

I let my senses expand and focused on her. Immediately, a sense of dread clutched my chest, making it hard to breathe. The dread was stomped on and kicked to the side by the overwhelming fear that took its place.

“Easy, hombre.” LD grabbed my arm, steadying me. “I said not too close.”

I was still looking at her when she turned her head slightly in my direction and gave me a Mona Lisa smile. Her smile was the promise of death and glory, victory and sacrifice, agony and mind-numbing pain. It made me want to claw my eyes out and run, screaming, out of the room.

LD yanked me back and turned me away from her. I heard Peaches whine and rumble by my side.

“That’s the…the Morrigan,” I said, my voice trembling.

“One aspect of the three, the super scary one.” He gestured, and I saw gray runes cascade on my face and head. “I told you not to look too closely, and you think it’s a staring contest? That’s a good way to get your brain fried.”

“That’s not the Morrigan I usually see with Dex,” I said after catching my breath. “That one is just moderately nightmarish. This one is in full-blown apocalypse mode.”

“She’s the immortal of TK’s Triad. They go back a few centuries. A very dark, scary part of TK’s past I’d rather not get into.”

“TK knows her?”

LD nodded. “They sort of worked together for a while. I can’t really go into detail, and, trust me, you don’t want to know. TK’s the reason Dex is with the Morrigan. Well, not this aspect of her, but you know what I mean.”

“What the hell was Monty thinking, trying to tether a Smith Bridge to TK?”

“He wasn’t thinking. I know he was concerned, his father being involved and all, but he’s lucky Dex is his uncle. If anyone else had tried that with TK, we would be burying the remains. TK doesn’t like it when I ask her where she’s going…inside the boutique. He was trying to tether a Smith Bridge to her. There’s a word for that where I come from.”

“Reckless? Idiotic?”

“Suicidal.”

“How can the Morrigan look like this and the other way the way she is with Dex? You know, nightmare lite?”

“The Morrigan is a triune goddess. She’s made up of three aspects: Morrigan, Badb, and Macha. Sometimes the names change, but she’s always had three aspects.”

“Why is she here like that?” My hands were still shaking. “This isn’t a battlefield.” 

“This is a Reckoning, and that aspect is the one she uses for battles. That’s why it’s called Badb Catha, the battle crow. She strikes fear and confusion in her enemies. Think of this as her dressing up for the affair.”

“Her formal wear is a fear-inducing monster version of herself?” I kept my voice low while crouching down next to Peaches.

“Something like that. Just keep your distance, and don’t try to gauge her energy signature. Even Dex gives her space when she’s like this, and they have a ‘thing’ going on.”

“He must really be insane.” I rubbed Peaches’ head. His rumble-whine was still going.

<It’s okay, boy. The scary lady is just here to make sure the rules are followed. Don’t worry. I’m good.>

<I’m not worried. It’s just been a long time since I’ve had meat.>

I looked at his face and shook my head.

<Good to know you’re concerned about me. I nearly lost it a minute ago.>

<Lost what? Meat? You have meat?>

<Nevermind.>

“Dex was never right in the head, but he’s family to us,” LD said after a moment. “I’m glad TK picked blood and power.” He raised a hand quickly. “I mean, I’m not looking forward to Tristan’s pounding, but if it has to happen, blood and power is better than death.”

“Blood and power.” I glanced up at the dais. “I know those are the conditions, but what does it mean?”

“No weapons, conventional or otherwise. Blood can be spilled, but no lethal wounds. They can use only their inherent power, no assists from anything or anyone.”

“Monty’s in trouble, isn’t he? A creative mage can make and unmake any attack he comes up with.”

“Let’s just say TK is a lot older than Tristan. She has actual combat experience, like he does. She’s fought very scary people, creatures, and…things. She’s come out on the other side, harder and more dangerous.”

“So, Monty’s in trouble.”

LD nodded. “Out of the Ten, she took the hardest, most insane missions. Facing off against a horde of angry demons looking to tear you to pieces? Call TK. Have an ogre or troll problem? Even better, have an ogre and troll situation? Call TK. We started calling her the Kamikaze.”

“Which definition? Divine wind or suicidal bomber?”

“Elements of both. If she felt slighted or the target had acted unjustly, she was a divine wind of retribution. Other times, she would just rush into certain death without thinking. She’s mellowed a bit with time.”

“She’s mellowed now?” I thought back to how she handled the Ghosts in this same room. If that was mellowed, I’d hate to see her being harsh.

LD nodded. “I’m just glad this Reckoning isn’t to the death.”

“I agree, because I’m pretty sure Monty would be on the losing end of that fight.” I felt better and managed to glance at the dais. The third figure had to be the mage.

LD shook his head. “I don’t know. Montagues are powerful mages. Tristan hasn’t even tapped a fourth of his potential, and he’s still young.” He looked at the dais. “Dex could easily have joined the Ten if he wanted to.”

“Who’s the third figure?” I looked at the mage with the pupil-less eyes. “Is he another one of the Ten?”

LD’s face darkened, as he grabbed my arm and squeezed. “Listen to me, Simon. If you think Badb Catha is scary, he makes her look like a Girl Scout—she’s a homicidal, battle-crazy, blood-lusting, fear-inducing, psychotic battlefield goddess of war. I would still prefer to deal with her than him.”

I heard real fear in LD’s voice. He shook my arm as I started to glance at the dais. I stared at him, and he stared back, hard.

“He’s bad news. I got it.” I tried to pry my arm away from his vise-like grip and failed. “Can I have my arm back?”

“No, he’s not ‘bad news,’ he’s the worst news. He’s one of the Soul Renderers and, no, he’s not one of the Ten.”

“Soul Renderer? That sounds friendly. I’m guessing dark mage?”

“Exactly. His name is Mahnes, and you stay away from him, no matter what. Do you understand?”

“Why is he here? I mean, I know why he’s here, but how is he connected to TK? How is he the mage of her Triad?”

“A long time ago when Mahnes was more human than…whatever he is now, he and TK fought. She beat him and spared his life, even though she didn’t have to.”

“So he owes her.” I glanced over at the dais again.

“A life debt.” LD nodded and looked over at the dais too. “He went on to mess with dark magic that transformed him. He’s a powerful mage and remembers that she spared him. You ask me, she should have dusted him when she had the chance.”

“Why didn’t she? He sounds like a real threat.”

“It’s complicated. TK is complicated. She felt it would be unfair. Now he’s a Soul Renderer. They are almost impossible to kill.”

“Does that make him immortal?”

“It makes him lethal.” He finally let go of my arm, and the circulation returned to my fingers. “Stay away from him.”

Dahvina finished redecorating the Danger Room. She whispered something and clapped her hands together. The sound of the clap reverberated throughout the room, making the floor vibrate around us.

“Commence the Reckoning.” Dahvina’s voice had the same effect as the clap, bouncing off the walls in mini echoes.

Two Master Weavers entered the Danger Room from archways on opposite sides of the room.

“I don’t remember there being other entrances into the Danger Room the last time I was here.”

“There weren’t, and for good reason. I designed the room with one entrance and one exit to contain any dangerous artifact or ancient magic I might unleash.”

“That makes sense. The archways look pretty, though.”

“They’re pointless and add nothing to a ‘Danger Room’ except liability.” He shook his head. “Typical Wordweaver. The runes are useless now. They operated with the integrity of a contained space. Not”—he waved his hand around—“all of this.”

“You can change it back, right? After the Reckoning?”

“Yes, but the balance of the room is off now. Any spells they cast will be affected.”

“Affected how?”

“That would take me several hours to explain. Just be alert, and duck when needed.”

“You’d think Dahvina would take that into account when she made the changes, right?”

He stared at me with a look that said ‘can you really be that dense?’

“Have you been paying attention to anything I’ve said about Wordweavers? Form over function? Just keep your eyes open. As a shieldbearer, you have to—”

“Have to what? I’m not a mage, and you’ve seen my ‘magic.’”

“Yes, we still discuss your magic missile,” he said with a tight smile. “Anyway, as shieldbearer, you have to maintain the integrity of the combat area.”

“What exactly does that mean, ‘maintain the integrity’ of the combat area?”

“It means no one else can be in the combat area while TK and Tristan are fighting. No one except us two, and we won’t really be inside of it. Not even your hellhound can step on the sand. Make sure he stays out.”

I looked down at Peaches.

<You heard him?>

<Yes, I can’t step on the sand in the area of fighting. What if someone drops a piece of meat? Can I enter then?>

<No one is going to be dropping meat, you black hole.>

<But if someone does? Can I get it?>

<If someone drops a piece of meat in the middle of the fight, feel free to get it and eat it. Until that happens, you don’t go in unless I say so.>

He chuffed and sat on his haunches, looking alert.

“He won’t go in. What happens if someone else gets in the combat area?” I asked, not wanting to hear the answer. “Do they call a time out?”

“This isn’t a basketball game, Simon. If anyone or anything violates the combat area, the Triads are free to act.” He looked over at the dais. “Imagine those six going head to head on the floor.”

“There wouldn’t be much floor, boutique, or anything left.” I glanced quickly at the dais. “Can’t you or Dahvina put a barrier or something around the combat area?”

“Yes, that’s us. We’re the shieldbearers. Now, stay alert. Here they come.”


























FOUR

TWO MORE WORDWEAVERS appeared in the new archways on the sides of the room. They stepped into the Danger Room and moved to the side. Behind them stood Monty and TK in their respective archways.

Dahvina motioned, and they both entered the Danger Room in silence. She pointed at us, and LD nudged me. We walked to the center of the floor and stood in front of Monty and TK. 

TK had her black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, and I noticed small arcs of black energy jumping off her body. Monty was wearing a black pressed Zegna suit with a crisp white shirt and no tie. This was what I liked to call his mage uniform. White and violet runes floated around him in lazy orbits. The energy coursing through the room between the two of them set my teeth on edge.

I noticed TK’s black combat armor was covered in violet runes that crackled with power with every step she took. I was about to point out how this may be unfair when I saw Monty’s suit do the same thing. 

LD looked at me. “No unfair advantages,” he said under his breath. “Both garments are laced with dragonscale and are runically enhanced.”

We faced the dais. Dahvina had returned to her center seat and, with a hand, beckoned for us to step closer.

“Who bears their shields?”

I looked around, and LD stepped forward, extending a hand to indicate me. “We do.” He reached into his shirt and pulled out an exact replica to the enso pendant I wore. His gave off a faint gray light. I reached under my shirt and pulled out the one given to me by Nana. It gave off a faint violet light. It felt heavier somehow. I looked up and saw Dahvina nod and gesture. A white rune floated over from her hand. It landed on the floor, causing all of the runes in the Danger Room to flare.

“The conditions of this Reckoning are blood and power. If those conditions are violated, the Reckoning will be declared void, and the offending mage or mages responsible will face the consequences, as determined by this body. Do any object?”

The silence expanded to fill the room. 

“Very well, if no one—” Dahvina started.

“A word.” It was Badb. Her voice carried surprisingly well across the danger-room floor. She sounded just like the Morrigan, which I should have expected. What I didn’t expect was the cold grip of fear that followed her words. “May I?”

Dahvina gave Badb a short nod and pointed, allowing her to stand in the center of the dais. The temperature of the room dropped enough for me to see my breath on every exhalation.

“This battle pleases me.” Badb nodded at Monty and TK. “If this Reckoning is violated in any way by any entity” —she paused to look at those seated on the dais—“they will experience the full force of my displeasure.”

I don’t know what was scarier. The goddess of battle endorsing the Reckoning, or her subtly threatening everyone on the dais. Badb returned to her seat with a nod to Dahvina. The leader of the Wordweavers walked over to Badb and spoke in a low whisper.

“I’ve always been told to judge someone by their friends,” I said under my breath. “TK has some insanely scary friends.”

“I know, right?” LD said with a grin. “Who are you bondmates with again? Oh right, a hellhound that manages to grow to the size of a small bus and that fires beams from his eyes, and a mage who unleashes world-ending spells in a city—not scary at all.”

“That’s different. The scary came with the package.”

“What? You think those six”—he nodded to the dais—“had to learn how to be scary?”

I felt the room temperature return to normal. Dahvina sat in her chair and looked at us. “Shieldbearers, to the combat area.” 

“I’m going to be standing on the opposite side.” LD pointed across the floor. “Do exactly as I do. The pendants are primed to serve their functions. All you have to do is focus on the shield.”

I nodded without understanding what he meant. I saw LD cross the combat area and step up onto the raised section. He placed a hand on his pendant and spread his arms wide. I did the same.

I placed a hand on my pendant and energy rushed through my body, forcing my arms to the side, keeping them rigid. I imagined this was what electrocution felt like, only with magic. I couldn’t lower my arms or move my body. I felt the energy expand and travel down my arms. The runes in the black marble pulsed with violet light. 

I saw the same thing happening across from me with LD. His face tensed as the energy flowed from his body, traveling along the edges of the combat area and meeting in the center, forming a barrier.

“Begin,” Dahvina said. Her voice did that echoey thing again, and I focused on the pair in the center of the combat area.

I’d never really given much thought to what kind of mage Monty was. I knew there were several types of magic-users, and that they each had their disciplines of study and practice. I recalled some of the magic-users we had faced. Some had off-the-charts power, like Hades. Even though, as a god, I don’t think he qualified as a magic-user. 

Others were very narrow in their discipline and expression of magic use, like Beck the Negomancer. He was a user of anti-magic. I remembered Monty saying TK and LD were creative mages. A very rare discipline of magic. Similar to Wordweavers, except where Wordweavers use the spoken word, creative mages used gestures to create—or undo.

I had only seen Monty manipulate elements and, of course, the void vortex, which almost got us killed on more than one occasion. Other than that, it was one of the four elements. On the other hand,  TK was a creative mage, and I had seen her undo Ghosts. Creative magic sounded broad and dangerous.

TK stepped to the far side of the pink sand and looked at Monty, who had taken the opposite position. TK was much older than Monty, but Monty had recently absorbed part of his father’s magical essence. Connor Montague had been an Elder of the Sanctuary and had been close to being an Arch Mage.

I didn’t know if that directly translated to Monty being stronger, especially against TK. I had a feeling she was stronger than any of us imagined.

“Before we begin,”—Monty pulled on a sleeve, adjusting it—“I’d like to apologize for my actions and thank you for the selection of the conditions.”

“You’re welcome. Even though the conditions are blood and power, I suggest you don’t restrain yourself, Tristan.”

“I had no intention of doing so.”

“Good.”

A smile crossed her face, and she disappeared.


























FIVE

MONTY GESTURED AND formed a shield. Several black orbs crashed into it, pushing him back. TK reappeared behind him and unleashed a black wave of energy. Monty created a blast of air, pointed it at the ground, and slid to the side to avoid the wave.

With a flick of her wrist, TK created several dozen orbs around her body. They crackled with black energy as they floated near her. Monty narrowed his eyes, placing his palms together. TK gestured again, and the orbs raced at Monty.

He stood there motionless, and I wondered if he intended on becoming an orb punching-bag. There was no way he could avoid all those orbs. I winced as they slammed into him, sending his body rolling across the sand.

TK walked over to Monty’s body but kept her distance. I heard him groan.

“Those percussive orbs are quite formidable,” he said with a gasp.

TK cocked her head to the side. “I expected more from you, Tristan. Your uncle will be disappointed.”

“More from me, or more of me?”

“Excuse me?”

She rotated her body, avoiding a violet orb that shot past her. Another orb slammed into her side and knocked her on her back. I looked around and started seeing several Montys appear in the combat area.

TK stood with a smile. “You created casting simulacra. I’m impressed.” She looked around the floor. “This is quite advanced.”

“Thank you,” I heard the voices of several Montys respond at once. “I’ve been practicing.”

A few of the Montys bowed. One blew a raspberry at her. Some of them took defensive stances. There were so many, I couldn’t tell which was the real one. They were all identical. When I tried to read the energy signatures, they all felt like the original, which was impossible.

TK swept an arm in front of her, and half the Montys disappeared. She raised an eyebrow and looked down. The runes on the floor had started pulsing.

“You’re phasing them.” She narrowed her eyes, gesturing. “Clever.”

I saw more Montys replace the ones who had been by TK’s swipe. The Montys surrounded her, gesturing rapidly. She swiped an arm down as twenty violet beams focused on her. None of the beams reached her as she turned slowly, looking among the mass of Montys. I noticed one of the Montys starting to cough.

She pointed at the coughing Monty, and a black beam of energy shot from her finger, hitting him square in the chest. He flew back, slamming into the barrier. 

The other Montys turned and ran to provide cover for the fallen Monty. Several of them gave TK angry glares as they stood in front of him. He got to his feet slowly, dusting sand off his sleeves. That was the real Monty.

“Once we began, I placed a minor irritant in the air. Slow acting and keyed to your signature.”

“Clever,” Monty answered between coughs. He gestured, placing his hand on his chest and suffusing himself with golden light. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Much better.”

TK knelt, placed both hands on the floor, and spoke. Monty raised an eyebrow, gestured, and crossed his arms in front of his body. White runes surrounded and enveloped him. 

A black wave raced across the floor. I remembered this spell. It was a negation wave. TK had used it on the Ghosts the last time I was here getting Peaches a collar.

“Look out!” I yelled, but no sound escaped my lips. Whatever energy I was channeling into the barrier had robbed me of speech.

The negation wave disintegrated all the Monty copies and punched into the white runes surrounding Monty’s body. He bounced off the barrier and fell to his knees, gasping.

TK stood with her hands on her hips. “Are you warmed up now?”

“Quite warm, thank you.”

“Good. Your skill has grown considerably since the Sanctuary, but this whole exercise is to help you understand the limitation of power and the respect it commands. You attempted to tether a Smith Bridge to me.”

“I did, yes.”

She moved a hand, and the air coalesced around Monty, turning to stone.

“That was a mistake.”

The stone turned red and exploded. TK made a fist, and the fragments stopped midair. She turned her hand, opened it, and the barrage of stone rushed in at Monty.

He gestured, superheating the air around him. The fragments burst or turned to small pools of liquid around him, solidifying seconds later.

“Yes. Yes, it was.”

Monty was looking a little worse for wear. Then I understood TK’s strategy. She was wearing him down with large attacks, keeping him on the defensive as Monty had to keep countering.

What I didn’t understand was why he was getting so tired so soon? It wasn’t like him to fatigue this early in a fight. 

“I’m glad you have clarity on the matter.” TK extended an arm and formed a long black blade. I recognized it from the small statue in the Hall of the Ten. She advanced and slashed horizontally.

Monty dodged back. The blade cut though his suit jacket cleanly, leaving a long slice through the runically enhanced dragonscale. Monty looked down and poked a finger through the gash while raising an eyebrow.

A black orb punched him in the chest. He rotated with the blow, gesturing and forming a wall with the sand on the floor. Another orb punched through the pink wall of sand. He raised an arm and absorbed the impact with a sickening crunch, backpedaling to the edge of the combat area.

He gestured and sent a white orb aimed at TK’s head. She stood still and raised a hand. The blast stopped several inches from her face. She slapped the orb with a backhand and returned it to Monty faster than my eyes could track. It exploded with a bright flash upon contact.

Monty slid across the floor. His suit was in tatters. His face was covered in cuts and bruises. The arm he had used to absorb the impact of the orb looked broken. He stood shakily for a few seconds before falling to one knee. 

TK walked over and placed the tip of her blade beneath Monty’s chin. She whispered something I couldn’t make out. He stiffened, slowly stood, and gave her a nod. She returned the nod, the blade disappeared, and she turned to the dais.

“This Reckoning is complete to my satisfaction.” TK’s voice echoed the same way Dahvina’s had, as she approached the dais. “The conditions of blood and power have been met.”

Dahvina stood, stepped forward, and gestured. My arms dropped to my side as the barrier fell around the combat area. The violet glow in the pendant became a faint glimmer. I placed it under my shirt again and stretched my sore shoulders.

“Shieldbearers, attend to your mages,” Dahvina said, motioning to the Wordweavers. I approached Monty.

“You look wrecked,” I said under my breath as we walked to the center of the floor. “I mean that in a good way.”

“She was holding back the whole time. I grossly miscalculated the extent of her power. It was foolish and arrogant of me to think I could tether a Smith Bridge to her.”

I glanced over at TK, who spoke quietly with LD. She looked like she had just gone for a walk, not been in a battle of mages. Monty, on the other hand, looked like he had been chewed up and spit out by Planet Peaches.

“She was... holding back?”

Monty nodded and winced. “For all my talk of her volatility, she demonstrated an incredible degree of self-restraint during the Reckoning.”

We stood in the center of the combat area.

“I consider this matter settled.” Dahvina looked at us and then turned to face the members of the dais. “There will be no further action taken on the events of today.”

All the members of the dais nodded. Dahvina turned to us. “Blood and power have been reckoned. The outcome has been determined. Do you both agree?”

TK and Monty both nodded.

“Let the shieldbearers be witnesses to this Reckoning.”

LD bowed and nudged me again to copy him.

“We bear witness.”

Two Wordweavers stepped next to Monty and escorted him out of the combat area. Mahnes disappeared, and Kristman Dos went over to have words with Jimmy the Butcher, probably to discuss Were matters. 

Badb walked over to Dex, who kept a wary eye on her as she approached. I saw Michiko disappear from the rear of the dais and appear a few seconds later on the lower level. 

She walked over to me, and my heart did that strange flip-flop beat it always did when I saw her. Her black Chanel dress had a long slit, that revealed one leg. A large red dragon design coiled itself around her body, the head starting at her shoulder and the tail peeking out by her thigh. Her piercing eyes fixed me in place, and I had to remember to breathe.

“Hello, Chi. It’s good to see you.”

“Simon, I’m pleased to see you survived London and the mage’s home.”

“Yes. Me, too.” My power of wit and conversation knew no equal. “We just got back recently.”

“I know. I can’t stay. There is a situation in the Council. Something you need to look into.”

“In the Council? Sure you don’t want Ramirez and the NYTF?”

The New York Task Force, or NYTF, was a quasi-military police force, created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. They were paid to deal with the things that couldn’t be explained to the general public without causing mass hysteria.

They were led by Angel Ramirez, who was one of the best directors the NYTF had ever had.

“No, this is beyond his scope. Erik suggested we get you involved.”

“Is this about Kokoutan no ken?”

Monty had placed Kokoutan no ken, the dark blade that was the other half of my own Ebonsoul, with Hades for safekeeping from the Blood Hunters. Hades thought it was a good idea to give the sword that kept most of the Dark Council in check to Grey Stryder, one of the last Night Wardens—and a powerful dark mage, according to Monty.

If I was being honest, it wasn’t the sword that kept the Council in check. It was the vampire standing in front of me. Her ferocity, cunning, and ruthlessness made her a dangerous ally and a fearsome enemy. The fact that we had some kind of ‘thing’ happening only proved that I had suffered one too many blows to the head in my youth.

She led the Council with an iron determination and a keen mind. Anyone who rose to challenge her, as allowed by the Dark Council, soon found out why she was feared and respected. Usually in the last few seconds of their life.

“The sword is with a dark mage who roams the city streets at night. If I need to recover it, I know where it is. No, this is about reports of activity near the Seaport.”

“What? One of the ships drifted off to sea?”

She stared at me for a few seconds. “Does anyone consider you funny?”

“Plenty of people, I just haven’t met them yet.”

She nodded. “There have been large spikes in energy in the area. Erik thought it would be best if you looked into it without alerting the NYTF.”

“Any idea what kind of spikes?”

“Yes. I need you to confirm or disprove my observations.”

“As soon as we get back, we’ll check it out.”

Ramirez had left me messages about strange activity downtown near the South Street Seaport. Now Chi, along with Erik from the Hellfire Club, was mentioning the same thing. I didn’t like the timing, especially with George out hunting dragons.

I didn’t say anything to Chi about dragons, mostly because the last time we had faced a dragon we’d lost Lieutenant Cassandra Rott, an NYTF officer and George’s daughter. He’d taken her death hard and held me partly responsible. Part of me felt he was right.

The last time George and I had spoken, he had mentioned finding dragons. Oh, and revenge. He definitely had a large case of revenge going on.

“They’re going to pay for taking my little girl, and you’re going to help me—you owe me, Strong. She died on your watch. You owe me, and you owe her.”

I did owe him, several times over. I would have never made it through Shadow Company without George, but the idea of a dragon vendetta sounded completely suicidal.

“Be careful.” Chi touched my cheek and disappeared.

We needed to get back right away.


























SIX

MOST OF THE Triad members and Wordweavers were gone. Only TK, LD, Kristman Dos, Dex, Monty, and I remained in Fordey Boutique. I hadn’t noticed when Badb left, but part of me was glad she’d decided on a stealthy exit.

<Can I have some meat now? No one dropped meat during the fight.>

<I told you no one was going to drop meat. Go ask Dex. Don’t break him.>

Peaches padded over to Dex and nudged him, nearly knocking him down.

“Ach, hound!” Dex looked down at Peaches, who proceeded to unleash a large dose of hungry puppy-dog eyes. 

<I heard this face is very effective in getting larger portions of meat.>

<Who told you that?>

<The bird with the light eyes.>

<Herk? You can speak to Herk?>

I lost his attention once Dex materialized two industrial-sized sausages, each the length of my arm. Peaches proceeded to inhale them as Dex placed them on the floor.

<See? It works.>

“Lad,” Dex said, looking at me, “you’re going to have to learn to make meat for your hound. It’s an easy spell. You should have more success than you had with your orb of light.”

LD chuckled. “You should get TK to show you. She knows how to make the never-ending one. If your hound eats slowly enough, he can have sausage for days.”

Monty and TK were speaking off to one side. I was about to approach with the news Chi had given me, when Dex cleared his throat.

“How long?” Dex looked at LD and Kristman Dos.

“Two months, three at the outside,” Kristman Dos answered. His deep voice resonated in the Danger Room. “I have reports of entire families disappearing up and down the seaboard. Every time I get close, nothing.”

“How many of the Ten are you mobilizing?”

“LD, TK, and RJ to get us there.” 

“She got her Strix?”

Kristman Dos nodded. “She’s very happy and says thank you. Oh, and the next time you hold an orb class in her plane, she’s going to rip you a new one.”

Dex laughed. “I got her a plane, didn’t I?” He grew serious. “Can you give me a month? I have to head over to the Sanctuary and have a conversation with the remaining Elders and Ziller.”

“A month is fine. We’ll start up north and work our way down with the streak. Whatever is doing this is masking well.”

“Well enough to avoid you?” LD asked. “Even in your other form?”

“In every form.”

“I’d better pack heavy, then. Dex, give me a hand. Some of these items are volatile.”

“If you hear an explosion, it’ll mean LD screwed up,” Dex said, trailing behind him. 

LD left the Danger Room with Dex. Kristman Dos stared at me for a few seconds, then looked down at Peaches.

“You’re bound to a hellhound?”

“His name is Peaches. You’re really a weretiger?”

<He smells different.>

<He can turn into a big cat. Do not make him angry.>

<Do you think he has meat? Do cats like meat?>

<They do. Let’s not ask him.>

Kristman smiled at my response. “Dex told me you had spirit.” He glanced over to where TK and Monty were still speaking quietly. “You did well as a shieldbearer today. Usually a Reckoning sends the shieldbearer to the infirmary. You’re stronger than you look.”

“Thank you, I think.”

“Did your mage friend really try to tether a Smith Bridge to TK?”

“It was one of his more suicidal ideas, but yes, he tried.”

“Amazing,” he said, mostly to himself. “Either TK really likes him, or she’s mellowing out.”

“What’s so amazing?”

“That he’s still alive. How long have you and the vampire been an item?”

“Item? We aren’t an item.” I looked around quickly to make sure Chi was gone. “It’s complicated.”

Kristman chuckled. “Relationships with them usually are.”

“How did you know?”

He tapped the side of his nose. “You smell.”

“Excuse me, I what?”

“No, not like that,” he said with a smile. “Vampires, like my kind, leave their scent on those they’ve mated with. She’s marked you as hers.”

“Marked me? Wait…mated?”

How did she manage to leave her scent on me? When did she do this? It could explain a few things, like how she was always able to track my location. I’d have to ask her about this the next time we spoke. Or maybe have Dex do it and save myself the evisceration.

“You aren’t mates?”

We had definitely crossed into the land of too much information, bordered on one side by the river of awkwardness, and settled by the citizens of shame and embarrassment.

“Mates? No, not really. Like I said, it’s complicated.”

“You didn’t know she marked you?” Kristman asked. “You have a large ‘KEEP AWAY’ sign over your head at all times for human and supernatural alike. I wouldn’t count on any dates in your future.”

I thought about the last date I’d been on with Katja and shuddered.

“My last date didn’t go so well.”

“I’m not surprised,” he said with a sniff. “Your vampire is ancient and powerful. A vampire like that rarely joins with a human.”

“I’m special that way.” I rubbed Peaches’ head. “At least, according to Monty.”

Kristman appraised me with a long look that extended several seconds into creepy. His orange eyes gave off a faint glow and gave me the impression he was looking past me. After a few seconds more, he caught himself and shook his head. 

“Forgive me for staring, I sometimes forget my manners when dealing with humans.”

I figured it was a weretiger thing. I raised a hand and waved his words away. “It’s not a prob—”

“Then again, you aren’t exactly human, are you?”

I froze, and remembered Monty’s look earlier when I’d almost shared I was immortal.

“No,” Monty said, stepping next to me and pulling me away by the arm. “On occasion, even I wonder what planet he comes from. Would you excuse us?”

We stepped away. I glanced over my shoulder to see Kristman Dos staring at me, until TK interrupted his line of sight and diverted his attention by speaking to him.

“I think he knows about my extended life expectancy.”

“Unlikely it’s that specific. It’s possible he senses something off about your energy signature.”

“Like my incredible charisma and dazzling wit?”

“Those traits are not discernable with his senses, despite the illusion that you possess either. He would rely on his weretiger capabilities.”

I nodded. “Said I smelled, wasn’t exactly human, and that I’m Chi’s mate, since she marked me.”

“I suspected as much,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “It would explain quite a bit. We can investigate that further at another time.”

“I don’t know if I’ve just been insulted or complimented.”

“Take it as a compliment.” Monty brushed some hair out of his face. “Weretigers rarely communicate outside of their species or close friends. I think we may have a situation.”

Anytime a mage said there’s a situation, my first reaction was to run in the other direction. Situations, like conversations, usually meant pain, agony, and many angry creatures trying to shred me. That was a best-case scenario.

“Is that what you were discussing with TK?”

“What? No.” He looked over to where TK stood. “She requested I keep watch over Fordey while they’re out.”

“You agreed? How do you watch a place that has no apparent fixed dimensions?”

“Carefully,” he said, shaking his head. “Of course, I agreed. She just refrained from disintegrating me. I felt it was the least I could do, considering the outcome of the Reckoning.”

“Which, I must say, you’re looking less wrecked. The Wordweavers did a good job patching you up. What’s the situation?”

“There have been energy spikes in lower Manhattan, near the Hellfire.”

“I know.” I shared what Chi had told me earlier. “Are energy spikes a problem?”

“Not usually, but this may be connected with your friend, Mr. Rott, and his recent fixation.”

“It’s not a fixation. George has a singular determination and will. When he sets his mind to something, it’s a scary and fantastic thing to see.”

“His determination may get us all killed.”

“George said he found the dragons. That doesn’t sound good. He was never all there, even back when he was in the NYTF. We all thought he hovered near the edge of sanity. Now, with Cassandra gone, I think he may have stepped over that edge into an abyss.”

“I need to speak to my uncle before we go to Hybrid.”

Monty turned and gave TK a nod, which she returned.

“I’ll call Castor shortly,” TK said, interrupting her conversation with Kristman Dos. “If anyone knows about this, he does. Or knows someone who does.”

“Thank you,” Monty said with a short bow.

Kristman Dos gave us a short nod and returned to the conversation he was having with TK.

We left the Danger Room and headed down the corridors of Fordey. Every few intersections, Monty would stop, gesture, and then read a section of the wall.

“Hybrid?” I asked, confused. “What hybrid? More importantly, is this hybrid going to attempt to chew our faces off?”

“Hybrid is a place, not a creature. If I recall, your time in the NYTF was as a member of a deep-cover black ops group. How long were you a part of Shadow Company?”

“My service in the NYTF was expunged from all records. That information is beyond classified.” 

“I know. I also know where to look. How well did you know George?”

“No one knew him well. We were all crazy, but George, he was the craziest. How bad are these energy spikes?”

“It’s worse than you think.”

“George Rott with revenge on the brain. I’m thinking that’s pretty bad. He has resources and knows how to deal with supernatural threats. Don’t see much worse than that.”

Monty gestured, read the symbols on the wall of an intersection, and paused, looking at me. “A demigod may be involved.”

“A what?”

“Demigod. Half human and half god. Is this a new concept for you?”

“No. I mean, I haven’t met any…you mean like Hercules and Perseus?”

“That’s just one pantheon. Every pantheon has demigods, most of them not as famous as those two.”

“What do you mean ‘involved?’”

“It’s possible that the spikes are being caused—not by dragons, but by a demigod.”

“Okay, that’s worse.”

“We need to go see the twins.”


























SEVEN

WE ARRIVED AT a large storage room. I marveled at how many corridors and rooms made up Fordey Boutique. Dex and LD were packing items into two large duffel bags.

“René better not give me shit, I got her a new plane,” Dex growled, placing some items in one of the bags. “Well, technically Division 13 did, but you know what I mean.”

“Technically, you’re the reason she needed a new plane, you and your impromptu orb class.” LD passed Dex a handful of small vials. “Can’t believe you still speak to Division 13. Who did you call?”

Dex gave him a look and raised an eyebrow. “If I tell you, I’m going to have to silence you.”

LD stared hard at Dex, who returned the stare with equal intensity for several seconds before they both burst into laughter.

“That was a good one, pendejo. Straight face and everything. How are Luna and Reese?”

“Just saw Reese. Same as always.” Dex was still chuckling when he turned to look at us. “Hello, Nephew. You’re looking grim, as usual.”

I glanced over at Monty, who scowled and pushed some hair from his face. “We have a situation, uncle.”

“Whoa, Dex.” LD crouched down to get some more items from a bottom shelf. “It’s a situation. Glad we never faced one of those. This sounds serious.”

Dex smiled and crossed his arms. “Don’t tease. My nephew doesn’t have a sense of humor. He lost it in a tragic accident at a young age.”

“Really?” LD asked. “What happened?”

“Puberty.” Dex gave Monty a huge grin. “He never recovered.”

I suppressed a laugh and looked away, suddenly finding the ceiling of the storage room to be incredibly interesting.

Monty sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “There may be an enclave of dragons in the city.”

“Shit!” LD said and banged his head on a shelf. “Are you serious?”

“I’m always serious. Did that sound humorous?”

“He never jokes,” I confirmed with a shake of my head. “At least not on purpose.”

Dex’s face grew dark. “What else? There’s more, isn’t there?”

Monty paused and then spoke. “It’s possible a demigod is involved.”

Dex let out a string of words I figured were curses. Except they were curses I’d never heard. All I could make out were plenty of ‘orts.’ 

“Any evidence of either? Demigod or dragon?”

“We’re heading to Hybrid to speak to the twins. They may have information. TK is making the call.”

“Good, be careful with those two. Avoid Pollux the Prick. Speak to Castor.”

LD whistled low. “Dragons are nasty business, but dragons and demigods? Does TK know?”

Monty nodded. “Erik gave her most of the information before the Reckoning. She brought me up to speed after we, well, after she…”

“Trounced you soundly,” Dex replied. “No shame in it, boy. You faced a superior opponent and still live to tell the tale. Well done. Your father would be been proud.”

“Yes, after she defeated me,” Monty answered quietly. “I still have much to learn, it seems.”

“She didn’t defeat you.” LD approached, putting a hand on Monty’s shoulder and shaking his head. “She kicked your ass six ways to Sunday. Don’t feel bad. You weren’t the first, and you won’t be the last. Anyway, humble pie is good for the soul.”

“I’d go with you, Nephew, but I’m due at the Sanctuary tomorrow,” Dex said with a scowl. “The Elders gave me an extra day to attend the Reckoning.”

“You mean you had to ask permission?” LD asked. “Do you need me to write you an official Reckoning note?”

“Keep it up and there’ll be another Reckoning today.”

LD laughed and went back to searching the shelves for items. Dex turned to us, serious. He gestured and made a string of linked sausage. When he let them go, they floated to the other side of the room.

Peaches, riveted by the floating feast, followed them.

“LD is right. Dragons are a nasty business best dealt with by others. Do you want me to make a call?”

“No.” Monty looked away. “We can handle it.”

Dex raised an eyebrow and stepped close to Monty.

“You two and the hellhound can handle a dragon?”

“We have faced their kind in the past.”

“You faced one dragon, lost a member of your team, and barely walked away from the encounter.”

I remembered our encounter with Slif. She was an ancient dragon, working to undo the spread of magic among non-dragonkind. From what I’d surmised, they had a real problem with non-dragons using or having access to magic. If Dex knew about our fight with Slif, he was better informed than I realized.

“We didn’t know she was a dragon,” I said. “She fooled us all.”

“That’s my point, boy. You won’t see them until they want to be seen. They can mask better than any mage, living or dead.”

“I’m not walking away from this, Uncle.”

“A man must do what he feels is right.” Dex sighed and sounded very Monty-like. I wondered if this was a family trait. “Your head is thicker than your father’s.”

“Thank you,” Monty said quietly. “I promise to contact you if we find an enclave.”

“That’s all I ask, lad. You’ve nothing to prove, not to me.” Dex rested both hands on Monty’s shoulders. “Don’t make this personal. If you run across an enclave, call me, the Council, and the NYTF.”

“And the demigod?”

“Aye, if a demigod is involved,” Dex said, his voice steel, “I’ll make the call.”


























EIGHT

MONTY GESTURED AND closed the rift behind us as we stepped into our office. I pulled out my phone and called Ramirez on his direct line.

“This’d better be a wrong number, Strong. I’ve had enough disasters to deal with today, much less whatever you’re going to say to add to the long list.”

“Rottweiler.”

“Shit, not on the phone. Meet me where he lost his only love. One hour.”

I hung up.

“Ramirez doesn’t strike me as the cloak-and-dagger type. Why is he being so cryptic?” Monty made his way to the kitchen. “What does a man like George Rott love?”

“Not just love, his only love. Where he lost his only love.” I tapped my chin. “The only thing George loved more than the job was his daughter—Cassandra.”

“Cassandra. Yes, that makes sense. If Ramirez wants to meet where Mr. Rott lost his love he means—?”

“Haven. He wants to meet at Haven.”

“That would be less than ideal, considering the current circumstances. I’d rather we refrain from using Haven as a meeting place.”

TK’s words to Monty came back to me: Your closest friend is cursed by Kali, you seem to be allergic to intact buildings, and you’re in love with a hunted sorceress.

“Who’s hunting Roxanne and why?”

“She’s warded, as is Haven. No one and nothing can get close to her while I’m alive. Call Ramirez and change the location.”

“That wasn’t my question,” I said. “Is this classified mage information?”

“It’s…difficult to explain,” he answered and sipped his tea. “It’s not classified, but telling you would put you in danger.”

“Sounds classified to me,” I said, dialing Ramirez again.

“What? I told you not over the phone,” Ramirez barked. “Was my clue too difficult?”

“Please, Angel, that was amateur hour. Monty requested a different location.”

“Really, did he give you a reason why?”

“He did,” I said, looking over at Monty. “Let’s do the Rump.”

“You seem to have a fixation with this Rump. Are you sure there isn’t something you want to share?”

I could imagine the smile crossing his face.

“It’s a meat shop.”

“Sure, it is. I’m sure they have all kinds of meat there too.” A chuckle escaped him. “Fine. See you there.”

He hung up.

I shook my head. “That better?”

“Much. We can utilize the back room and make sure the conversation is secure.”

“Then you can tell me why Roxanne is being hunted.”

“Of course, what would be another group hunting you?”

“Hunting me? What are you talking about?”

“We’ve managed to anger dragons, trolls, and an entire group of European magic-users. The latter a result of the renovation of their meeting space by destroying the Tate Modern.”

“That building needed demolishing, trust me.”

“Not to mention the Blood Hunters, who are now being led by Esti. She appeared quite psychotic, and eager to introduce you to the business end of her knives in the pursuit of their dark blades. Shall I continue?”

“No, thanks.” I held my hand up. “I need a cup of coffee.”

“I’m not keeping secrets, Simon. This information is volatile. If I share it, it has the potential to attract the wrong attention. Attention we can ill afford at this moment.”

“I get it. I’m just not looking forward to meeting any more dragons. Much less with demigods sprinkled on top.”

“Neither am I,” Monty admitted. “Let’s meet with Ramirez, and then we’ll head over to Hybrid and get more information.”

“Can you call Cecil and get us another Goat? One that’s magically meltproof?”

“I don’t think ‘magically meltproof’ counts as a condition of his vehicles.”

“You know what I mean, with super runes to protect it from melting spells like the last Goat.”

“Super runes?” Monty raised an eyebrow. “Right. In any case, after London, he may be reluctant to give us a vehicle. But I can try.”

“If we’re going to be dealing with dragons, make sure it’s fireproof too.”


























NINE

“WHAT DID CECIL say?” 

We walked downstairs to the lobby of the Moscow. At Dex’s insistence, Monty had arranged for the purchase of our space when we expanded the office. 

After the purchase, I rarely saw Olga in the building. Her uncanny ability to always appear when the rent was due had never ceased to amaze me. I looked around the lobby, but she was nowhere in sight. After my encounter with Steigh Cea and her sisters, I was determined to ask Olga some subtle questions about the Jotnar. Andrei stood at the door, he stiffened and crossed himself, when he saw Peaches.

I was feeling particularly nice this afternoon.

<Go say hello to  Andrei. He has meat for you.>

<Really? What kind?>

<What do you mean, what kind? Since when do you care what kind of meat?>

<I don’t smell any meat. Do I have to bite him? Is it magic meat?>

<Do not bite him. I’ll get you meat at the Rump.>

<Bite his rump?>

<Don’t bite him anywhere. Forget it. Just go outside.>

Peaches padded by Andrei, who crossed himself again and backed away from the door, whispering to himself.

“Andrei, can you tell Olga I’d like to speak to her?”

He nodded but kept his distance. “I tell Mrs. Etrechenko you want to talk.”

“Thank you. Did you want to pet Peaches?”

“No! I mean no, thank you, Mr. Stronk. Very nice of you to offer, but no, thank you.”

“Okay, if you change your mind, let me know.”

Andrei shook his head and closed the door just a little faster than usual behind us. We stepped outside onto the empty sidewalk and into the afternoon sun. The valet wasn’t waiting for us, since we were Goatless.

“Why do you insist on torturing him?”

“It’s not torture. I’m helping Andrei grow by encouraging him to face his fears.”

“Oh, this is character building? I thought you were just trying to scare him witless every time your creature walked past.”

“C’mon, Monty, you know me. Would I do something like that to poor Andrei?”

“I’m going to assume that’s a rhetorical question. Let’s go. Cecil will deliver the new vehicle to the Rump.”

“Is it a Goat? Tell me it’s a Goat.”

“He wouldn’t say.”

“Is it magically meltproof?”

“I informed him of your request for it to be covered in super runes and be magically meltproof.”

“And?”

“He assured me that it would last longer than the Lamborghini Urus he loaned us in London, provided we don’t strap a magical melting bomb to its chassis.”

“He sounds upset. Did you explain that we didn’t destroy the last Goat or the Urus? That it wasn’t our fault?”

He nodded as we crossed the street. People usually gave us a wide berth when we walked on the block. Most of that was the reaction to Peaches.

“His response was, and I quote: ‘Things have a way of blowing up around you two. Buildings and cars especially. I’m sure you had nothing to do with it, other than being in proximity.’ End quote.”

“You two? What does he mean you two? Most of the destruction is the result of your spells or one of your friends.”

“And yet, it’s surprising how many of our destructive episodes involve your presence. Coincidence? Unlikely.”

“Unlikely? I’m not the one dealing with magical forces.” I moved my fingers to mimic his gestures. “All that destruction is you and your casting.”

“Except for the Strix. That was all you.”

“That was your insane uncle getting me to create an orb in a pressurized environment.”

“In any case, Cecil requested I purchase this vehicle. This isn’t a loaner from SuNaTran. I used the agency account, so we own whatever it is he’s sending over.”

“Wonderful,” I groaned. “With our luck it’ll be a Prius or a Gremlin.”

“As long as it’s magically meltproof,” Monty said. “With super runes, of course.”

I glared at him. It was a solid three on my glare-o-meter. He didn’t flinch.

“Your sense of humor knows no bounds. Maybe you can start a mage comedy group with your uncle?”

The Randy Rump was a block away from the Moscow and stayed open all night, only closing for a few hours in the early morning. It catered to the early evening and nighttime clientele—which was most of the supernatural community. The Rump had also become a popular meeting place since the Dark Council had declared its neutral status. It had gone from “butcher shop” to “butcher shop, restaurant, and meeting hall” in a few short weeks.

Jimmy stood behind the counter and gave me a nod as he took care of some customers. His long gray hair was pulled back in a ponytail. He wore an apron over a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. It was the suit he had on during the Reckoning. His massive arms, which were easily the size of my legs, were covered with thick hair.

I looked around and realized that he had redone the seating area again. What used to be a single display case was now a set of two display cases, and the counter had been redone in marble and had been extended. 

Tables and chairs filled the remaining floor space. Even in the middle of the afternoon, most of the tables were occupied with patrons who were eating and drinking. 

Jimmy finished with the customer and came out from behind the counter. He had hired some help, and they took over serving the line while he stepped away. He wiped his hands on his apron, and motioned for us to follow him into his office.

A few of the patrons gave us looks as we followed Jimmy to the back. Most of them were focused on Monty and Peaches. They could tell he was a powerful magic-user, and Peaches, from what Monty told me, was covered in runes, even though I still couldn’t see most of them.

Jimmy opened the door and let us enter first. A few seconds later, one of his employees came in with a large titanium bowl filled with meat. Peaches was one of Jimmy’s favorite customers.

“I got him a new bowl.” Jimmy looked down at the slobbering black hole that was my hellhound. “This one is a Grade five titanium alloy. Should be Peaches-proof.”

The employee gave Jimmy the bowl and backed out of the office, keeping a wary eye on Peaches as he did so. Jimmy put the bowl on the floor next to his desk. I saw the bowl contained some excellent cuts of meat and large sausages.

“You need to stop spoiling him. He’s going to get fat.”

“He’s a hellhound.” Jimmy rubbed Peaches’ head. “He needs to keep his strength up.” 

<This place is almost as good as the other place.>

<If you keep eating like that, you won’t be able to move when you need to. I’m going to put you on a diet.>

<A diet? That sounds like die. I don’t like that word.>

<It just means having some control over how much you eat. You can’t just eat all the meat.>

<Why not? It would be bad not to eat all the meat. Meat is life.>

He proceeded to bury his face in the bowl and devour the meal.

“Keep his strength up? Does he look weak or sickly to you?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Jimmy answered, rubbing Peaches’ flanks. “And we’re going to make sure he stays large and strong.”

I never worried about Jimmy keeping his arms attached to his body with Peaches. My hellhound was smart enough not to shred the hands that fed him. It also helped that Jimmy was a werebear, and I was sure, on some level, Peaches smelled or sensed the animal in him. The black hole known as Peaches inhaled the meat in seconds.

“You’ve made some changes,” I said, looking around at the new office.

“The last one didn’t survive your last visit, so I figured I’d make some changes to the space with the renovations. You’re not expecting any violent friends…are you?”

“I only have one violent friend.” I glanced over at Monty, who pointed at Peaches. “Well, two.”

“It’s just that every time you visit…”

“That was one time. That wasn’t even us.”

“Anyway… this is the new office.” Jimmy motioned with one large hand, Vanna White style. “I’d like it to stay this way, if possible.”

A large desk sat against the far wall, opposite the door. To the right of the desk and along the wall sat a large brown sofa. On the other side of the desk, against the left wall, I saw two tall, black filing cabinets. 

His desk was neat, with several piles of papers in organized stacks along the surface. An industrial-sized computer monitor took up almost half the desk.

Even though the office was spacious, it still felt slightly cramped because Jimmy was just this side of enormous. I wondered if all werebears were on the large size. He was the only one I knew. He sat in the chair behind the desk and leaned back.

On the back wall, I noticed something else.

“That’s new.” I pointed to a wooden door. 

“I had it installed recently with the last of the renovations,” Jimmy answered. “I didn’t want to open the main door every time we needed the backroom.” 

“Is Ramirez here yet?”

“He got here about five minutes ago. He’s inside waiting for you. You can go through there.”

The door was a smaller version of the main door in the butcher shop securing the entrance to the backroom. The door and frame were made of Australian Buloke ironwood. I narrowed my eyes and saw that it was magically inscribed with runes on every inch of its surface. It stood six feet tall and half as wide. I was sure Jimmy had to stoop to get in that way.

“This leads to the backroom?”

Jimmy nodded. “Same sequence too.”

Monty gave Jimmy a short bow. “Thank you for being part of my Triad this morning. I do appreciate your response on such short notice.”

Jimmy waved Monty’s words away. “The honor was mine. I’ve never been to a Reckoning before. We settle things a little more violently in my sleuth. Whoever walks away, wins.”

“I don’t expect to experience another Reckoning in my lifetime.” Monty stepped to the wooden door. “Same sequence, you said?”

Jimmy nodded. “After that Negomancer took the Rump apart, I thought you mages were dangerous. After seeing TK in action, whoa…she’s scary and dangerous. I wouldn’t want to face her, even in my other form.”

“She is quite formidable.” Monty nodded and pressed the runes on the door in sequence. “That should do it.”

The door was over a foot thick. Opening it was surprisingly easy if you knew the rune sequence. If you didn’t, you’d need the equivalent of a magical nuke, and that would probably just scratch the surface. Once closed, it remained closed. Period.

It swung open easily and I peeked inside. The backroom of the Rump was considerably smaller than the front area. It consisted of one large room with three tables. Two of them, placed along the north and south walls, were long and rectangular. The third table in the center, was round. Each of them had seating for seven. Each table was heavy, dark oak, inscribed with runes along their surface.

Ramirez sat at the large, round table. In front of him, I saw a folder and a large pot of coffee. The aroma of coffee filled my lungs and all of a sudden, everything was right with the world. Coffee had that effect on me. I searched the inside pockets of my jacket and found my flask.

“Would you like a London Fog, Tristan?” Jimmy asked. “One of my guys is English and swears it’s amazing. I haven’t had one myself.”

“No, thank you. As enticing as that sounds, I’ll take Earl Grey with lemon and steeped for four minutes, if you please.”

“I’ll have it brought in.”

Ramirez looked up when we entered the backroom. I heard the door lock behind us. I turned and saw the runes in the door flare bright orange for a brief second.

I filled a cup with coffee, opened my flask, and poured in a spoonful of Valhalla Javambrosia. I brought the cup to my lips, closed my eyes, and took a moment to inhale the aroma. Only after enough of the fragrance had filled my lungs did I allow myself to take a long sip, savoring the absolute caffeine goodness. Ramirez stared at me throughout my process.

“You need help.” Ramirez shook his head. “Clearly, you’re not getting out enough.”

“You think I’m bad? Wait four minutes and watch him drink tea,” I said, pointing at Monty. “How are you, Angel?”

“How am I? How do you think I am? Stressed and dealing with more shit than I can handle.”

“So, the usual then?”

He gave me a tight smile and a nod. “The usual, yeah.”

“Are we good?” The last time we had spoken, really spoken, was when we had lost Lieutenant Cassandra. The conversation had been loud and angry, so was he.

Peaches padded over and plopped down on the floor near my feet with a chuff.

“Is your dog okay?” Ramirez looked down at Peaches warily. “Did you get him a new collar?”

“He just stuffed his face. He’s good. What about us?”

He paused for a moment, rubbed his face, and took a sip of coffee from his cup. “We’re good. This, however,”—he slid the folder across the table to me—“is not.”

I opened the folder and saw a picture of George ‘Rottweiler’ Rott staring back at me.


























TEN

THE PICTURE LOOKED recent. 

“When was this picture taken?” I looked down into the aged face of George ‘Rottweiler’ Rott, one of the best black ops team leaders. Meticulous and flexible. His missions were still being studied in the NYTF academy.

“A few weeks ago.” Ramirez took another sip. “He’s gone underground. We haven’t been able to locate him since.”

“And you won’t unless he wants you to.”

“That’s why I’m here talking to you.”

I looked at the picture again. He still wore a screaming-eagle cut and the years were showing, not that I would tell him that to his face. The eyes were the same. Fierce, intense, and approaching insanity. The most dangerous individuals I’d faced were those who had nothing to lose. George had the look of someone who had lost it all.

I flipped through the pages of the file. Many of them had redacted sections. In fact, most of them were redacted. I looked through the dates; there was at least a decade of activity before I’d joined. Shadow Company had been busy doing things best kept secret.

“Not much info here.” I pointed to the file. “Most of this has been purged or expunged. Pretty useless.”

“Turn to the back.” Ramirez motioned with a hand. “I think you’ll find something useful there.”

“You and your cryptic comments. You should’ve been a spy.”

“I missed my calling.”

I flipped the pages and saw another, thinner file. This file was stamped RED—Retired Extremely Dangerous.

It was my file.

There was one page. A picture of a younger me from my Company days and a list of dates with redacted information next to each entry.

“Where did you get this?” I held up the sheet. “This isn’t supposed to exist.”

Ramirez nodded and took another sip of coffee.

“May I?” Monty held out a hand. I passed him the sheet. He began scanning it. “If you combine the two files, you can glean a good amount of information on Simon’s past, with his file acting as the key, providing the dates for cross reference.”

“That’s the only copy anywhere, and it was a bitch to get a hold of,” Ramirez said. “I wasn’t specifically looking for Strong’s info, it just came attached with Rott’s”

“Where did you get it?” I asked. “That information isn’t supposed to be documented. Period.”

“Like I told you, I’ve been doing some research in my spare time.” 

“Spare time?” I asked, incredulous. “Since when do you have spare time?”

“Ever since I lost a lieutenant to a dragon.” 

The words hung in the air between us for a few seconds.

“Shit, Angel…”

He held up a hand and shook his head. “I said we’re good. But he isn’t.” He pointed at George’s picture. “Lieutenant Cassandra went down in the line of duty. She knew the risks, we all do. Doesn’t make it any easier for any of us, but he’s not coming at this like an officer. He’s dealing with this as a father who lost his only child. That makes him dangerous and volatile.”

“I don’t know why she was out there. She was good, but she wasn’t NYTF ready.” I shook my head, remembering Cassandra’s adaptation period. The NYTF was trained to deal with the supernatural. They had extensive psych evals to help them cope with things they encountered that were supposed to be impossible. 

Because of George’s influence, Cassandra bypassed all of that and went into the field unprepared. If the dragon hadn’t ended her, it was only a matter time before something else just as lethal had. George, the black ops leader, knew this, but George, the father, could never accept that.

Ramirez reached into a bag and pulled out another file. “This file doesn’t exist. You never saw it.”

Monty put down my sheet and raised an eyebrow at the new file.

“Whose is it?” I asked.

“When we started getting energy spikes downtown, I assigned Jhon and his crew to measure the spikes’ origin points.”

“What did they find?” Monty asked. “Were they able to determine the nature of the energy?”

“I asked them to measure the spikes and to make note of any persons of interest.” Ramirez slid the file to me. “They came back with this.”

I opened the file and my blood froze. I looked into the tan face of a young man in his mid-twenties. A riot of black hair that had never seen a brush covered his head. It was the eyes that stopped me, though. I had seen eyes like that before. If George was approaching insanity, whoever this was had embraced it and wore it like a favorite suit.

I slid the file over to Monty in silence. He looked at the picture and flexed his jaw. I felt the shift in energy immediately. 

“You two know who this is?” Ramirez asked, pointing at the picture. “If you do, I need that information. I lost four men getting this.”

“I don’t know who that is, but I recognize the eyes.”

Monty nodded and sipped his tea. “Would it be possible to keep this photo?”

“Normally I’d say no, but I have nothing on this guy. No databases, not even facial recognition.” Ramirez rubbed his face. “Go ahead. On the condition that any info you get comes to me first.”

Monty took the photo and placed it in front of him on the table next to my file sheet.

“I’ll make sure Simon keeps you informed.”

“What were you saying about the eyes, Strong?”

I took a long pull of coffee. “The last time I saw eyes that off, I was facing an angry goddess.”

“An angry what?”

“Kali, the Hindu goddess of death and violence,” I said quietly. “Your guy has the same eyes.”

“Well, shit. Is this guy a god?”

“Don’t know. I hope not. That would truly suck if he’s the one responsible for Jhon’s team. Gods are hard to apprehend.”

“Wow, no wonder you’re a detective.” Ramirez stared at me. “That observation was amazing.”

“All of a sudden, everyone has a sense of humor.” I put my cup down. “If he’s a god, I hope you know the NYTF won’t be able to deal with him.”

“Leave that to me. We have a few things in R&D.” 

“A few things in R&D? Are you kidding? You have something that can stop a god?”

“Like I said, you call me when you find out anything about Crazy Eyes or George.”

Ramirez grabbed his bag and put the files away. He held his hand out for the sheet from my file. Monty began handing it over when it burst into flame, turning to ash seconds later.

“My apologies, Director. Seeing the picture of that gentleman distracted me.”

Ramirez glared. “Distracted you? I thought you magic-using wizards didn’t get distracted?”

Monty narrowed his eyes and stared at Ramirez. “Wizards?”

I winced at the mention of wizards. I shook my head slowly. “Don’t call him a wizard.” I picked up the rest of the file and handed it to Ramirez. “Monty’s a mage. Big difference.”

“He’s a sneaky bastard is what he is,” Ramirez said under his breath, glaring at Monty. “I told you it was my only copy, and then he goes getting distracted and flames your file? That wasn’t a distraction, that was intentional.”

Ramirez took the remaining papers and shoved them into his bag. He pushed his chair back and stood to leave. “You find out who this guy is and locate George too. I have a feeling these two are connected somehow, and that can’t be good.”

I escorted Ramirez toward the main entrance. It opened a few seconds later as Jimmy poked his head in. I looked at him, surprised. He pointed at the corner with his chin.

“Cameras. After last time, no more surprises.”

I looked to the corners and noticed the dim red lights in each one. “Smart move.” I nodded in approval. “The director will be leaving.”

“I’m not done doing research, Strong.” Ramirez turned, giving me a scowl. “I need to know who or what I’m dealing with. Especially regarding this ‘Shadow Company’ you were in.”

“You need to leave that alone, Angel, really. Let’s focus on George and on stopping him before he does something that can get us all killed.”

“I’m focusing on George and Shadow Company. Seems your group was a bit on the deranged side.”

“Digging up my past will only give you nightmares.”

“Nightmares? You two loose in my city is a waking nightmare every day. Besides, you can never outrun your past. It defines who you are, who you become.”

“Very profound.” I stepped closer to him so I could lower my voice. “If you keep digging into Shadow Company, you’ll attract attention. The kind of attention you don’t want. Leave it alone.”

“I’m not scared of a little attention,” he said under his breath and matching my tone. “I’ll take my chances. Find George and the mystery man with the crazy eyes.”

I paused for a few seconds. His trying to unearth my past was going to be a problem. I was going to have to call Hack.”

“Top of the to-do list, promise.” I was about to head back to the table when he grabbed my arm.

“Oh, and no more blown-up buildings. It’s been quiet since you two have been out of the city. No major explosions, and my city has stayed in one piece. Let’s keep it that way.”

“Why does everyone look at me when they say that?” I removed my arm from his hand with a tug. “I’m not the one you need to be speaking to.”

Ramirez pushed his way past Jimmy to exit the room. “Call me the moment you have something.”

Jimmy didn’t follow and waited until Ramirez had exited the Rump before approaching the table.

“Why is everyone blaming me for your destruction?” I said.

Monty looked up from the picture. “Possibly because you’re at the scene of each instance of said destruction?”

“As are you,” I replied. “Yet, I don’t see anyone blaming you for blowing up their buildings. Since when does my being at the scene mean I’m the cause?”

“Most sane people refrain from accusing mages of anything. Something to do with wielding matter-altering energy.”

“And mages being perpetually cranky.”

“This is going to be a problem.” Monty pointed at the picture of the man with the crazy eyes. “George is not capable of producing energy spikes on his own.”

Jimmy cleared his throat with a cough. “There’s someone outside waiting for you in the shop.”

I looked at Monty. “You expecting someone?”

“Not particularly.” He picked up the photo and put it in an inside pocket. “We should see who it is, though.”

I made sure Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul were easily accessible and followed them out.


























ELEVEN

THE RUNEWORK DEFENSES in the Randy Rump were some of the best. Considering it served as a neutral location, I expected very little magical activity inside its walls.

I narrowed my eyes and looked at the rune-covered columns. I noticed that the walls, floor, and ceiling were also covered in intricate symbols.

“You added runework to the defenses?”

“Yes,” Jimmy answered and waved to one of the patrons. “One of the mages from the Council offered to reinforce them after your—last time. I like the place as a meeting hall and butcher shop, not a crater.”

The Rump had a vibrant energy. I saw a few mages and assorted magic-users discussing theorems in animated conversations. Once or twice I heard the name Ziller. Others were intently studying thick books.

Not everyone in the Rump was a magic-user. The majority of the patrons were from the surrounding neighborhood, picking up choice cuts of meat for dinner or sitting down and enjoying an afternoon cup of coffee.

I counted six mage guards standing or sitting in strategic locations throughout the seating area. Once night fell, the mage guards would be replaced with vampires or shifters of some sort. The Dark Council took the safety and neutrality of its designated locations seriously. Violating the established rules of neutral locations could end in permanent retirement…from life. They were taking extra precautions with the Rump after Beck, a Negomancer, had decided to explode the place.

Jimmy led us to a corner of the Rump. It was a group of three tables, and all but one was empty. Seated there, alone, was a short, older man who radiated power. His broad frame took up most of the corner, and his rough callused hands were wrapped around a large flagon of yellowish liquid I didn’t recognize. The smell coming from the flagon reminded me of honey.

Jimmy moved two tables and relocated some chairs for Monty and me. “He’s making the guards nervous,” he said under his breath. “Is this a friend of yours?”

I shook my head. “Never seen him before. I think he belongs to Monty’s club of magic-users.” 

“He does.” Monty pulled out a chair and moved to sit at the table. “But he’s not a magic-user in the traditional sense.”

“What’s he drinking?” I asked, looking at the industrial-sized flagon. “I don’t recognize it.”

“Mead,” Jimmy said under his breath. 

“Mead? As in honey-wine? You know how to make mead?”

“I do now. He gave me the recipe a while back. This particular blend is called Acerglyn,” Jimmy answered and looked warily at the figure seated at the table. “Tristan, is your intense friend going to unleash anything that can destroy the Rump?”

“No,” Monty answered, “he’s just here to make a delivery. Isn’t that right, Cecil?”

“Quite right.” The air around him crackled with orange energy. Cecil rubbed a hand through his short gray hair, rubbed his neatly trimmed goatee, and gave Jimmy a tight smile. “Just a delivery.”

“Right, in that case, I’ll leave you to it. Make sure you keep any and all destructive energies localized in this”—Jimmy made a circular motion around the table with a hand—“general area. We just finished renovations.” He finished by giving me a look and then walked away.

“Did you see that look?” I said, pulling up a chair. “Why is he looking at me?”

“No, sorry, I missed it,” Monty replied, turning to Cecil. “Since when do you deliver anything? Where’s Robert?”

“Robert’s out and about, running some errands. This vehicle needed some special attention, which is why I’m here.”

“Cecil, this is Simon Strong. I don’t think you’ve formally met.”

“I know who he is, Tristan,” Cecil said, giving me a short nod, which I returned. “Anyone who gets a SuNaTran vehicle gets vetted by my people. We know all about Mr. Strong.”

The way he’d said that last sentence set off my radar. Maybe I was just anxious after my conversation with Ramirez, but it felt like Cecil knew more about me than I’d feel comfortable sharing.

“Tell me it’s not a Prius, please.” I looked outside but didn’t see any vehicle. “What is it?”

“I’ll get to that in a second.” Cecil raised a hand, taking a long drink of the mead. The sweet smell grew stronger as he drank. “Ahh, haven’t had mead this good in a long time. Ever since home. That Jimmy is an artist.”

He looked off into the distance wistfully.

“Where exactly is home?”

“Nevermind.” He waved my words away. “Let’s discuss the reason I’m here. Your vehicle.”

Cecil rested his elbows on the table, steepled his fingers, and looked at us in silence. I swore his hazel eyes flickered with power as they bored into me. I wondered how bad it was if it was taking him this long to tell us.

“Damn, it’s a Gremlin, isn’t it?” Cecil remained silent. “God, worse than a Gremlin? Is it an AMC Pacer?”

“Tristan,” Cecil said, breaking his silence, “you recall several years ago, we took a 1970 Chevy Camaro and created a SuNaTran vehicle?”

“I heard the rumors,” Monty said, his voice grim. “You didn’t bring us that, did you?”

Cecil shook his head. “No, that’s being used by someone else.”

Monty raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You allowed that vehicle out on the road?”

“The Beast is cursed, not evil.”

“I heard three drivers died after driving it.”

“Technically, that’s true.”

“Technically?” I stared at Cecil. “What kind of car kills its driver?” 

“The cursed kind,” Monty replied before Cecil could answer. “Something to do with the runic configuration and its disruption of life energies. What did you bring us?”

“Who is driving this Beast now?” I wondered aloud.

“That’s not important,” Cecil answered quickly. “What’s important is that I was able to decipher some of the runes that made the Beast indestructible and apply them to your vehicle.”

“You gave us a cursed vehicle?” I looked at Monty, who held up a hand and sighed. “Is he trying to kill us?”

Monty narrowed his eyes. “I know you’re still upset about London and the Urus. We can reimburse you for the cost and any difficulty you incurred. There’s no need to foist a cursed vehicle on Simon.”

“Wait, what do you mean ‘on Simon’?”

“That’s just it,” Cecil added with a hint of excitement. “Mr. Strong is the perfect driver…if the rumors are true.”

“What rumors?” I asked cautiously. 

“That you can’t die.”


























TWELVE

“WHERE DID YOU hear these rumors?” Monty sat back, but I could feel the shift in energy around the table. “I’m curious.”

“Mostly my own research from previous incidents. I like to keep an eye on the people who drive my vehicles.”

“You’ve been keeping tabs on us?”

“SuNaTran is my reputation, my name,” Cecil answered, staring at me. “You can rest assured I keep track of my vehicles and their drivers, especially when SuNaTran vehicles are being melted or exploded.”

“Those were…extenuating circumstances,” Monty mumbled.

“Your ‘extenuating circumstances’ are making my vehicles look bad.” Cecil pointed at Monty. “After watching you two for a while, I realized it wasn’t my vehicles. It was the complete and total shitstorm you two generate around you.”

“I wouldn’t classify it as a ‘shitstorm,’ but there does seem to be an element of chaos that encompasses our activities whenever we—”

I shook my head. “It’s a shitstorm, Monty. Between your spells and my investigative prowess—”

“Prowess? More like reckless abandon.” Monty pinched the bridge of his nose. “Cecil, what did you learn in your observations?”

“Things that should’ve been fatal to Mr. Strong here, weren’t.” Cecil kept staring at me. It was starting to creep me out. He turned back to Monty. “Sure, he can take a beating and is reckless as hell. But there were situations he shouldn’t have walked away from, unless he wasn’t normal.”

“I’m just lucky.”

“No, this isn’t luck.” Cecil glanced at Peaches, who rumbled at him. “Also, there’s been talk about an immortal detective with a large dog-like creature who”—he looked down at Peaches again—“happens to be the offspring of a certain mythological creature, and runs around with a mage partner. By the way, that’s a nice collar. Who did the work?”

“Fordey Boutique,” Monty said. “TK specifically.” 

Cecil nodded in admiration, staring at Peaches’ collar. He didn’t get closer because the rumble increased in volume as he leaned in.

“A regulator and temporal enhancer?” Cecil shifted in his seat to get a better look at the collar. “He’s gone huge?”

“You’ve been to Nidavellir?” Monty asked. 

“Not in ages. TK managed to reshape entropy stones?” He tugged on his goatee and appraised the collar with admiration. “I’ve always said that woman was skilled.”

“Where is all this talk happening?” I looked at them, slightly confused about where the conversation was going. “That’s what I’d like to know, and where is Nidavellir?”

Cecil turned to face me. “You three don’t exactly blend in, and you’ve made some powerful enemies. Take the car. Calibrate to the runes, and call me if you experience any side effects.”

“Side effects? Like sudden death?”

“Sure, or worse.”

“Worse…than death?”

“There are plenty of things that are worse than death.” Cecil reached into his coat pockets, clearly looking for something. “Here they are.”

He stood and placed two keyrings on the table. Attached to each ring was a fob and what looked like a metal Bluetooth symbol.

“The new car has Bluetooth?”

Cecil glared at me with a ‘how have you managed to live this long?’ look and shook his head before turning to Monty. “Those are binding runes. Your new vehicle is camouflage capable. Once you calibrate to it, and I suggest you both do, those runes will bind you to the car so you can locate it wherever it is. Think runic GPS. Try not to park it where someone will smash into it. It would be bad…for them.”

“Can we both drive it?” Monty asked, picking up a keyring. “Or are the runes you deciphered the same ones that hold the curse?”

“I suggest you let Mr. Strong drive the car, as a precaution. Just until the kinks are worked out.”

“You mean to see if the car will try and kill me.”

“Something like that. Plus, you’re going to help me with another little problem I have. Let’s get you in your new vehicle. It’s around the corner.”

We followed Cecil outside. I saw Jimmy keeping an eye on us as we headed out of the Rump.

“Do these runes affect anyone else in the car?” Monty asked once we were outside. “Or is it only the driver?”

“Only the driver. It has to do with the defensive runic configuration around the vehicle. These particular runes have to be placed under the driver for the protective sphere to enclose the vehicle.”

“Have you tried shifting the location?”

Cecil shook his head. “We tried. Placing it anywhere else causes the sphere to collapse in on itself.” Cecil pointed ahead. “Over there.”

I looked down the street and saw nothing.

“Where?”

Cecil reached into a pocket and pulled out a small black box. It gleamed in the afternoon sun and reminded me of a large entropy stone. The box had several buttons on its surface, each covered with runes. He pressed a combination of buttons, and a vehicle shimmered into sight.

“There,” he said with a smile. “That’s your new car.”


























THIRTEEN

I LOOKED WHERE Cecil pointed, and my heart skipped a few beats. For a few seconds, it was difficult to breathe. A deep purple, almost black, 1967 Pontiac GTO cruise machine with tinted windows materialized in front of my eyes. The last time I’d seen it, a Ghost had killed it with a black orb of death.

“I’m still not driving that monstrosity,” Monty said. “Once again, the steering wheel is on the wrong side, Cecil.”

“It’s a…it’s a Goat,” I half-whispered. “Can I?”

Cecil motioned for me to get closer.

The Pontiac GTO got its name from the Ferrari 250 GTO, a rare and beautiful piece of automotive art. The GTO stands for Grand Tourismo Omologato. I’m sure no one wanted to say that mouthful—so GTO became Goat, and a legendary muscle car was christened.

As much as I could appreciate Italian artisanship, nothing came close to American muscle. When it came to muscle cars, for me, the Goat rose above them all.

“How did you—?” I looked at Cecil. “It’s a Goat.”

“You do realize there were quite a few of them made, right? Thousands actually.”

“Of course.” I nodded. “I just thought after London you were going to give us a Pacer or a Pinto. You know, something horrendous to drive and be seen in as payback for the destruction of the Urus.”

“No,” Cecil said with a smile. “I made sure Tristan bought this one.” 

“Yes, the price was exorbitant. A grand total of one dollar.”

I looked at Cecil. “Really?”

“I couldn’t just give it to you. There’s a principle involved.”

“A whole dollar?”

“For this vehicle there had to be an exchange. A cost was needed.”

“You needed to use agency funds, really?” I looked at Monty. “I hope that didn’t shatter the account.”

“I equipped it with everything the other one had plus a few extras, and if you manage to destroy this one, it will help me with the Beast.”

“That’s your real motivation,” Monty said. “Your ‘little problem’ is that you don’t know how to destroy the Beast.”

“What does that have to do with the Goat?” I asked. “Why does he need to destroy the Beast?”

“Contrary to his assessment of ‘cursed over evil,’ the car is a danger to everyone but the driver, it seems.”

“Why not blast it to small Beast pieces?”

“I’ve tried everything,” Cecil said with a sigh. “The thing is indestructible.”

“He’s counting on us getting this vehicle destroyed.” Monty looked at the new Goat. “And solve the issue he has with the abomination he created.”

“You don’t understand.” Cecil held up a hand. “It’s not like that at all.”

“Tell me,” Monty said, his voice low with an edge of menace. “How exactly is it?”

“You owe me,” Cecil started. “Because of you two…SuNaTran’s name, my name, is getting tarnished.”

“Tarnished? Really?” Monty replied.

“Here’s a request I received yesterday.” Cecil pulled out his phone and scrolled through his text messages. “‘Could you provide me with a vehicle? Preferably the non-exploding or melting model. Thank you.’”

“That’s harsh,” I said, suppressing a giggle as I turned away. “Funny…but harsh.”

“I’m so glad this amuses you.” Cecil held up the phone and pointed at Monty. “I get more and more messages like this every day.”

“And you want us to do what exactly?” Monty brushed some strands of hair out of his face.

“I need you to conduct your business using this car, showing the supernatural community that my cars will keep them safe. Not explode or melt on them.”

“He does have a point,” I said, composing myself. “We, meaning you, are the reason the cars seem unsafe.”

Cecil nodded. “It has very little to do with the Beast.” His face grew dark. “I don’t think there’s a way to destroy that thing.”

“I’m still not driving it.” Monty headed over to the passenger side. “We will discuss this later.”

“It’s keyed to have a primary and secondary driver, no valet driving,” Cecil added with a nod. “If one of you isn’t driving, it’s not moving. Mr. Strong, you first.”

“That seems shortsighted.” I approached the Goat and placed my hand on the door handle. The entire car flared bright orange for several seconds. I saw runes race along its surface and slowly fade away. The metal binding rune in my hand turned to dust.

“Not shortsighted, safe.” Cecil motioned to Monty. “Now you, Tristan.”

Monty grabbed the handle on the passenger side and the same effects repeated themselves. 

“Unlock it,” Cecil said. “I’ve provided you with a SuNaTran emblem allowing for parking anywhere in the city. It’s etched into the Lexan windshield.”

I turned the handle and heard the familiar metal clang as the doors unlocked. Something that sounded like a hammer striking an anvil came from under the hood. An orange glow flashed over the Goat and faded slowly.

I opened the back door and Peaches bounded in, rocking the Goat and demonstrating his professional sprawling ability. The suicide doors were a nice touch. I was fairly certain 1967 Pontiac GTOs were standard with two doors. The added doors allowed Peaches easy access to his backseat sprawlfest.

<It could have been unsafe. You should wait until I turn it on.>

<Unsafe for who?>

I was about to answer when I realized it was a good question. What was unsafe for a hellhound?

I could see the smoke wafting up from the surface of the Goat. The color fluctuated from deep purple to black, leaning more to black.

“At least it’s not a grape anymore. Thank you, I like this color better.”

“Yes, it goes by the exotic name of…black. I tried painting it with the Byzantium.” Cecil shook his head. “It burned most of it off. This is all that remained.”

“Are you saying this is a Beast Goat now?” I asked. “A zombie Goat? An Undying Goat?” 

“Is he always this way?” Cecil asked Monty.

“Only when he’s awake.”

“One more: The Goat from Beyond?”

“Do you think you can just get in and start it, please?” Cecil asked, stepping away from the car. “Let me know if you feel anything odd.”

I placed my hands on the wheel, and red runes came to life along the dashboard. They pulsed for thirty seconds and then disappeared. I held my breath and started making choking noises.

Cecil ran over to my side, his face full of concern. Monty slid into the passenger side and adjusted his seatbelt while I convulsed behind the wheel. I placed both hands around my neck and clawed at my throat, trying to catch a breath. Monty slowly examined the glove compartment.

“Are you okay?” Cecil asked worriedly, fumbling at my seatbelt, trying to get it loose. “What’s wrong? Tristan, what’s wrong with him?”

“There aren’t enough hours in the day to explain what’s wrong with him.”

“No…no new car smell,” I said and fell back in my seat with a gasp. “You couldn’t spring for a pine tree?”

Cecil stopped pulling at my belt, clenched his hand into a fist, and for a brief second I thought he was going punch me in the face.

“That’s not funny…not funny at all.”

“I disagree. Ask Monty.”

Cecil looked over to where Monty sat carefully ignoring me.

“Positively side-splitting.” Monty closed the glove compartment. “I can barely contain myself from the hilarity.”

Cecil glared at us. “There’s something wrong with the both of you.” He looked into the back seat and saw Peaches on his back in superior sprawl position taking up all the available space in his seat. “The three of you. Even your hound is mental.”

“His name is Peaches,” I said seriously. “Not hound, thank you very much.”

“Peaches? Who names a hellhound Peaches?”

“That’s his name, because—like a peach—he is soft, sweet, and slobbery.”

“Thank you for the vehicle, Cecil,” Monty said. “If anything should arise, like Simon’s spontaneous demise, I’ll make sure to give you a call.”

I adjusted my seatbelt. I placed a finger on the dash panel near the steering wheel. The engine roared and settled into a purr, vibrating in my gut. I closed my eyes and basked in the sensation and sound for a few seconds.

“The runic biometrics are a nice touch.” I opened my eyes. “Really, thank you, Big C. If we explode, melt, or otherwise trash this wonderful vehicle, you’ll be the first person I call.”

“Big C?” Cecil stepped back. “Where are you going?”

“The Hybrid.”

“The Hybrid? Have you grown tired of living? Neither of you are demigods. That place is suicide for you.”

“We need to go uptown and ask some questions. Do you need a ride? I’m sure we can drop you somewhere.”

Cecil looked in the back seat again. Peaches hadn’t budged and didn’t look like he was going to anytime soon. At least not without a large amount of sausage.

“No, thanks,” Cecil answered. “I’d hate to keep you from your date with death. I’ll call Robert to pick me up. He should be done by now. Please call me if you survive your visit or if anything happens with the car.”

“Will do,” I said.

“Remember, don’t let anyone else try and drive it. I’m serious.”

“No one but Monty and me can drive the Dark Goat, got it.”

He stepped back as I revved the engine.

“It’s not called the…Nevermind. This is such a mistake,” I heard him say as I pulled away.


























FOURTEEN

“WHERE IS THIS place?” I asked.

“Hybrid is located at 1 East 60th Street.”

I jumped on the West Side Highway and sped uptown, weaving around the evening traffic.

“What are we walking into? Why did TK have to make a call? Why did Cecil say it was suicide?”

“This is a private establishment.”

“I thought it was a hotel? It’s a private hotel?”

Monty nodded as I avoided the yellow hazards known as New York City taxicabs. 

“Hybrid has two wings, a large one for normals, consisting usually of the entourage, assistants, and servants of the demigods.”

“And the other?” 

“The smaller, more secure wing, is for the demigods and the occasional deity who happens to be in town.”

“So I can’t just walk in and get a room?”

“All reservations go through Pollux. He’s been known to turn guests away, normal and demigod alike. His word, like his brother Castor’s, is absolute within Hybrid.”

“Isn’t this Pollux the prick who Dex told us to avoid?”

Monty pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.

“Pollux is a powerful demigod. Do you think you can refrain from using that title around him?”

“Monty, this is me,” I said. “I know what tact is.”

“Sometimes, I wonder.”

“Doesn’t sound so dangerous. Why was Cecil so freaked?”

“Because Hybrid is dangerous to non-demigods. People have been known to go missing inside its walls.”

I cut across the city, east on 58th Street to Madison Avenue and made a left on 60th Street. A block later, I stopped in front of what used to be the Metropolitan Club. From the looks of things, the place was designed as an impenetrable fortress. The twelve foot wrought-iron fence covered in runes told me Hybrid served an exclusive and select clientele who valued privacy above all else. 

The valet stood in front of the Hybrid and gave me a nod when I stopped. He looked at the SuNaTran emblem and pointed a little farther up the block. I parked the Dark Goat in one of the reserved spots and stepped out. Monty looked down the block and narrowed his eyes. I held open the back door and my hellhound unsprawled, shaking his body once outside.

<Can we go to the place?>

<We need to go in this place and ask questions.>

<About meat? I can answer your questions.>

<No. Not about meat. We’re kind of busy right now.>

<You can never be too busy for meat. Meat is life.>

<Meat is not life. Meat is meat. What does that even mean anyway…meat is life? Who taught you that?>

<It is a basic truth. If you understood, you wouldn’t be asking that question.>

<We’ll get meat later. I swear, how do you eat so much?>

I nudged Peaches over to the side. He moved about two inches before I felt the strain on my knee. Somehow, my hellhound had discovered Zen through the process of devouring ungodly amounts of meat. He’d be asking me the sound of one sausage falling soon.

“Make sure you keep to the designated path, Simon.”

“Why?” I asked, holding the handle of the Goat until I heard the anvil locking sound. “Will I get lost in the dark forest?”

“No, you will step into the abundance of oblivion circles around the property, placed there to dissuade intruders from attempting the fence.”

<Do you see the circles with symbols on the ground?>

<Yes, they feel bad.>

<Good. I need you to stay away from them.>

<They’re good, not bad?>

<No. they’re bad, stay away from them.>

<You just said they’re good. Are they good or bad?>

<Bad. Stay away from them.>

<Are you hungry? Sometimes when I’m hungry I get confused too. Do you need some meat? Remember that meat is…>

<No. Just stay away from the circles.>

<Sometimes when I’m hungry I get cranky too.>

<I’m not cra—Just stay away from them.>

“Oblivion circles, that would be bad,” I said, keeping to the path designated with faintly glowing runes. 

“Indeed.” Monty adjusted his sleeve and followed the door attendant inside. I opened my jacket and made sure I had access to Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul. “Make sure your creature doesn’t step in one as well.”

“Taken care of. Do you think they have meat inside?”

“For you or your creature?” Monty said with a slight smile.

“Oh, ha ha. Yes, because I usually go around craving meat. For him, of course.”

“This is not a local deli or butcher shop. I doubt they have slabs of meat hanging about waiting for the transient hellhound. Is this going to be a problem?”

“No, let’s just do this. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

The Hybrid had kept the original lobby of the Metropolitan Club when they acquired the property. A grand double staircase led to an arcade on the second level, overlooking the reception area. A large, rust-colored Bokhara Persian rug dominated the center of the floor. 

Spaced evenly around the rug were clusters of wingbacks grouped in threes, providing little capsules of privacy for some of the guests. The impressive wood ceiling fit right in with the abundant use of gold-leaf and marble. The only word that fit the building was palatial. 

It whispered old money and extravagance and I was sure J.P. Morgan would be proud to see it had been maintained in the same condition as the Metropolitan Club. Opposite the grand staircase, a marble fireplace large enough to burn a small forest held a raging fire.

Places like this usually made me upset. It smacked of elitism and privilege. The people who used these places only did so because they belonged to a certain group. In this case—demigods. It wasn’t through any merit on their part. I don’t know what pissed me off more, the fact that they acted superior to normals or that normals actually believed they were superior.

After a few recent encounters with gods, my overall impression of deities, full or half, was that power drove them round the bend on a straight road. The ones that appeared sane were actually scarier than the ones that were batshit out of their minds.

I stopped in the center of the reception area and looked around at the old-world opulence, impressed they had kept the building in such good shape. One cluster of wingbacks was occupied by a couple—a young man, and woman. I walked by and overheard a snippet of the conversation.

“And I told him to get with the times,” the man said. “Email is a real thing now. Why do I have to keep delivering messages? Do you know what he said?”

“I can imagine,” the woman answered. “You know he’s set in his ways.”

“He goes: ‘Hermes, it’s your job, it’s what you do. You deliver messages. Aren’t you faster than this email?”

“He actually asked if you were faster than email?” the woman inquired with a short laugh. “He’s never going to embrace technology, you know.”

“Don’t remind me. I swear it makes me want to go Roman.”

I kept walking around reception until Monty coughed and caught my attention. He stood at the front desk speaking to an older woman.

The woman gave me a cursory glance and then focused on Monty again. Her nametag read Erin F. Uries, and she gave me a tight smile when I stepped close to the large desk. Her brown eyes glimmered violet for a moment, and I felt the energy surrounding her.

She glanced down at Peaches and then focused on Monty again.

“Name, please?” She looked down at the monitor in front of her. 

“Montague—Tristan Montague.”

“Purpose of stay?”

“We’re not staying. I’m here to see Castor.”

She glanced at Monty again. “Did someone arrange this meeting?”

“TK Tush.”

“Thank you.” Erin nodded and entered some data into her computer with a quick tapping of keys. “Mr. Castor will be with you shortly. You can wait in the bar or reception.” She motioned to the wingbacks.

“I could use a cuppa,” Monty said, heading to the bar.

We sat at the bar, and Monty requested a cup of Earl Grey. He was looking a bit worn out, and I wondered if the Reckoning had taken a higher toll than I imagined. What we needed was a vacation. A non-magical, non-monster-trying-to-kill-us vacation.

“For a second I thought you were going to say a martini—shaken, not stirred. What was that with the name?”

He waved my words away and subtly looked around the room. The bar was on one side of the hotel restaurant. Empty tables filled the floor, but I saw activity in the kitchen area on the far side of the room.

“Simon, you need to stay alert.” Monty sipped his tea and grimaced. “They call this tea?”

“I am alert. I mean as—”

“We aren’t demigods.”

“No kidding, really? What was your first clue? What are you talking about? Of course we aren’t demigods.”

“This entire establishment was created to cater to demigods and their appetites. If we handle this questioning poorly, we’ll have to deal with a hotel full of upset half-deities. Is that a scenario you want to entertain?”

“How many demigods are we talking about?”

“Are you insane?” He stared at me as if I had sprouted another head.

“What? It’s purely an academic question. Do we think our Mr. Crazy Eyes is here?”

“There’s a good chance. If not, Castor may know how to find him.”

“And he would share that information? With us?”

“There’s always a cost.” Monty nodded and took another sip. “We still need to ask.”

“Do you think he will answer?” 

“Depends on the question,” a voice said from behind us.


























FIFTEEN

“HELLO, CASTOR.” MONTY sipped more of his tea and turned to face the man behind us. “Your Earl Grey needs considerable work.”

“I’ll make sure to look into it,” Castor said with a raised eyebrow. “I heard about Connor. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Castor was dressed in a gray suit and managed to look as if he had just left a photoshoot for the latest men’s magazine. I wondered if gods had the equivalent of a divine High Street where they all shopped. If I remembered my mythology correctly, both Castor and Pollux were immortal, after Pollux shared his immortality with his brother.

His gray hair was carefully cut and coiffed. He looked at us with an expression of mild amusement and curiosity. He gave Peaches a wide berth and moved to stand next to Monty.

“Thank you.” Monty placed the cup on the bar. “How is Pollux?”

“You know him, busily up to something as usual. TK said you would be visiting. Is it true you two had a Reckoning?”

Monty gave him a short nod. “Yes.”

“Incredible,” Castor said and slowly shook his head. “And you’re still alive. You are either favored or skilled.”

“Favored.” Monty pulled out the picture of Crazy Eyes and placed it on the bar next to his tea. “Speaking of favors, do you know who this is?”

Castor leaned in to look at the picture. Recognition flitted across his face, but he quickly masked it. “May I?” He reached to remove it from the bar.

Monty placed a finger on the picture.

“No, I think I’ll hold on to this for a moment longer,” Monty said, keeping the photo on the counter. Castor withdrew his hand slowly. “Have you seen him?”

Castor started shaking his head. “I don’t think—”

“I didn’t think it was possible to do a runic capture on a deity.” Monty held up the picture and Castor’s face darkened. “Even a half-deity should have the ability to mask his presence from a group of humans working for the NYTF with rudimentary equipment. Don’t you agree?”

“Not here.” Castor looked around the bar. “My office.”

He turned and left. Monty took another sip of his tea before following.

“A runic capture?” I looked at the photo still on the counter. “Isn’t it just a picture?”

“No. Deities have the ability to mask their images from cameras and other recording devices. You can’t get their image unless they allow it.” 

“What do they do, vibrate their faces really fast?”

“The runic interference coming off of them requires specifically enhanced equipment. This image was taken against this particular person’s will. It’s probably the reason he killed them.”

“How did they get this picture of Crazy Eyes?”

Monty took another sip of his tea. “I don’t know. Maybe we should go ask Castor and find out?”

We left the bar and headed up the grand staircase. At the top of the staircase, we turned right down a wide corridor. At the end of the corridor stood a large door that was slightly ajar. 

Monty pushed the door and we entered the cavern that was Castor’s office. The rooms in the Hybrid were spacious. This one felt large enough to land a plane in. I felt as if we had stepped into the Greek wing of a museum. 

Art and sculptures lined the walls. At the far end, a desk made of marble took up one entire side of the room. Three floor-to-ceiling windows along the west wall provided an excellent view of 5th Avenue and Central Park.

I noticed the guards right away and counted six of them spaced out around the office. They stood several inches over my six feet. Dark combat armor covered their massive frames, and each held some kind of bladed weapon in his hands. They remained motionless as we walked by. Even when I stepped close to one, he didn’t flinch.

“Why would a demigod need security?” I asked Monty under my breath. “Isn’t he immortal? What threat would require security?”

“Maybe a mage, an immortal detective, and his hellhound make him nervous?” Monty replied. “Keep your wits about you. The guards are not human.”

“What are they?”

“Something that should be impossible. Remember Hades with Valkyries? This is worse.”

“What is worse than Valkyries?” I shuddered at the thought of  them.

Monty said nothing more and kept walking.

I glanced over at the nearest guard. I let my senses expand and felt for an energy signature. Nothing.

“Please, come in,” Castor said from behind his slab of a desk. “Door.”

One of the guards stepped over and secured the door, standing in front of it, effectively blocking our exit. Every surface of the office was covered in runes. Some were blatant, others were subtle and partially hidden. None of them looked friendly.

“Can you cast in here?”

“I don’t want to find out. Let’s start with diplomacy.”

“Every time we start with diplomacy, we end up fighting for our lives.”

“I think this time will be different. He seems reasonable. It’s his brother who’s somewhat deranged.”

We were halfway across the hangar of an office when Castor cleared his throat to speak

“I’m afraid I’m going to need you to leave that picture with me, Tristan,” Castor said and flashed an apologetic smile. “If you don’t comply, I will be forced to detain you.”

I crossed my arms and nodded to Monty. “Go on, unleash the diplomacy,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Because I’m sure ‘detain’ is just code for dinner at the restaurant downstairs.”

Monty glared at me and kept walking forward. I placed my back to the wall and rested a hand on Grim Whisper, in case the guards got the sudden impulse to de-statuefy and get stabby. Peaches, sensing something was off, started a low-pitch rumble next to me and entered ‘advanced shred’ mode.

<Be ready, boy. I don’t think Monty is going to convince him to be nice.>

<Can I bite them?>

<Only if they move to hurt us.>

<I don’t like how they don’t smell.>

<They don’t smell?>

<No smell. Like the old man at the place.>

“Well, that can’t be good,” I whispered.

Peaches chuffed and kept growling. The muscles along his flanks rippled with coiled energy. I noticed his runes were dormant and wondered if it was an effect of the symbols all around us.

Monty took a few more steps forward and held out the picture. Castor nodded and motioned to one of the guards. The guard stepped over quietly and removed the photo from Monty’s fingers. He glided over and placed it on Castor’s desk.

“That was a wise choice.” Castor sat behind his desk. “Your response will dictate my next course of action. I advise honesty.”

Monty pulled on one sleeve and brushed some hair from his face. He narrowed his eyes at Castor.

“Ask.”

“Do you know who this is?” Castor held up the picture. “Do you know his name?”

“‘Crazy Eyes’?” I volunteered.

“No,” Monty said, ignoring me. “If I had that information, there would be no need for my presence here. I take it you know, however.”

Castor nodded. “I’m afraid I can’t share that information with you or your partner.”

“You don’t want to do this,” Monty said, his voice a promise of obliteration. “We could just leave. Allow us safe passage out of the Hybrid.”

“I can’t. Pollux left explicit instructions. It’s too risky to let you leave.” Castor looked at the guards. “Kill them.”


























SIXTEEN

THE GUARDS STEPPED away from the walls, hefting and swinging their weapons as they approached us.

“I don’t think anyone shares your definition of diplomacy,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper. “What are they?”

“Einherjar.”

“As in fallen warriors Odin is keeping around to deal with the end of the world?”

“They will fight beside him against the giants, at least according to the myth.”

“How did they end up here? I thought they were off in Valhalla, feasting and training for Ragnarok?”

“They’re supposed to be, but things aren’t always as they should be.” A soft wail escaped the blades as Monty pulled out the Sorrows. “Maybe we should ask Castor?”

“I’m guessing no casting?” I drew Ebonsoul with my other hand. “Casting would be really useful right about now. Maybe an anti-Einherjar area spell? That would be fantastic.”

“The runes in here dampen any casting.” He gave me a quick look. “Coming here was not the best of ideas.”

“Your powers of understatement almost leave me speechless.” I gave him a sidelong glance. “Are they immortal?”

“Undead. There’s a difference. Your gun will be useless. Negation rounds can’t negate something that’s been negated.”

“What?”

“Use your blade.” He pointed to Ebonsoul. “That should work.”

“Couldn’t you just say that without trying to give me a brain cramp? Would speaking clearly kill you?”

“I always speak clearly. You never pay attention.”

I holstered Grim Whisper and saw Castor lean back in his seat with a smile. I made a mental note to slap that smile off his face if we survived this. I looked down at my always ready-to-pounce hellhound.

<You see the man sitting at the desk over there?>

<That one smells bad. Yes.>

<You can go bite him…a lot. Make sure he doesn’t get away. >

Peaches winked out and reappeared next to a surprised Castor. To his credit, Castor recovered quickly and jumped back out of his seat, avoiding a large arm-removing chomp. Peaches shredded the armrest and spit it out next to the desk.

My attention was diverted by the whistling sound of agony headed my way. I pressed the main bead on my mala bracelet, forming a shield in time to deflect a battle-axe intent on bisecting my head.

The weapon bounced off the shield and fell to the ground. The next second it flew back across the office and into the hand of the Einherjar who’d thrown it.

“No fair,” I said from behind my shield. “Automatic weapon-retrieval is against the rules.”

“There’s only one rule,” Monty said, sliding forward and impaling one of the Einherjar while ducking under the slash of a broadsword. He whirled around and removed the head of another Einherjar who went still and became dust a second later. “Don’t lose your head.”

“I swear, if you say there can be only one…” I backpedaled from a vertical slash and skipped out of reach from a lunge. “I’ll stab you myself.”

Another Einherjar closed on me. Their silent attacks were eerie. This one slashed at my leg. I lowered my shield and stepped into his attack. He reversed direction and slashed upward. I saw the feint too late. My guard was open, exposing my neck. 

A loud wail filled my ears as Monty’s sword blocked the Einherjar’s blade from cutting into my neck. Monty kicked forward, forcing my attacker to bend forward. I slashed down and removed his head. He burst into dust before hitting the floor. There was no siphon from Ebonsoul. The Einherjar held no energy signature.

“I said keep your head, not lose it.” Monty slid to the side and parried a thrust aimed for his midsection. “Remember, in the end there can be none.”

I swear I saw a smile cross his lips. The Sorrows gave off a blue glow as he quick-stepped forward, fencing style, and buried one of his swords in the chest of an approaching Einherjar. He gestured and the sword’s wails became a scream. The Einherjar burst into a cloud of dust. My shield dropped a few seconds later.

“I thought you couldn’t cast?”

I heard the growling and stole a glance behind me. Peaches had latched on to Castor, who was putting up a fight by attempting to pummel my hellhound. I wasn’t worried, though. Peaches’ head had been smashed through brick walls. It was only slightly thicker than my own.

“I’m channeling the energy through my weapons, which magnify the effect.” He shoved me back just as another battle-axe sailed past us, burying itself in the wall behind us. “Look out.”

I looked as the axe began to wiggle out of the wall in an effort to return to its owner.

“Oh, hell no,” I growled, running at the unarmed, undead, axe-thrower. I drew Grim Whisper and fired as I closed on him. He bared his teeth as the rounds punched into him, doing nothing. He outstretched one arm to the side and grinned.

I heard the axe come loose from the wall.

“Simon, the axe!” Monty yelled.

I slid forward, reached the Einherjar, and grabbed his outstretched trunk of an arm. I twisted it behind him with an added shove forward. The Einherjar looked at me, surprised for all of two seconds, as he stumbled into the axe’s trajectory, giving himself the ultimate haircut from the neck up. He dissolved into dust a second later. 

The remaining two Einherjar flanked Monty. I fired Grim Whisper to distract one and had to jump to the side to avoid a flying hellhound. Peaches hit a column, slid across the floor, and stood growling. He shook off the blow and rumbled at Castor. It took me a few seconds to register that his collar was glowing bright red before he blinked out. He blinked in again a second later, twice his normal size.

<Bondmate, I have increased my mass. Please step out of my path.>

“Monty, move!” I pushed him against the wall as Massive Peaches barreled through the Einherjar, shredding the remaining two with several quick snaps of his jaw on his way to mangle Castor.

“That may be problematic,” Monty said, sheathing his swords. “We need Castor alive. Can you stop your creature?”

I ran after Peaches.

<Boy, don’t kill him. We need him alive.>

Peaches stopped mid-stalk and turned his head to face me. His eyes held a faint red glow and the runes along his body were increasing in intensity. He was a few seconds away from his eye-beam maneuver.

<He has attacked me physically and poses a potential threat to you and the angry mage. Logic dictates I remove this threat. Can I masticate on his leg?>

<Logic? When did you become Vulcan? No. No masticating.>

<I am not Vulcan. I am a hellhound, offspring of Cerberus, my sire. Are you well, bondmate? Have you received a head injury?>

<I’m fine. Don’t blast him, yet. Let Monty ask him some questions first. If he tries to attack, then unleash your omega beams.>

<If by omega beams, you mean my baleful glare, then I will restrain myself from their use for the time being.>

<Thanks. Can you go back to a less massive size?>

<After the questioning, and if the target no longer poses a threat.> 

Castor was a wreck. His neatly pressed suit was missing both sleeves and his jacket was torn in several other places. His hair, which had been model-shoot ready when we’d met, was now a disheveled disaster. He had cuts and scratches all over his face and arms. One of his pants legs was missing a large Peaches-chomp-sized section.

The three of us approached a shaken Castor. He kept the desk between us and reached into a drawer for something. Peaches nudged the desk and shoved Castor back into his chair.

I almost felt sorry for him, until I remembered he’d unleashed the Einherjar on us.

“Keep that hellhound away from me!” Castor pointed. “Do you know how expensive this suit was?”

“Who is Crazy Eyes, the man in the picture?” I pointed to the photo on the desk. “Tell me who he is.”

“He checked out several days ago. This is all Pollux’s doing. I told him to refuse the reservation.”

“What is his name?” Monty stepped closer to the desk and took the picture. “His real name.”

“I don’t know. I heard Pollux call him Sal.”

“Is he a demigod?” I asked. “Who is the god part of this equation?” 

“I don’t know.” Peaches growled. “Wait!” Castor looked at me. “He’s a demigod, a powerful one. More than you’ll be able to handle with just your hound.”

“Do you know where we can find him?” Monty asked. “It’s urgent we speak with him.”

“Urgent? You speak with him?” Castor broke out in laughter. “After today, I wouldn’t worry about that too much. I’m certain he’ll find you.”

“Was he alone? Did this Sal person check out alone?”

“No, he was accompanied by an older gentleman.”

“Did this older gentleman have a name?”

“You’d have to ask Pollux, he handled their stay at the Hybrid. Why don’t you wait until he returns? I’m sure he’d be happy to assist you.”

“No, thanks.” I sheathed Ebonsoul and looked over at Monty. “We need to bail.”

Monty looked around the destruction in the office and turned back to Castor.

“Where did you get Einherjar?”

“I didn’t,” Castor snapped back. “That was Pollux, and—before you ask—I don’t know how he got them. He just said to eliminate anyone asking for Sal. Where did you get a hellhound?”

“I didn’t,” Monty replied and glanced at me. “He did.”

“You’re bonded to the hellhound? You’re a human.”

“Not until I’ve had my coffee.”

“Where did you get it?” Castor asked with a mixture of surprise and disgust clear in his voice.

“Hades.” I noticed movement among the piles of dust. “And his name is Peaches. He’s not an ‘it.’”

“Hades would never give away one of Cerberus’ pups to someone like you.” He scoffed. “Did you steal it?”

This guy was beginning to piss me off, so I did the one thing all beings with power hated. I ignored him.

“Monty,” I said, giving Castor my side but keeping an eye on him, “Is that dust moving?”

“What dust?” Monty turned to see piles of dust reforming into the bodies of the Einherjar. “Spontaneous reintegration. Fascinating.”

“No…not fascinating, disturbing. Extremely disturbing.”

My eye caught more movement. Castor moved to the side and placed his hand on the desk, causing a panel to glow. Metal shutters slammed down over the windows. A thick steel plate slid down and covered the door. Our only exit.

“The dampening runes in here will prevent any teleportation circles, and the Einherjar will just keep coming back. It’s what they do. No matter how many times you kill them, they will come back. Don’t you know the story? They’re getting ready for the end.”

“Remind me to end you when I get a chance,” I said, kicking away some of the dust only to see it flow back and continue to solidify.

“You’ll never get that chance. I’ll have the staff come up and remove what’s left of your bodies.” He pressed another section of the desk and a rift opened behind him. 

“Don’t let him get—” I lunged forward. Peaches reacted faster than I did. He bounded over the desk and landed where Castor had been a half-second earlier. 

The piles of dust were beginning to resemble bodies. Monty crouched and picked up some of the dust. It flowed out of his hand and rejoined the pile.

“This spell is stronger than anything Pollux or Castor can cast. Someone or something much stronger is behind this.” 

He gestured and white runes floated from his fingers. A few moments later, they faded and disappeared. He gestured again, and a teleportation circle formed and vanished before it was complete.

“Well, he wasn’t lying about the dampening runes.”

“No, he wasn’t.” Monty looked down at the piles around the office. “I’d say we have about ten minutes before we’re facing reintegrated Einherjar.”

I narrowed my eyes and noticed that the metal shutters that blocked the windows and door were covered in runes.

“I’m open to ideas. If you can’t cast, there’s no way my orb is making an appearance. May as well stick a fork in us…we’re done.”

“That,”—Monty tapped his chin—“is an excellent idea.”

He stepped quickly to the east wall and stood in between two of the shutters, blocking the windows. He drew the Sorrows and let energy flow into them. They began giving off a bright blue light.

“What is an excellent idea?” I shielded my eyes from the arc-welding brightness of the Sorrows. The wails from the swords were getting louder.

“I’m going to insert the Sorrows into this section of the wall and set off a sonic resonance wave.”

“That wall is marble.” I looked around the office. “All the walls are marble.”

“Everything has a frequency, even marble. The Sorrows will act like a fork—a tuning fork. The wave will weaken the marble and then perhaps”—he looked back at Massive Peaches—“your creature can lend us his bark.”

“You want Peaches to run into a marble wall?”

“Not into—through.” Monty looked at the reforming Einherjar. “Unless you have an alternative, I’m open to ideas.”

<The theory is sound, bondmate, provided the stone has been compromised. I can lead with a bark and my baleful glare.>

<How loud? Like Tate Modern loud?>

<Louder.>

“This bark he’s planning to use is louder than what he did at the Tate. I’m not sure that’s such a good—”

“Simon, we’re running out of time.”

“Fine. If he demolishes the building, it’s your fault.”

“He’s your hellhound.” Monty looked at Peaches. “Can he do it?”

I crouched down and rubbed Peaches’ flanks.

<You can get hurt. I don’t want you getting hurt.>

<I understand your concern, but I am a hellhound. I can sustain considerable amounts of impact without taking damage. I can do it.>

“Peaches agrees. As long as the stone is weak, he thinks he can break through.” I looked down at my hellhound and rubbed his head. “Monty, make sure that wave works.”

Monty nodded and stepped to the wall. “On my signal, make sure he runs in between the swords.” Monty lunged forward and buried the Sorrows in the marble easily. Still holding them, he whispered something under his breath and took several steps back.

<In between the swords, or you won’t go through.>

<Understood.>

The piles of Einherjar dust were almost reformed. The wails of the Sorrows increased in pitch and volume. I saw Peaches’ eyes glow red as cracks formed in the marble. He fired his omega beams, knocking off a chunk of the marble wall. He pushed off with his hind legs, cracking the floor, and bounded at the wall head-first.


























SEVENTEEN

OUT OF THE corner of my eye, I saw the first Einherjar stand. He extended an arm and caught a battle-axe. Peaches ran at the wall, unleashing a bark that brought me to my knees. The shockwave from the bark smashed the Einherjar into a wall, reverting it to dust again.

I pressed the main bead on my mala bracelet, formed my shield, and crouched down. Monty slid in next to me while jagged marble shrapnel pounded my arm and flew past us. Peaches smashed into and through the wall, landing outside with a crash.

I felt the tremors run through the floor as some of the other Einherjar began to stand. The sound of shattering glass filled the office.

“There’s a good chance your creature just compromised the integrity of a load-bearing wall.” Monty removed the Sorrows from the wall and sheathed them. 

“How do you know it’s load-bearing?” I said, stepping up to our new exit and looking down at 5th Avenue below. “Could just be aftershocks from the initial impact.”

Monty pointed to the other side of the office, and I saw the floor sway. “It may be time to bail?”

I nodded and stepped through the gaping hole in the wall. It could easily fit a small SUV into the space and still have room on either side.

“This building is old.” I looked at the outside of the Hybrid. “Maybe it was due a renovation?”

“Not like your creature has given them a choice.”

Monty leaped off the parapet wall that encircled the second floor. He landed silently and looked up at me before walking to the Dark Goat. Peaches, back to normal size, sat on his haunches and waited for me to come down.

All around the Hybrid, I heard alarms going off. The metal shutters tried to rise, but the frames were skewed and no longer square, causing them to get stuck in their tracks. Red strobe lights shone into the night all around the property. I peeked back into Castor’s office and saw two more of the Einherjar had reformed.

“Time to bail,” I said and jumped off the ledge of the second story. I landed next to Peaches, who padded next to me as we walked rapidly to the Dark Goat.

<Can you have the angry man make me some meat?>

<After that, you deserve it. But you know, Monty doesn’t eat meat. Why don’t we go to the place and get you some extra meat?>

<Meat is life…extra meat is…> 

Peaches stopped and howled into the night.

<My thoughts exactly.>

I opened the back door, and Peaches bounded in, rocking the Dark Goat. I turned back to see Castor stepping quickly out of the Hybrid with a group of men in combat armor. None of them were Einherjar. He had a phone to his ear and stared sharp poison-tipped daggers at me. I waved as I jumped into the Dark Goat and pulled away.

I heard a deep rumble and looked into the rear-view mirror to see more of the Hybrid collapse and fall into the street. I headed downtown on 5th Avenue to get my amazing hellhound his pastrami special.

“Can you call him?” Monty adjusted his seatbelt.

“Why aren’t we being chased by Einherjar right now?”

“Whoever summoned them interlaced a containment component to the spell. They must stay within the walls of the Hybrid. If they were to step outside of the property they would most likely return to Valhalla.”

“That sounds like it takes some serious power.” I swerved around some yellow moving deathtraps otherwise known as NYC taxicabs. “Who could do that? Wait, call who?”

“George Rott. Call him.”

“I don’t have a number for him.” Then I remembered his last call. Even though the number was unknown and blocked, I had a way. “I know someone who might, though.”

I dialed the only one who could help. The Hack.

The call took a few moments as it bounced across several sites and then piggybacked on another line in a backhaul. From there, it jumped to a T3 line and rerouted the call, repeating the process several times. Hack had tried to explain it to me one time. All I got was that it made it impossible to trace the call.

He picked up after a long silence.

“Simon, Simon, you’re back. You were dark, and now you’re not. You were cold, and now you’re hot. So hot…too hot. They’re looking for you, the hot ones.”

“Hello, Hack.” I knew better than to try to understand any of what he said. Some days his hackspeech was clear and almost lucid, other days it just sounded like random words strung together. I needed to get right to the point. The Hack never stayed on the phone long. “I need a number and an address, if you can back-trace it from a call.”

“Date and time? We’re all running out of time, Simon. It’s getting so hot…so hot.”

I gave him the date and time of George’s call.

“Let me digest this. I’ll send you the information. Hack out!”

I hung up and pocketed the phone.

“How is your friend doing these days? He still sounds quite deranged. Is he getting enough oxygen on the planet he inhabits?”

“Hack is one of the most dangerous cybercriminals I’ve ever encountered. Every three-letter agency on the planet fears, admires, and wants to capture him. He may be a little off, but his info is always solid.”

“A little off? Your Hack is beyond a little off.”

“He kept mentioning being hot. Do you think it has something to do with dragons?”

Monty rubbed his chin. “I would imagine even someone who exists in a dimension of his own making could be aware of the shifts in power, even if he’s off—or perhaps because he’s off.”

“We’re all a little off. Hack just doesn’t like going outside, or people, or conversations lasting longer than twenty seconds. Okay, he may be more than a little off.”

Monty nodded and looked out the window.

“How much heat are we looking at for the redecoration of the Hybrid?”

“Pollux will be livid. The Hybrid is sacred to him, and we just destroyed a large section of it. I’m sure that whatever he’s planning with this Sal individual has just become personal for us.”

“Wonderful, I’ve always wanted pissed-off demigods after me.”

“I’d say you’ve acquired quite an assortment of angry beings who would like to see you eliminated. Well done.”

“Was that supposed to be encouragement? Maybe you should take up demotivational speaking?”

“Are we headed to Ezra’s?”

I nodded and pointed behind me with a thumb. “Figured he earned his meal this time. We have some time before Hack calls back.”

I looked in the rear-view mirror at the semi-dozing monstrosity taking up all of the backseat. 

“He did earn this meal.” Monty glanced back. “I’m curious why his runes weren’t dampened in Castor’s office. He was still able to go interstitial and increase his mass.”

“Well, he’s not a mage. It’s possible his abilities have a different source.”

Monty stared at me as I parked in front of Ezra’s Deli. “That’s not entirely a bad theory. It could be the runes on his body derive their power from an older, more obscure pool of power.”

“Or, and this is just my theory, it could be that all that magic meat he eats imbues him with latent sausage magic that refuses to be dampened.”

“Sausage magic?” Monty shook his head and got out. “I should’ve known it was too coherent to be true.”

“Are you going to eat? You know Ezra is going to say you’ve lost weight.”

“He’s worse than Nana. I could use a cuppa. Whatever they were trying to pass off as tea at the Hybrid was a monumental failure.”

Peaches unsprawled as I opened the back door and headed for the deli before either of us. He sat in front of the door, patiently vibrating with delight and anticipation. 

<The place where meat is life. Can we go in now?>

<Let me lock the car. Then we can ask if Ezra has some of that low-fat pastrami I’ve been promising you.>

<We discussed this.>

<No, we didn’t. You can barely get in the car without giving it a flat tire. You need to lose some weight.>

<Why? The more mass I have, the more effective I am. Pastrami and all related meats are essential for my wellbeing, and the safety of humankind.>

<The heavier you are, the less healthy you are.>

<You have me mistaken for human. I am a hellhound. More is always better with hellhounds and meat.>

I shook my head and closed the door. <I’m still going to ask for a low-fat option, you black hole.>

I put my thumb on the door handle and heard the doors lock. The familiar sound of a hammer striking an anvil came from under the hood. An orange and violet glow flashed over the Goat and faded slowly.

“Could be you don’t have refined demigod taste buds.” I pushed opened the door to the deli. “It’s possible you can’t physically experience the sublime greyness of the Earl Grey at the Hybrid.”

“It wasn’t tea. It was swill.”

I stepped inside and took a moment to absorb the place. Peaches strode in and made a beeline for the table in the corner where an old man sat alone. At first glance, he appeared to be an old Jewish scholar. The yarmulke he wore was covered in runes that gave off a faint glow.

Ezra was dressed in his usual white shirt with black pants and black vest. He was poring over a thick book and sipping tea. Monty approached the table and pulled out a chair. I hung back to enjoy the bustling energy of the place.

Photos of celebrities covered the walls. Small tables, which sat four, filled most of the floor space. Some of the tables were occupied with patrons either eating or having lively conversations, even at this hour. 

Ezra kept the place open twenty-four hours a day. A large wooden counter ran across one wall with men behind it who were serving drinks and food. He looked up from his book and signaled to a waiter, who came over immediately.

“Pastrami and eggs for him”—he pointed at me—“and twenty pounds of pastrami for the puppy, in his special bowl. Also, a cup of our best Earl Grey for his partner. Steeped for four minutes, not a second more.”

“Ezra, it’s the middle of the night. Pastrami, and eggs?”

“You’re looking thin. How was London?”

“Memorable and enlightening.”

“So I heard, shieldbearer.” Ezra placed his hands on the table and looked at Monty. “It pained me to escort your father so early. I’m sorry for your loss, he loved you very much, but it was his time. Are you sure you won’t have something to eat?”

“Thank you for your sentiment. It’s profound coming from you.”

Ezra waved Monty’s words away.

“No food, then?”

“That cup of your best Earl Grey sounds spot on, thank you.”

“Suit yourself, but you could stand to eat some more. We have a vegetarian and vegan menu here.” Ezra shrugged. “Mostly leaves, beans, and that white square stuff that isn’t meat. What’s it called…toe food?”

“Tofu?”

“That’s what I said, toe food.”

I was about to answer, when a waiter came out with a large titanium bowl full of steaming pastrami and put it on the floor in front of Peaches. He smelled the bowl and proceeded to devour the meat. A few minutes later, my plate arrived, and I followed Peaches’ example with a little less abandon. I actually managed to chew my food before inhaling it.

Another waiter came out with a small tray and a cup of tea with lemons on the side. He placed the tray in front of Monty, who proceeded to inhale the aroma before taking a sip and closing his eyes in gratitude.

“Now, this…this is tea,” Monty said with a groan. “How do you do this?”

“Like anything else, practice.”

“Really?” I shook my head at Monty. “Do you need some privacy with your tea?”

Ezra glanced over at the black-hole pastrami-vacuum known as Peaches and petted him on the head. No one else ever touched Peaches while he ate. It was a good way to lose an arm or two. Pastrami went a long way with my hellhound.

“Your bond has grown since I last saw you two.” Ezra narrowed his eyes at me. “Not the only bond you’ve been working on I see, good.”

“He’s done some serious growing, that’s for sure. In London he grew to the size of a small bus.”

“He’ll do that and more. Who did you find to make him a collar of entropy stones?”

“TK Tush from Fordey Boutique.”

“Is there another TK out there I don’t know about?” Ezra said with a smile and ran his finger along Peaches’ collar. “A regulator and temporal enhancer. This is good work. Is it working?”

“We were just wondering about how it’s not affected by some spells or dampeners.”

Ezra shook his head and patted the top of Peaches’ head again. “This collar is a temporary measure.” He pointed at me. “Your bond is the real collar. You should get him some training and obedience classes.”

“Obedience classes for a hellhound?” I said and chuckled. “Who would offer that? You?”

Ezra nodded. “Actually, yes. My classes are not for beginners, but yes I have trained hellhounds, among other creatures in the past. Cerberus is one of mine.”

“You’re serious?” I said in disbelief. “You trained Cerberus. To do what?”

“Whatever Hades needed him to do. Specifically, guard the gates of the Underworld. Dead souls allowed in, live souls kept out. We never did work past that whole ‘honey-cake’ weakness.”

“Death trained Cerberus.” I shook my head. “That would almost be funny if it weren’t true.”

“As humorous as I find life and, well, death, I’m not the joking sort. Yes, I’m serious.”

“You should consider it,” Monty said between sips. “Your creature could use some help. I know for a fact his bondmate could.”

“We can discuss that another time.” Ezra patted Peaches again. “Why are you here?”

“An angry father plans on making dragons pay for the death of his daughter. In the most violent way possible.”

I filled him in on George, Cassandra’s death, and George’s vendetta on all dragons.

“If he attacks dragons, he could trigger some nasty consequences and his premature death,” Ezra said. “Can you speak to him? Reason with him?”

“Reason with him? Not likely,” I said quietly. “George isn’t really the reasoning type. He’s more the wrecking ball in the china shop kind of person.”

“You may have a larger issue than your friend.” Ezra opened the book he was studying and turned it to face me. “This is hearsay, but there’s a rumor this creature has been spotted downtown.”

I looked at the image of a handsome man wearing a sharp black suit with a pale blue shirt and a subdued patterned tie. Behind the man stood the silhouette of something larger and menacing.

The man had pupiless gray eyes to match those in the large shadow behind him. His black hair was parted on one side and kept short on the sides.

“Who or what is that?”

“That is a Kragzimik.”

Monty raised an eyebrow and sipped more tea. “I thought they were all gone. Wiped out centuries ago.”

“A Krag what?” I looked down at the book but had never seen anything or anyone resembling the image. “What’s this?”

“That’s the image of a nightmare. That is a dragon.”


























EIGHTEEN

“IS THAT HIS name or the species?”

“It has been both. In this case, it’s the classification of an entity. It’s a dragon, not a person. He may be using this classification as a name, or not.”

“How bad are these Kragzimik?” I turned the book and the image shifted with my perspective, keeping it facing me. “I mean, we’ve dealt with dragons before.”

“A dragon,” Monty said. “Singular.”

“Refresh my memory,” Ezra said with a motion of his hand. “How did that encounter with ‘Slif’ go again?”

It didn’t surprise me that he knew about Slif. Very little about the knowledge Ezra possessed surprised me anymore. He was one of the personifications of Death. It meant he had access to information unavailable to anyone else.

“Badly. We lost Cassandra and nearly lost Quan,” I replied. “And she wasn’t even the real Slif, who I hear is a real off-the-charts scary dragon.”

“You dealt with a lesser dragon imposter.” Ezra stared at me. “Kragzimik are greater dragons. Several orders of magnitude above what you faced. Usually when one of these appeared in a city”—he pointed at the book—“the city was evacuated or razed to the ground. Sometimes both.”

“This is New York City,” I said. “We can’t do either. Are you suggesting that obliterating the city is easier than dealing with this creature?”

He waved a hand palm down and made a rocking motion. “Eh, it’s a toss-up. These things are meshugga.”

I looked at Monty. “Don’t you have a dragon-ending spell we can use? Something that doesn’t require destroying the city?”

He looked at me and gave me the ‘are you insane?’ look. “We tried that—twice.” He sipped some more tea. “I’m not unleashing another void vortex in the city.”

Ezra shook his head slowly. “Then I guess you’re going to have to face the Kragzimik. He’ll probably have a group of young drakes with him. Greater dragons rarely travel alone.” 

“Drakes? Really. How many?”

“Lots. Have you tested how immortal you are? If you die, are you mostly dead? Being mostly dead is still slightly alive, you know.”

“I did die and come back in London. Far as I can tell, I’m mostly immortal,” I replied after a brief pause. “Those are the only options, really? Razing, evacuation, or suicide?” 

“Well, for an immortal, like you, it’s not too bad. You may need to die a few hundred times, but I’m sure he’ll get tired eventually. That’s when you strike—when he’s worn out. Well, after you deal with the drakes. You two—excuse me, three—have chutzpah, I think you can do it.”

I stared at Ezra in disbelief. I was conscious of the fact that, whatever my response, this was still Death, with a capital D, whom I was talking to, not an old Jewish scholar. I opted for tact and self-preservation.

“You’ve really been working on that sense of humor,” I said. “I can tell.”

“Why would a Kragzimik be active now?” Monty peered over into the book. “Dragons of that age and power rarely get involved in human affairs. They view any living thing that isn’t a dragon as insignificant and they measure time in eons.”

“The real question is: How do we deal with a Kragzimik? Last time we dealt with a dragon we got our asses kicked, and I distinctly remember being dragonploded.”

“How do you deal with any being stronger than you are who’s also older, wiser, and able to wield enough power to wipe you off the face of the earth with little effort?”

“Have you and Monty been taking the same demotivational courses?” I asked. “My first answer would be, run away…at speed.”

“You find another being just as strong or stronger,” Monty said quietly. “And get them to fight each other.”

Ezra rubbed the side of his nose with his index finger and pointed at Monty. “Exactly. If a Kragzimik is wandering the streets of this city, he wants something. Something powerful. Find out what that is and convince something stronger to get it.”

“Is a demigod as strong as a dragon?” My phone vibrated in my pocket, followed by the Imperial Death March. “I need to take this.”

Ezra waved me on as I stood and moved to the corner while he kept speaking to Monty.

Usually it was the one ringtone I dreaded hearing. The Hack used it after he managed to override the settings of my phone. Now it only played when he called. Tonight, this call signified a meeting with George. I took a deep breath, let it out, and connected the call.

“Hello, Hack.” I tried to keep my voice light. “What do you have for me?”

“I wanted to send it….send it,” Hack said, more agitated than usual. “Too dangerous. Rottweiler chomp! Too dangerous!”

“Slow down, Hack.” I kept my voice even and modulated. “Do you have a number for me?”

Hack read off a string of digits, which I committed to memory. I heard him take a deep breath and exhale.

“This is dangerous, Simon.” His voice was calmer and had switched gears into semi-lucid territory. “He was hard to trace. They’re good. I’m better. Whatever he’s using, it smells military. This George is rotten. Did you see what I did there? Anyway, you should stay away. He’s a shadow…black…hidden. Keep away. Verboten!”

I interrupted before Hack entered full-blown ranting territory. “Did you get a location?”

“No. The line is being blocked, or he’s keeping it off. My guess is that he’s using masking software or something with a geosync to stay in the dark. Be careful with this person. People who need to keep to the shadows are the real monsters. Hack out!”

He hung up.

Monty gave me a glance and a raised eyebrow, which meant:  had I gotten anything valuable from my marginally sane cybercriminal contact? I’d become pretty fluent in the language of Montyglance.

I nodded and dialed the number Hack had given me for George. It did the same delay thing, and I imagined it was bouncing and piggybacking all over the place in an effort not to be traced. After a long silence, the call connected.

“Strong.” George’s voice was a harsh rasp full of menace and pain. “Took you long enough.”

“We need to talk. Face to face.”

“Where?”

“Schurz. 0600.”

“You bringing the mage?”

“And my hellhound.” I paused. “That going to be a problem?”

“No problem. I’ll bring my friends, then. Let’s take a stroll with John Finley and have one last conversation.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

“Schurz. 0600. Don’t be late.”


























NINETEEN

“DO YOU TRUST him?” Monty asked as we sped uptown.

“Not anymore,” I said and stepped on the gas pedal. “In the Company, he was insane, but he defended us. I think that George is gone now.”

“I didn’t get to finish my tea.” Monty rifled through the glove compartment. “That’s really unacceptable.”

“That’s your main concern, right now? A cup of tea?”

Monty shot me a glare. “It wasn’t just a cup of tea. It was near perfection. Perfectly steeped, the water at the right temperature. Exquisite. At least Ezra gave me this.”

He held up a small pouch that contained leaves.

“You brought tea leaves with you?”

“You carry a flask. Do I criticize your obsession with bean juice?”

“Bean juice? Coffee is ambrosia. Are you kidding me right now?”

“I never kid about tea. Never. All I need now is a cup.”

“You…you have a problem.”

We had half an hour to get to the park. Carl Schurz Park was a parcel of land that ran from E 84th Street and ended at E 90th Street. It was sandwiched between East End Avenue and the FDR. 

Back in my Shadow Company days, urban exercises would be conducted on the grounds. We’d use Gracie Mansion as our base and run ops out of the mayor’s home, stretching into the late hours of the night.

Afterward, I would sit on the Esplanade benches, look out over the East River, or walk down to the far end of the park using the small footpath. It was named after John Finley, who was known for strolling around the perimeter of the island. 

If I knew George, he’d want to meet at the 86th Street entrance on the Esplanade. It was a perfect trap.

“What are the odds he’ll listen to reason and stop this vendetta?” Monty glanced at me, replacing the tea pouch in a pocket. “You trained with him.”

“Trained. Past tense. What I remember is what earned him his nickname. George was a man of singular focus. When he made up his mind to do something, nothing stopped him.”

“I don’t suppose he’ll stop this path of vengeance, considering he lost his daughter to dragons.”

“No, not likely,” I said, my voice grim. “He’ll expect me to take him down. A face-to-face ‘talk’ only ends with one of us walking away.”

“Can you?” Monty asked. “You said you owed him. What will you do when the time comes to stop him?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s reassuring.”

I made a right on 86th Street and headed east into the rising sun.


























TWENTY

I PARKED THE Dark Goat in front of the 86th Street entrance. I checked Grim Whisper and tightened Ebonsoul’s sheath. I felt Monty looking at me and I gave him a quick, short nod before getting out of the car.

“Let’s do this.”

I opened the back door, and Peaches rolled out slowly.

<Did you eat too much?>

<I don’t understand the question.>

<You ate twenty pounds of pastrami. Do you know how much that is?>

<I do. Not enough.>

 <Do you smell any bad men?>

<Two. One is very dangerous and smells wrong. The other smells angry and sad, all mixed up.>

“Two hostiles?” I locked the Dark Goat and headed into the Park. Monty gestured and joined me a few seconds later. “I expected an assault force or at least a hand. If I were George, I’d have this place crawling with my men and then let us come in.”

“A classic pincer move.” Monty looked around. “Let the enemy approach and then crush them from both sides with overwhelming force.”

I nodded. “That’s what I’d do.”

<Wait.> Peaches sniffed the air and turned in a circle. <All around us, but the smell stays and goes.>

<Are you sure the twenty pounds of meat you just ate hasn’t short circuited your nose?>

<Who said I smelled them with my nose?>

<Good point. What does the smell that comes and goes smell like?>

<Bad things. Not people.>

Monty must’ve seen the look on my face. “What is it?” he asked as I opened my jacket, making sure I had access to my weapons.

“Peaches says two main hostiles, I’m guessing George and his ‘friend.’ Several more porting in and out all around us.” I peered into the park. “I’m not seeing or sensing anything. You?”

“Are you sure your creature isn’t delirious from the obscene amount of meat he just ingested?”

“That was my first question. He says they aren’t human.”

“That can mean one of two things: either Mr. Rott really came here just to talk, but wanted insurance” —it was my turn to give Monty the ‘are you insane?’ look—“or his friend isn’t alone, and he did bring an assault force.”

“I’ll go with, ‘Did he bring an inhuman assault force?’ for four hundred, Alex,” I said, looking around the park. “Are you sensing anything runic? Oblivion circles or pulverizing traps?”

“Pulverizing traps? When have we ever encountered a pulverizing trap?”

“You know, traps that can crush, mangle, or dismember us with extreme pain?”

“You have a hellhound for that.”

“We’re dealing with demigods. You never know.”

He sighed. “Pulverizing traps, indeed,” he muttered under his breath. We stood still while Monty narrowed his eyes and scanned the area. “No oblivion circles or pulverizing traps that I can see.”

I let out a breath in relief and started walking again. “Good.” I patted Peaches on the head. “Maybe he just overate. Twenty pounds is a lot of meat.”

“Overate? Is that even possible for your creature? That statement implies he has a limit. Something I’ve yet to witness.”

“Makes two of us.”

“We still need to proceed with caution.”

“You just said we were clear of traps.”

“That’s not to say they don’t exist,” Monty added. “Just that I can’t detect them presently.”

“Really?” 

Peaches padded next to me and bumped into my leg, nearly knocking my hip out of its socket. “What is it?”

Peaches growled and rumbled. I looked in the direction he was facing. There was motion in the trees, but it was too fast to track accurately.

“I stand corrected,” Monty said, looking into the trees and closing his eyes for several seconds before opening them again. “We are presently surrounded by a large amount of beings, though I can’t accurately determine what they are.”

I looked ahead and saw two figures on the promenade. The sky grew lighter as we approached the circular steps leading up to the Esplanade and a view of the East River.

“Let’s not keep them waiting.” I gestured forward with my chin and climbed the right staircase leading up. Monty took the left, and we met at the top of the stairs. A broad promenade extended to the right and left. It was deserted, except for the two figures in front of us. One of them leaned casually over the railing and looked into the East River. The other stood, arms akimbo, looking down the stairs and into my face.

A cool breeze whipped off the river and made its way through the park. It was going to be a hot one today, but for now, the warm glow of the sun welcomed us to a new day. I just hoped it wasn’t my last.

I recognized George right away. He gazed into the river with his back to us. I had to look closer to make out akimbo-man. It was Crazy Eyes Sal, who now sported a full beard. Peaches rumbled next to me like a chainsaw on idle. The rumble kicked up a notch when he saw Sal.

<No attacking unless they attack first. I don’t know who or what they have around us. Let’s be careful.>

<This man smells bad. I will bite him first.>

<Not unless I say so.>

<When you say so, I will bite him first, and often.>

“Hello, Strong,” George said, turning to face us. “It’s been a while.”

“It has. I see you’ve been keeping busy.”

“You could say that.” George glanced at Monty. “Make sure your mage keeps his hands where I can see them and no finger movement. We clear?”

“Completely.” Monty extended his arms down and to his sides, splaying his fingers. “Will this suffice?”

Crazy Eyes Sal nodded and kept his focus on Monty. I assumed he thought the mage was the greatest threat. I would have agreed before the Sanctuary. Now I’d say I was a close second in the destruction and obliteration department, even though I’d never admit it to Monty.

George wore black combat armor, complete with an armored hood designed specifically for Shadow Company. Two thigh holsters held guns to match the double shoulder holsters. Both calves held two sheaths, each containing large blades. 

Each arm contained a forearm sheath, and he wore what appeared to be titanium-laced gloves. I narrowed my gaze and saw he was wearing SuperTac armor. It was the armor used by the Company when facing supernatural threats. 

The armor was covered in faintly glowing orange runes that shimmered in the growing sunlight. George was going to war and he was bringing all the weapons. 

Recognition focused my attention on one of the shoulder holsters. One of the guns stood out. It was a Taurus Tracker Model 627 in .357 Magnum. Cassandra’s hand-cannon. He had modified it. Black energy surrounded and wafted up from the hand-cannon. Entropy rounds. 

I ignored Crazy Eyes Sal for the moment and approached George. Sal moved to intercept me, but George shook his head. Sal stepped back and focused on Monty again.

“Looks like you’re going to war.” I pointed at the arsenal George was wearing. “Where’s the invasion?”

George looked down at the weapons he wore. His hand rested on the Taurus and he nodded.

“I have a debt to clear.” He looked up at me but kept his hand on the gun. “Either of you have children?”

Silence.

Monty and I both knew what it would mean to have families. Any one of our enemies could and would use them against us. It made us vulnerable, and vulnerability was weakness in the eyes of those who would come after them and us. It was a weakness they would exploit.

I shook my head. George looked off to the side.

“Didn’t think so. Why are you here, Strong?”

“Can’t let you do this,” I replied quietly. “You go after this enclave, these dragons, and you’ll start something you won’t be able to finish.”

“Can’t let me?” He gave me a dry laugh. “You should be joining me. She died on your watch, Strong. Where the hell were you when a dragon ripped her from me?”

“She knew the danger. I tried to keep her safe, away from the threat.”

“You failed.”

“What were you thinking?” I pointed at his chest as the anger rose in me. “You think because she was George Rott’s daughter she somehow was going to be impervious to danger? She wasn’t ready.”

“I was thinking that after saving your ass more times than I can count, that the least you could do was watch her back and keep her alive.”

“You know the risks. How many men, trained men, did we lose in the Company?”

“Save your breath.” He glared at me. It was a look of anger, mixed with pain, and something else…despair. “You’re wasting your time. Wasting my time.”

“Doing this won’t bring her back.”

As soon as I said it, I knew I had made a mistake.

“Save your fucking empty platitudes,” he growled and wrapped his hand around the Taurus. “What’s next? ‘Time will make it easier’? ‘I’ll get over it’? ‘I should choose life’? ‘It’s not what she would’ve wanted for me’? ‘I need more time to grieve’?”

“Yes, you do. I feel—”

“Shut up, Strong,” George rasped, his throaty rumble cutting through my words. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. My life is ash. Every day. Every single day is grief. Fuck your feelings. No parent should ever have to bury a child.” 

“You know she wouldn’t want this for you.” I let my hand drift over to Grim Whisper. George’s eyes had shifted over into ‘deadman walking’ mode. I’d seen it a few times during my time in the Company. “She wouldn’t want you to throw your life away.”

 Whenever we faced overwhelming odds and there was little chance of walking away, George would shift into this mode. His eyes would go flat, and we knew. He had made peace with death. Over time, the entire squad became known as Rottweiler’s Deadmen.

“Life? What life?” George asked, taking a step forward. “You know what I want? I want to wake up in the morning and be able to hug my daughter, but I can’t. Do you know why I can’t, Strong?”

“George I…” The words escaped me.

“I can’t hold my little girl…because a dragon ended her. I’m never going to see her smile again or hear her laugh.” His voice dropped to barely above a whisper as he looked out over the river, momentarily lost in a memory. “She had a great laugh, just like her mother.”

His face darkened as he turned to look at me again.

“You don’t know what you’re facing,” I said, calmly trying to change the direction of the conversation. “The dragon that kill—took Cassandra from you was nothing compared to what may be waiting downtown. You can’t do this alone.”

“Who said I was alone?” He glanced over at Crazy Eyes Sal. “Let me introduce you to my associate, Sal.”

“I’ve heard about your demigod friend Sal,” I said without looking at Crazy Eyes Sal. I kept my eyes on George because I knew, when it happened, it would start with him.

“Not bad,” George said with a nod. “What you may not have discovered at the Hybrid is that Sal is short for Salao.”

“He’s salty? Sounds like a personal issue. They have creams for that. Have him see a dermatologist.”

George smiled, and my stomach clenched. It was a promise of mayhem and death. “You know how I knew you were scared shitless on missions?”

“My reluctance to run headlong into certain death?”

“You’d try to be funny. I never found you funny, Strong, but here’s a fun fact. Something I find genuinely humorous.”

We had stepped so far into the twilight zone I half expected to see Rod Serling sitting on a bench.

“Sal here also happens to be the son of a human and Jyeshtha”

Crazy Eyes Sal took a bow with a flourish.

“Oh, bloody hell,” Monty said behind me. “Simon, step back.”

“Looks like your mage knows,” George said with a laugh. “You really should read more.”

“Who the hell is Jye—?” I started when I saw the movement and heard Sal speak loudly in a language I didn’t understand. I drew Grim Whisper and fired at George. This was going to end now.

A wave of energy blasted me from Sal’s direction, and I saw two orbs of flame materialize in Monty’s hands.

I was standing two yards away from George. That’s when I noticed the pendant similar to my enso around his neck. It gave off a sickly yellow glow as my bullets missed him. For half a second my brain rebelled. How had I missed?

George slid to the side and pulled a forearm blade. I unsheathed Ebonsoul only to have it slip out of my fingers and tumble across the promenade.

“Get away from him, Simon!” Monty yelled as he unleashed his orbs. They flew wide and sailed into the river.

“Monty, what the hell?” I asked, backpedaling. “He’s right there in front of us.” I tripped backward and stumbled. Sal laughed as I landed on my back. I scrambled to my feet as gracefully as a rhino attempting ballet. My coordination was all over the place.

<Get him, boy. Get the bad man.>

Peaches leaped, blinked out, and reappeared at the other end of the promenade. He smashed into the small maintenance hut headfirst, cratering it, and bounced onto the ground, slightly dazed. He shook it off and started stalking.

<No, boy. Stay back. Something is wrong.>

Peaches growled but kept his distance. In the chaos, I had taken my eyes off George. He focused my attention by sliding his blade into my abdomen and grabbing my hair.

I fell to my knees, accompanied by white-hot pain shooting through my body. “It won’t be enough,” I said through gritted teeth as I held back George’s thrust with both hands. My body flushed hot to deal with the damage. “They’re stronger than the both of you.”

“I know,” George said, leaning forward and pressing on the blade with his body weight. “I have an equalizer.”

“It doesn’t matter what you have,” I said with a groan. “Monty, fry this bastard.”

“I can’t,” Monty said, extinguishing the orbs of flame in his hands. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Dangerous? Burn him!”

Salao laughed again. “You’d be wise to listen to him, human.”

“Simon, I might hit you.” 

“You what, ahh!” George twisted the blade. “That’s not…really helping.”

“Focus, Strong.” George slapped me across the face. “I’ve done my homework. I know this won’t kill you, at least not right away.”

“Then you know I’m coming for you.”

“No. You aren’t. I’m going to finish what they started.”

“Even if it costs you everything?”

He punched me in the face and drove the blade in deeper. “You’re still not focusing. Once they stole Cass from me, they took it all. I have nothing left and nothing left to lose.”

“Not…true.” I felt the world swim away and come back into focus with sudden pain. “Fuck…you.”

“Stay with me, Strong. I don’t think we’re going to have another conversation after today.”

<He’s hurting you. Can I bite him?>

<No, boy. Something around him won’t let you do it. Stay back, you’ll get hurt.>

“You can’t do this, there’s a…there’s a Kragzimik out there. Trust me, you’re no match for—”

“Fairy tales!” yelled Sal. “Kragzimiks are extinct. Have been for centuries. Stop listening to this…this human. We need to go. Let my men finish them.”

George removed the blade with a sideways motion reminiscent of seppuku. I looked up into his eyes, and I knew. He never intended to walk away from this. They were the eyes of a man who wanted to see the world burn and was willing to burn with it.

“They’ll know my pain, my daily agony.” George grabbed my hair, pulled my head back, and locked eyes with me. “I’m going to bring death to their lives. I’m going to kill everything that’s important to them. Then, at the end—I’m going to erase them.”

He lifted me to my feet, looked down, and saw my curse had healed the wound. 

“I told you,” I said with a gasp. “I’ll be coming for you. Both of you.”

“You may be healed, but you’re not in fighting condition.” George nodded to Sal. “We’re done here. Let’s go.”

Sal gestured and opened a rift. “This is your last day, gentlemen. I promise my men will make your end swift.”

“Don’t do me any favors, really.”

George shoved me back, and I tumbled down the stairs. By the time I stopped rolling, they were gone.


























TWENTY-ONE

MONTY STOOD NEXT to me and drew the Sorrows. Peaches stood over me and growled. My body felt like a furnace from dealing with my injuries. I wiped the sweat pouring into my eyes.

“How many?” I stood unsteadily, using my hellhound for support. “I need to get Ebonsoul.”

“And do what? Shave?” Monty gestured, and Ebonsoul appeared at my feet. “He’s right. You’re in no condition to fight.”

“How did I miss him at point-blank range? I never miss.” I sheathed Ebonsoul. “How did you miss?”

He sheathed the Sorrows and raised a finger. “Shhh, let me focus.”

“Go ahead, focus away while we get shredded by Sal’s ‘men’ that aren’t really men.”

“Can you walk?” Monty scanned the area around us and formed two orbs of flame. “We need to move.”

“You want to take a stroll on John Finley Walk?”

“The mansion. It has wards, and we can hold off the impending attack there. If we remain here, we will be overrun. It’s not far from here.”

“Overrun? That sounds bad.”

“Because it is. Let’s move.”

<That bad man hurt you. Next time I’m going to bite and shake him until his arms and legs fall off.>

The imagery made me laugh, and the pain shut it down immediately. I had to stop to catch a breath.

<Don’t make me laugh. When you see him again, you can’t go near him until I tell you.>

“Whew, I’m feeling old. No offense.”

“None taken, I’m still young by mage standards. Pick up the pace. They’re coming.”

“I’m moving as fast as I can, I just got seppukued, you know,” I snapped. “The next time someone tries to cut you in half, I’d like to see how fast you run afterwards.”

“I’m aware of your wound.” He turned and unleashed several orbs into the trees behind us. Howls of pain filled the park. “Would you like to explain your difficulties to Sal’s minions? I’m sure they would lend you a sympathetic ear, as they reopen the wound and leave your bloody carcass in the park.”

“First off,” I said, raising a finger and increasing my pace because the howls were getting closer, “I wouldn’t be a bloody carcass. Second, that was a little dark, even for you.”

“It’s the middle of the morning, and this park is empty. That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

He was right. The Esplanade was usually full of early morning joggers by now.

“Could they have sealed the park?”

“It’s likely,” he said, gesturing again. “And filled the grounds with dampening runes. The mansion is the only place that feels free of these runes.”

“Monty, what exactly is coming after us? I’m just curious since we seem to be running for our lives.”

“I think they’re drakes.” He looked at my wound. “Are you fully healed yet?”

“I know the curse is working, because my body’s on fire. I wonder if this is what a menopausal hot flash feels like?” I wiped the sweat from my face. “It’s like I took a bath in lava.”

“I could always hit you with an orb if you want the full experience.”

“Pass,” I said, limping faster. “It’s taking a little longer than usual to get back up to speed though. Wait, what do you mean you think they’re drakes? What are drakes doing with Salao?”

“Yes, I think,” Monty snapped. “Would you like me to stop and conduct an in-depth interview?”

“No thank you, let’s get inside.”

We made our way through some trees and came up on the rear of the mansion.

“If these are Sal’s ‘men,’ and I use the term loosely, are we dealing with more of whatever was happening back there?”

“Unlikely. It seems that our mishaps were created by Sal and channeled into that pendant worn by George.” He patted his pockets and found the small pouch with tea leaves. “Perhaps there’s a cup I can use inside the mansion?”

He pocketed the pouch of leaves and I wondered if Sal had done something to him that I’d missed.

“You need a cup? For your tea? Sure, maybe you can find a cup inside the mansion and finish your tea. It’s not like I’m dealing with an evisceration or anything. Don’t mind me.”

“I’m trying my best not to.” Monty pointed to a door at the rear of the mansion. “There. We can get in through there.”

I tried the door. “Locked. Do you want to…you know…?” I wiggled my fingers. “Blast it open?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m still feeling the effects of whatever Sal unleashed on us. How about your creature?”

“He doesn’t have opposable thumbs, so how do you want him to open the door?”

“He doesn’t have opposable thumbs, but he has an incredibly dense skull, like someone else I know.”

“Oh, hilarious.” I winced and hunched over as I moved near the mansion. “Go ahead, make fun of the injured.”

“If you’re still injured, I’ll drink a cup of coffee, black.”

I tried to imagine the danger a caffeinated Monty would pose to the Tri-state area and shuddered at the thought.

“Fine.” I straightened up. “Don’t even kid about you and caffeine.”

Monty looked at Peaches. “Have him tap the door without teleporting. Remind him we’d like to stay inside the mansion, not stand in its rubble. He needs to use as little force as possible, but still get past the wards without destroying everything.”

I cocked my head to one side and stared at Monty in disbelief.

“Really? You’re giving advice on how not to obliterate a structure?”

“Tell him,” Monty said, facing into the park with more orbs in his hands. “Sooner rather than later would be preferable.”

<Boy, I need you to open the door. Just nudge it a bit with your head.>

<Do you want me to bark? Like last time?>

<I think Monty wants to keep the house standing. Why don’t we hold off on the bark for those things coming after us?>

<Will you make me some meat afterwards?>

<I won’t, but Monty will, if you ask nicely.>

<I will. I won’t chew his leg or anything.>

<Sounds good. Nudge away.>

Peaches stepped to the door and dropped his head so it bumped against the door. The wards on the doorframe exploded with orange light. The door itself flew into the mansion and smashed against a wall.

We stepped in, and Monty stopped at the threshold. “Let’s reinforce the integrity of these wards, shall we?” He gestured, and the door flew back into place. Another motion of his hand and a lattice of orange light filled the doorway, reinforcing it. “That should secure that one.”

“You owe him sausage,” I said, stepping farther into Gracie Mansion. “And me, an explanation. You could start with how I missed George at point-blank range.”

“One second.” He gestured again, and an orange sphere erupted from the center of the floor. It grew until it enclosed the mansion. “That will give us some time to formulate a plan.”

“What was that?” I looked out the window. Everything was orange tinted through the sphere of energy. “When did you learn that?”

“Something LD taught me.”

“How strong is that force field?”

“One moment.” Monty raised a finger and headed to the kitchen as a fireball slammed into the sphere, protecting the mansion. It raced across the surface for a few feet before dissipating. The smell of sulphur reached my nostrils. Peaches shook his head at the odor. Monty found a kettle and began boiling water. “This will do.”

Monty gestured again and formed two enormous bratwurst, much to Peaches’ delight. They floated over to a corner, with a salivating hellhound in hot pursuit. When they fell to the floor Peaches pounced, sending micro tremors through the floor.

Monty pulled out his pouch of leaves and rummaged through the kitchen cabinets for a cup.

“What are you doing?” I asked, staring at him. “We have incoming. A mob of incoming from the sounds of it. I don’t think they’re here for high tea.”

“Too early for high tea,” he said, mostly to himself. “What I need are biscuits.”

“Biscuits? Tell me that’s code for a drake-melting spell. You know, like a Fiery Biscuit of Destruction.”

“Biscuits. To eat,” he said, moving a strand of hair from his face. “I need some time to process. Some of these castings are working. Others feel tenuous.”

“We have drakes coming in, Monty.” I drew Grim Whisper and checked the magazine. “Angry dragon-type beings? Ring a bell?”

“You’ll be fine.” He opened the cupboard. “Now, where would they keep biscuits?  I thought people lived here?”

I looked at him. “Are you planning on inviting drakes in for tea? Haven’t you heard there’s no ‘I’ in team?”

Monty gave up the search for biscuits, when the kettle signaled the boiling water with a high-pitched squeal. He poured the water into a cup and closed his eyes as the smell of Earl Grey filled the kitchen. He held the cup in his hand and inhaled more of the aroma.

“True, but I’m sure you’re aware that there’s a ‘T,’ ‘E,’ and ‘A’ in team?” he asked, looking at me. “Now, allow me to focus.”


























TWENTY-TWO

“WHAT COULD YOU possibly be focusing on that’s not drake-related?” I looked out the window again. “Are we not concerned about the creatures coming to share the pain?” 

“The sphere should hold them long enough for us to find a way out,” he said, peeking through the window. “How did Sal get drakes?”

“I’m more concerned about the ‘equalizer’ George mentioned. He seemed confident he could take on dragons.”

“There was that, as well.” Monty rubbed his chin. “Do you think he was bluffing?”

“Does George look like the kind of man who bluffs? If he says he has an equalizer, he has something powerful enough to level the playing field with dragons.”

“I don’t know of any artifact powerful enough, except perhaps the—” Monty’s expression hardened and grew dark. “Oh, bloody hell. We need to get out of here.”

“Sal opened a rift. Do you think—?”

Monty gestured and white runes drifted from his hands. They hung in the air for a few seconds before slamming into a window, shattering it.

He shook his head. “This may be a problem. Let me see if I can finish drinking my tea.”

“We’re going to get barbecued,” I said, looking down at Peaches. “At least you can go knowing you had one last cup of your exquisite leaf juice.”

“Correct, without scalding, burning, or spilling any of my tea. Even the cup is intact. Do you know what this means?”

“You need counseling about your tea drinking?” I looked at him and shook my head.” Seriously, Monty, it’s just leaves.”

“Salao is the son of the goddess Jyeshtha, who is the sister and opposite of the goddess Lakshmi.”

“Wait, Lakshmi is the goddess of good fortune.”

“Which makes Jyeshtha the goddess of misfortune.” Monty held up the cup. “If we were still under the aura of misfortune, it would have been impossible to make a decent cuppa without some calamity occurring. I also noticed the sphere and sausages for your creature were unaffected.”

“Aura of misfortune,” I said to myself, remembering the pendant around George’s neck. “That’s how I missed George at point blank.”

“And how your creature ended up attacking the maintenance structure instead of George.” Monty nodded. “It appears to be a defensive measure. If you attack George, something goes wrong, like dropping your blade.”

“Salao,” I groaned. “It also means ‘cursed’ in Spanish.”

“Appropriate, it would seem. We need to get back to Fordey immediately.” Monty placed the teacup on the counter. “Their confidence gives me the feeling we may be too late. George didn’t say he was getting an equalizer.”

“No, he said he had an equalizer.” I still wasn’t following. “Why Fordey? The Reckoning is done. LD and TK are gone. I thought they were going to be traveling with Weretigers?”

“Precisely, the boutique will be unattended. It’s been a ruse.”

“Okay, again. But this time slowly, so I can try and understand what you’re saying.”

“The equalizer George was talking about. Hekla and her ‘security’ check. He set us up. He must have been after it for some time. We threw him off when we moved it.”

“What exactly was in your tea?” I asked, grabbing the teacup. 

“The neutralizer—don’t you see?”

I looked into the teacup. “Excuse me?”

“George said he had an equalizer,” Monty said quickly. “Something powerful enough to stand against a dragon, an enclave of dragons. He didn’t use it against us.”

“We wouldn’t be here talking about it if he had.”

“There are few artifacts powerful enough to help someone stand against a dragon. Most of them are locked away in vaults at the sects.”

I made the connection. “Oh, shit. The neutralizer?”

“Is currently sitting in Fordey Boutique, unguarded.”

“But the security measures?”

“I’m sure they’ve been compromised by Hekla on her ‘visit’ to make sure the neutralizer was safe.”

“A smash and grab?” I shook my head. “How is George going to get to Fordey? He can’t cast.”

“I cast runes in front of Hekla, twice,” Monty replied. “Once to get to Fordey and once to get her back home. She would know the runic configuration and be able to give them to—”

“Salao, who just used a rift to leave the park. He could get them to Fordey. Hekla was acting?”

“A command performance. I think we’re going to need to pay the Jotnar a visit.”

“Monty, this sounds like a stretch. I mean, George was clever, and fearless, but he wasn’t a tactician,” I said, shaking my head. “This is some next-level ‘Kasparov seeing thirty moves ahead’ kind of planning. George could never do something this intricate. He’s a blunt instrument. This is scalpel work.”

Monty nodded. “It’s sublime in its execution, each strand tightly wound and plucked just so.”

“I think it’s great you can admire this wonderful mastermind, but—”

“I don’t admire the person,” Monty said, surprised. “I do, however, admire the complexity of scheme.”

“Oh, this is just a professional admiration for the depth of deception and conniving abilities of some individual who wants the neutralizer for…?”

 “Whoever or whatever is behind this is planning something much worse than a vendetta against dragons. George’s grief has him twisted and they’re using him to get to the neutralizer, but why?”

“He’s human.” It was starting to make sense, but I was still missing some pieces. “He can get close.”

“Well obviously, he’s human. What does that have to do with any—?”

“No, don’t you see? If they’re stealing the neutralizer, George doesn’t have anything to neutralize,” I answered quickly. “He doesn’t use magic. Whatever happened to Hekla must be magic-based. She must have told them about the extra layer of defenses.”

“Another angle I didn’t see. Whoever is behind this is astounding.”

 “Great, when you meet the schemer you can tell him you’re a fan. In the meantime…drakes incoming?”

“We can’t have them following us.” Monty looked around the mansion. “Especially if we need to get to the boutique.”

“Why are you looking around like that? Do I need to remind you that this building is a landmark?”

“If I modify the sphere to create a runic inhibitor, it can boost our energy signatures.”

“I’m following you so far, sort of a trap to attract the drakes, right? Once they enter the trap, then what happens?”

“After I simulate the false energy signatures, the drakes will cause the sphere to reach critical mass, forcing it to collapse in on itself in an irreversible cascade, imploding, and destroying them,” Monty said with a nod as if he were speaking normal English. “Very similar to exceeding the Chandrasekhar limit for a white dwarf.”

“The Chandra who? White dwarf?” I asked, confused. “Did we just venture into astrophysics?”

“Space is the final frontier. Just not the way most think.”

I stared at him for a few seconds. “Monty, your brain is a vast and scary place. I just want to know if the mansion survives the imploding part? We do not need the Landmark Commission after us.”

“I don’t see why not.” Monty moved a strand of hair from his face. “The spell would require line of sight, but I can calibrate it to cause minimal damage to the outer structure, diverting all of the energy inward. We, however, need to be clear of this sphere.”

“Inward meaning the drakes, not the mansion, right?”

“I thought I just said that?” He straightened his sleeve and gave me the ‘why do I bother explaining anything?’ look. “Weren’t you paying attention?”

“Why do you do that?” I pointed at his sleeves.

“What?”

“That thing you do with your sleeves. It’s not like they’re shrinking.”

“I don’t do anything with my sleeves. Were you listening to a word I said?”

“I was listening. It’s just that sometimes, between your magespeak and astrophysics, my neurons have to realign to keep up. Maybe I just lost too much blood, since George just tried to rearrange my internal organs with a Ka-bar.”

“You’re fine,” Monty said, waving my words away. “I just need to shift the polarity of the sphere to trigger a cascade, and then we can leave.”

We moved to the north side of the mansion and looked outside. There was no activity.

“We seem clear for now,” I said, looking through a window. “These things don’t read like anything we’ve come up against. So I can’t be sure.”

“He can,” Monty said, pointing at Peaches. “Ask him while I set up the cascade. I need to know when they’re in proximity. Then I’ll create an opening in the sphere and let them in.”

“Will there be another opening for us to get out?”

“That door.” He pointed at the north exit. “We’ll have about ten seconds before it seals. If I keep it open any longer, the sphere integrity collapses. That would result in an explosion, not an implosion. With us in it.”

“That sounds like a worst-case scenario. Can’t you just drop the energy signature on the floor and lure the drakes in?”

“You really weren’t paying attention,” he snapped. “I will be doing exactly that, but the casting takes work and time. Keep an eye on those drakes. I need to know when they’re close.”

“No need to bite my head off,” I said, moving to the door and looking down at my trusty hellhound. “See? When I drink java, it improves my mood. Do you know why? Because I’m not drinking moldy leaf juice.”

Monty ignored me, stepped off to the center of the living room, and began forming runes on the floor.

Peaches nudged me, nearly crushing me into the wall.

<Hey, boy. Can you feel any bad men coming? Like before, the ones that stay and go?>

He chuffed and rumbled.

<I feel many of them. They’re coming.>

“He says there’s a bunch on their way,” I called out to Monty, keeping my eyes on the north side while drawing Grim Whisper.

“Can he give you a count? Even an approximation would be useful.”

“A count, really? I don’t think numbers are his strong suit here. Maybe if he were planet-sized Peaches XL I could, but at this size…how exactly would I get a count, in sausages?”

“Droll,” Monty said and wiped his brow. “He just needs something to compare against.”

“I haven’t tried mental imagery. We’re just getting the hang of communicating at this point. I don’t know if I could give him a picture of a mob of drakes.”

“I see. Your bond still needs to mature.” Monty gestured and formed a large amount of orbs about half an inch in size. He released them and they floated next to Peaches. “Ask him if it’s more or less than that.”

<The bad men. Is it more or less than these orbs?>

I pointed to the floating orbs. Peaches’ eyes glowed red for a few seconds. He shook his body and chuffed at me.

<Many more than that. But they stay and go.>

I tried counting the floating orbs but they kept moving around, making it impossible.

“Monty, how many orbs did you just create for Peaches to count?”

“Fifty,” Monty said, still focusing on the floor. “What did he say?”

“A lot more than fifty, but I think the porting may be throwing off the count.” I rubbed Peaches’ head. “You almost done?”

“Almost. Bloody hell, more than fifty will be difficult to contain.” Monty gestured and placed a palm on the floor, burning a rune into the wood. “That will help with the calibration and regulate the mass-energy input. Get to the door, I’m opening the sphere.”


























TWENTY-THREE

“TEN SECONDS.” I looked out the door. “How far past the sphere do we need to be?”

“Not far,” Monty replied. “It’s an implosion. We just need to be outside of the sphere. Ready?”

I nodded, and he gestured. A break in the orange field around the house appeared in front of the door. One of Sal’s men raced into the mansion from the opposite end, saw Monty, and transformed mid-leap.

The man turned into a half-human, half-dragon, and all flamey creature as it unleashed a fireball from its mouth, forcing Monty to jump back. I fired Grim Whisper from the door, spinning the drake mid-air as the rounds punched into it.

Monty backed up, releasing several orbs, hitting it in the chest, and launching it back several feet before it exploded. 

“Are they supposed to do that? Explode on expiration?”

“I’m not an authority on drakes,” Monty said, backing up some more. “However, I suggest you keep your distance before they expire.” 

“You think?” Through the flames, I could see more drakes approaching. “It’s a good thing you said that, I was just about to dive in with Ebonsoul and treat myself to the ultimate flambé experience.”

“This would be a good time not to use your blade.”

“Noted.” I backed up and made a mental note to give drakes clearance to avoid getting dragonploded with them when they checked out. “The overwhelming numbers are a bit concerning, Monty. Where are they keeping this many drakes?”

“Excellent question,” Monty said, stepping back farther and gesturing. The sphere closed as a drake ran into the energy field and bounced back into the mansion. The howl of screams grew louder as more drakes entered. “That way.”

Monty pointed straight back from the mansion and took off at a run. I glanced back to see the interior of the sphere covered in flames before I caught up.

“What happens if they run around the mansion?” I asked, as I caught movement on our right.

“You shoot them and keep your distance.”

“Okay, just checking.” I pivoted to the side, firing, and dropped two drakes that exploded a few seconds later.

“Impressive.” Monty turned and faced the mansion.

“Told you I didn’t miss.” I scanned around the mansion in case there were any more stragglers.

Monty began gesturing, forming orange runes that flared and then faded from sight. The sphere grew brighter and expanded. A few seconds later, I noticed it was still growing.

“I’m pretty sure the word ‘implode’ implies collapsing in on itself. Why is your sphere growing?”

Monty stopped gesturing and glanced at me. “Bollocks,” he said quietly. “We need to get to the car.”

“Wait, what do you mean by ‘bollocks?’” I said, walking fast and then running to keep up with him. “That bollocks just sounded like ‘oops.’ Was that an oops? How large is that thing going to get?”

We covered the two blocks in record time. I opened the back door for the hellhound and strapped him down with both seatbelts. Monty jumped in the passenger side, placed a hand on the dash and turned on the engine. Peaches whined from the back, looking at the orange energy obscuring Gracie Mansion from view. I strapped on my seatbelt and looked behind us.

I sat there, transfixed by the sphere. “That thing is huge. Is it still grow—?”

“Simon, drive!”

I floored the gas and raced down 86th Street, away from Carl Schurz Park. I looked in the rear-view mirror and noticed the glow from the sphere.

“What happened? You said it was going to implode. That looks like an explosion.”

Monty opened the window and crawled halfway out. He began gesturing rapidly. A trail of orange and violet runes shot from his fingers and back to the sphere. After about thirty seconds, he crawled back in, closed the window, and re-fastened his seatbelt.

“I may have made a slight miscalculation,” he said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Bollocks.”

“A slight miscalculation?” I muttered under my breath as I dodged traffic. “An extra spoonful of sugar in a cup of coffee is a slight miscalculation. Einstein thinking the universe was stable is a slight miscalculation. That thing back there? That is not a slight anything!”

He tapped his chin. “Perhaps there was some latent influence from the aura of misfortune? I’m certain I accounted for any variance in the energy output.”

“Fantastic, Spock, now in English?” I shot back. “Why are we driving like a bat out of hell?”

“The sphere is going to act like a supernova.” Monty glanced back. “It will collapse and then expand, releasing a runic shockwave proportional to the energy contained within.”

“Is there a safe distance? What about the people between us and the park?”

“It’s a runic shockwave. There may be some destruction, but the real danger will come from the runic component. I don’t know what will happen to any magic-user caught in the blast.”

“Are we safe in the Dark Goat?”

“I really hope Cecil didn’t skimp on the runic protections in this car.” Monty looked around the interior. “Still, you may want to drive faster.”

I saw the flash in the rear-view mirror followed by the thwump of a bass beat on the world’s largest drum as the sphere vanished from view. Monty turned.

“What was that?”

“It’s collapsing. Can we go faster?”

“The pedal is on the floor. Unless Cecil mounted rockets I don’t know about, this is our top speed.”

“The wave is approaching. Brace yourself.”

I shook my head. “Brace myself? How am I supposed to—?”

A fist of energy slammed into the Dark Goat and lifted us up into the air. A kaleidoscope of runes blazed in the interior as we sailed down 86th Street. Monty was gesturing furiously next to me, his fingers moving too fast to track. White runes surrounded us. 

The last thing I remember was doing a barrel roll and observing the velocity of the street as it raced up at us, before another orange flash blinded me.


























TWENTY-FOUR

I LOOKED AROUND and noticed all of the emergency vehicles driving past us. I heard a firm tap. Still dazed, I couldn’t connect the sound to the hand I saw on the window. I checked inside. Monty was bleeding from a cut across his brow. Peaches rumbled but kept his gaze fixed on me. Hellhounds were truly indestructible.

<You okay boy?>

<I’m hungry. You need to learn how to use this vehicle. Can we get some meat?>

<I wasn’t driving.>

<I know. We rolled on the ground then we hit the wall and other vehicles. Did you forget how to use it? Are you hungry too?>

I opted against discussing driving fundamentals with my hellhound and checked on Monty instead. He seemed unhurt except for the gash across his forehead. Another tap, this time louder, caught my attention.

A man dressed in a dark red uniform with an angry expression on his face was signaling me to open the door. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. I focused and looked closely at his face. He was yelling something when I pushed open the door.

“…the goddamn door, Strong!”

I shook my head again. “Frank?” I noticed the blue, extra-large ambulances parked on the side of the street. More emergency vehicles raced by. My body flushed hot as it healed me.

“How the hell are you still alive?” He undid my seatbelt and pulled me out as more EMTe workers grabbed and gently led me to one of the ambulances. They gave me a short nod, which I returned, and tossed me a bottle of water.

“Thanks,” I said, catching the bottle, still semi-dazed. “C’mon, Frank. It was just a small collision.”

Frank held my head still and flashed a light in my eyes. “Small collision?” He growled, pointing down the street at the destruction left in our wake. “Judging from the Pontiac-sized crater over there, you collided with the street, from about thirty feet up, rolled, and then totaled those three cars over there.”

I followed his hand and saw the mangled cars parked on the street. I turned to look at the Dark Goat, expecting to see more of the same damage. The Dark Goat was untouched. I silently thanked Cecil and refocused on Frank, who grabbed my face and turned my head slowly.

Frank defined grizzled. Older, mid-sixties, built like a wall and probably as tough. He was the oldest EMTe still in the field and was affectionately known as the OG. I thought it meant “old gangsta,” but one of the other EMTe told me it meant “original geezer.”

“Damn car doesn’t even have a scratch on it,” Frank muttered giving me a once-over. “What the hell happened?”

“Check Monty. He’s injured.”

“I’m fine,” Monty groaned from inside the Dark Goat. The EMTe backed away from an especially cranky Monty exiting the car. “I said I’m fine.”

“Take off, I got this,” Frank barked at the rookie. I heard some of the other workers laugh under their breath as they jumped in the other ambulance and raced off.

“EMTe” stood for EMT elite. The NYTF used these paramedics whenever they encountered some kind of supernatural disaster, or when Monty was allowed to run rampant, which was pretty much the same thing. They all wore dark red uniforms and drove around in blue, extra-large, rune-covered ambulances. 

They were the Navy Seals of the paramedics. Tough as two-day-old steak, and willing to risk their lives no matter the situation. Some of them had magical healing ability, and they all possessed certain ‘sensitivities’ to supernatural phenomena.

Monty and I had become a widely discussed topic among the EMTe community, given my body’s allergic reaction to dying. Most of them took it in stride, giving me space and time to let my body heal itself. Others, the rookies, always tried to help me, only to be shocked when I recuperated before their eyes from something that should have killed me.

It was a small group, and I knew most of them. They always let the rookies try to treat Monty or me as some kind of initiation. It usually ended with either Monty yelling at them or the poor rookie backing away from me in fear.

I looked around. Only Frank’s ambulance was on the scene. Not that there was much of a scene. A few totaled cars didn’t generate much attention. A squadron of emergency vehicles and EMTe out in force meant something truly Montyesque had happened in the park.

“How did you get here so fast?” I asked. “We just left the park.”

“Fast? What time do you think it is?”

I did a mental calculation. We met George at 0600. By the time we were racing down 86th Street and away from Monty’s sphere of destruction, only a little more than an hour had passed. We must have been out for some time since Frank was pounding on the Dark Goat after we crash-landed. I added another ten to fifteen minutes just to be safe side.

“Eight a.m.?”

“That was two hours ago, kid.” Frank looked away from my shocked expression and down 86th Street. “From 88th to 90th Street, Carl Schurz looks like it’s been nuked. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that now, would you?”

“The mansion?” I asked, glancing over at Monty. “Is Gracie Mansion still there?”

“Sure,” Frank said. “It’s still there.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Good. At least it’s still in one—”

“It’s there and in the East River.” He nodded. “I think some of it landed on Roosevelt Island, and one of the first responders swore he saw a part of it in Queens.”

“Shit.”

“What happened? Or do I not want to know?”

“It’s complicated,” Monty said.

“It always is with you two. How bad is it?”

Monty and I both remained silent.

“Well, fuck me,” Frank said quietly, still looking at the park. “I should’ve known the quiet wouldn’t last. You two had better go do whatever it is you do. I have an emergency to deal with.”

He packed up his bag, and I extended my hand. “Thanks, Frank.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said, extending a rough callused hand and grabbing mine. “Stop blowing up my city and go fix whatever it is that needs fixing.”

He jumped in the ambulance and sped toward the park.


























TWENTY-FIVE

“WE NEED TO get to Fordey.” Monty began gesturing. “We’ve lost hours.”

“And Gracie Mansion. You remember—the building we were supposed to not explode all over the city?”

“Do you have a special attachment to this Gracie Mansion?” Monty peered at me over the flowing runes. “I’m sure it can be rebuilt.”

“I have a special attachment to not being blamed for your slight miscalculations that always seem to contain extenuating circumstances.”

“There were extenuating circumstances. The aura of—”

“No.” I held up a hand. “Not discussing it. I’m sure Ramirez will call me later, chewing me out for destroying Carl Schurz Park. Thanks.”

“I’ll make sure to take it up with him,” Monty suggested. “I’ll even make sure we contribute to the cleanup and rebuilding. Right now, we need to get to Fordey, or there won’t be a reason to rebuild.”

“Point taken.” I nodded. “What about the Dark Goat? We can’t leave it in the middle of 86th Street. Remember—no valet parking.”

“Park it.” He turned to the sidewalk and shifted the gesturing. Two cars tumbled onto the sidewalk, creating a large parking spot. “There. I’m opening a rift.”

I parked and locked the Dark Goat. White runes drifted from Monty’s fingers as he opened a rift.

“I have a feeling this is going to suck.” 

I stepped into the rift behind Monty, with Peaches by my side. We arrived on the other side and stepped into a cloud of smoke. Small fires blazed around us.

“Are your runes working?” I asked through coughs, covering my face. “Where are we?”

“This is the Hall of the Ten.”

We stood in the dim reception area the size of a large hotel lobby. All the white marble benches situated along the wall were in pieces.

I looked around at the craters and missing chunks of wall. Most of the statues were gone or broken. It was a burned-out war zone. I barely recognized it, and even then only because I had seen it prior to it being used as a battleground.

A crater, still smoldering, made up half of what used to be the large gleaming golden X, which dominated the center of the black marble floor. The domed window set in the ceiling was shattered. 

“Do you think LD expanded the Danger Room?” I asked, looking around at the destruction. “Maybe an artifact exploded?”

“I think Fordey was visited by Salao, George, and many drakes.” Monty looked around and gestured. “Someone is here but the energy signature is faint. That way.”

“What about the neutralizer?”

“I don’t sense it. Which means it’s either been moved or taken. Our best chance of finding out lies with whoever is still here.”

Monty ran down the nearest corridor and stopped short after a few feet, causing me to skid to a stop behind him.

“What happened? Did you forget something?”

“We can’t go this way.” Monty stepped to the side and let me look down the corridor. “It must be part of the defenses.”

Three feet in front of us the corridor shifted left, and a few moments later, it twisted and turned right. It was like looking at Escher’s stairs on psychotropic drugs. The corridors defied logic or the laws of physics, twisting and rotating in every direction every couple of seconds.

“What the hell?” I said, looking away before my brain seized. “Now I know why they’re called Corridors of Chaos. There’s no way we can walk through that.”

“Indeed, we’d be lost in seconds, but we have a way to travel the corridors without becoming irrevocably lost.”

“Great,” I said. “You have some kind of locator spell that can give us fast travel to this person?”

“I don’t. You do.”

“You want me to use my Incantation of Light down these corridors?”

“Don’t be daft. I want you to use your creature to locate the energy signature of whoever is still here and take us to that person.” He looked at me, shaking his head. “Did you seriously suggest your Incantation of Light?”

“Well, you said I had the spell.” I crouched down next to Peaches.

“I meant your creature possessed the ability to transport us through these corridors,” Monty replied, examining the residue around some of the craters. “When I said you, I was using the royal you. Not you specifically.”

“Oh, that’s clear as dirt now. Let me see if he can sense this person.”

<Hey, boy. Can you feel anyone here?>

<I feel you and the angry man.>

<Okay, that’s good. Can you feel anyone else?>

Peaches padded down the corridor a few feet and rumbled before looking back at me.

<The scary lady is here. But she feels quiet.>

<Quiet?>

<Like when I’m going to bite a bad man, I get quiet. Then I can get close.>

<Do you remember when you took Monty and me to the scary lady before? Can you do that again?>

I had no idea if he would remember. It was my experience that most dogs operated in the eternal now. Peaches, though, wasn’t like most dogs.

<Is she going to make me meat?>

<If you find her and take us to her, I’ll make sure she makes you an extra-large sausage.>

<Meat is life. I will take you to her.>

“He said he can do it. Sounds like it may be TK.”

“Let’s find out why TK would still be here.”

Peaches chuffed and stepped back to the edge of the Corridors of Chaos. Monty and I grabbed his collar. The runes around his neck became a bright red, and the corridors disappeared.


























TWENTY-SIX

WE REAPPEARED IN a narrow corridor leading to a large open vault door, easily three feet deep, covered with dark violet runes. The last time I was in this corridor, the runes pulsed in time with the throbbing in my head. This time, they were dormant. Something had shifted.

Behind the door lay a small, empty, steel room. In a shallow depression in the center of the floor, surrounded by ancient symbols I didn’t understand, sat a dark stone vibrating with power. I was simultaneously drawn to and repulsed by the stone. As I looked closer at the heart-sized gem, I noticed that it shimmered in and out of sight as it pulsed. 

Monty stepped close to the depression and narrowed his eyes. “The Black Heart is still here. But the neutralizer is gone.” He looked around the room. “I thought your creature sensed an energy signature? Is it possible he sensed the Black Heart?”

“No, he said the ‘scary lady.’ The Black Heart isn’t a scary lady.” I looked around the room. “He also said she was being quiet. Sounded like he meant camouflaged.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and scanned the room. He walked quickly to one side of the room and started gesturing.

“Not camouflaged, trapped.” He finished gesturing and opened a rift. TK stepped into the room, covered in black energy. “It must have been the aura of misfortune.”

“Danger Room. Now,” she said and opened another rift. “They took the neutralizer and shunted Fordey sideways. They’re leaving through the Danger Room.” She stepped through the rift and vanished.

We followed her and arrived at a drake-filled Danger Room. They turned almost as one and snarled at us. I counted at least thirty dragon-men.

“How long ago did they take the neutralizer?” Monty asked, looking around at the angry, snarling faces.

These drakes weren’t excited to shred us. I noticed they kept their distance from us…from her.

“I have no way of telling,” TK answered under her breath. “When I cast a temporal trap it backfired and caught me. I never miscast. I don’t know how you found me, but it’s too dangerous to travel the Boutique at the moment. All the defenses are active.”

“The aura of misfortune must have affected your cast, trapping you,” Monty said. “Why didn’t they take the Black Heart?”

“They tried. When I cast the temporal shunt it must have moved Fordey slightly out of their plane.”

“Enough to trap you and let them escape.”

“You’ve faced these men before?”

I nodded. “Two of them? One with crazy eyes and one an older, military type carrying an arsenal and a glowing yellow pendant?”

“Yes, and a multitude of drakes,” TK added, taking in the room. “Enough to make me consider a Kragzimik is involved, but I didn’t see or sense one.”

“It appears they left you the multitude of drakes to make sure you didn’t follow them,” Monty said and flexed his fingers. “We’re here to assist.”

“Tristan, do you recall the sphere of protection LD taught you? After the Reckoning?”

“Yes, I recently—”

“Cast it, now.”

TK stepped forward as Monty pulled me to a corner of the Danger Room. Her eyes must have been awful in a truly old testament sort of way, judging by the way the drakes skittered away.

She gestured with one hand and made a fist with the other. Monty looked at the symbols she was creating.

“Bloody hell.” He looked around at the Danger Room. “We don’t have enough room. She’s going to cast that thing and kill us all. She’s insane.”

“What is it? What is she doing?”

“Simon, once I create the sphere, pull up your shield...and pray it’s enough.”

“Why? Isn’t your imploding sphere of miscalculation enough?”

He shot me a glare and began gesturing. 

“Do you remember Nana’s phoenix fist?”

I nodded, remembering how Dex and I barely made it out alive after Nana unleashed one of those. I made sure I had access to my mala bracelet. “Are you serious? Is the sphere going to be enough?”

“I don’t know,” Monty said, crouching down to the floor. “She’s doing something worse.”

“Worse? What’s worse than a phoenix fist?” I turned to see him tracing runes fast and placing his hands on different sections of the floor in front of him. Every time he lifted a hand, the faint impression of a rune lingered.

“There’s a variation on the spell that makes it exponentially more powerful and almost impossible to control.”

“TK is casting that? Why would she do that?”

He glanced at me for a second in between the gesturing.

“Because she can.”

“What is she casting? What is this variation?”

The drakes seemed to overcome their initial fear of TK and advanced on her. She leaped into the air. Monty slammed both hands on the floor, creating the orange sphere around us. I pressed my mala bead and materialized my shield. Peaches whined and growled next to me.

TK floated for what seemed an eternity, slowly doing a pirouette. The black energy that covered her body seconds earlier had concentrated around her fist, making it appear like she held a black hole in her hand.

“That”—Monty kept his hands on the floor, and I could see the sweat forming on his face—“is a dark phoenix.”

TK’s eyes were closed. When she reached her zenith, she turned her body like an Olympic diver, extended her arm, and with an open hand, descended. The drakes turned to face her, opened their mouths, and unleashed a wave of flame orbs.

Black energy blasted out of TK’s hand, engulfing the orbs and swallowing them. A beam of black and violet energy punched into the floor. The beam vaporized the drakes closest to TK when she touched the Danger Room floor. A five-foot radius of wood and debris floated lazily up from the floor with TK at its center.

She stood and turned in a slow circle. Green energy arced all over her body to blend with the black and violet. I saw death and pain in her eyes. The outer circle of drakes that survived the initial impact realized the impending destruction in that gaze and scrambled to get away. 

It was too late.

TK lowered her head for the span of one heartbeat, and time seemed to stop. She closed her hand into a fist with a blinding violet flash. The floating debris shot out in every direction as the shockwave chewed up the floor, racing outward from the epicenter that was TK. 

I looked over the shield at the drakes. The shockwave finished any that weren’t caught in the initial blast. It was the same as London when Nana executed the phoenix fist, except this time we were too close to the blast. 

The runic shockwave sped across the floor, colliding into Monty’s sphere, slowly disintegrating it.

“Monty, your sphere isn’t holding up,” I said, reinforcing my arm against the wave of energy trying to erase us. 

“I’m aware the sphere is failing. Keep that shield up!”

Peaches pulled away from me, increasing in size with each step. His collar glowed white, partially blinding me.

<It’s too dangerous, boy! Don’t go out there.>

<Neither you nor the mage possess the ability to withstand the force of this wave. Attempting to do so will result in catastrophic injuries for the both of you. You are my bondmate. I must intervene.>

“Peaches, no!”

“What is he doing, Simon? That wave…is too powerful. Even for him.”

“I tried telling him that, but he won’t listen.”

<You can’t do this, boy.>

<I must. This energy level will kill the mage. He is not fully recovered from his encounter with this woman.>

Peaches confirmed what I had thought. Monty had been dragging ever since the Reckoning. Dealing with Salao’s drakes, and now this, meant his defenses were nearly gone.

The collar around Peaches’ neck shifted hue and changed from white to dark blue. He stepped out from the sphere. He was about SUV-size but hadn’t quite reached Peaches XL-size.

He turned sideways and dropped to the floor in front of us, blocking the wave from destroying Monty’s sphere, and effectively creating a wall of Peaches. He growled as the shockwave buffeted his body. 

Monty removed his hands from the floor and began gesturing. Around us, the sphere began to collapse.

“What are you doing?” I asked, looking around as the wave disintegrated Monty’s sphere. “Can’t you make it bigger? The sphere won’t hold up on its own.”

“Neither will your creature,” Monty answered, stepping close to Peaches. Golden runes flowed from his hands and into Peaches’ body. “Get your shield over here to block the wave from behind.”

“How long does this wave last?” I yelled over the intensity of the blast all around us. Peaches howled but didn’t move. “It’s hurting him, Monty.”

I made a move to reach for my mark.

“No, Simon!” Monty slapped my hand away. “Too many forces are at play. If you introduce another temporal component, we could be trapped.”

“It’s hurting him.” I pulled my hand away from my mark. “We need to stop this wave.”

“Not…much longer.” Monty put both hands together and bowed his head. I saw him take a breath and yell something I couldn’t understand. When he separated his hands, a lattice of orange energy covered Peaches. “There…that should protect him long enough.” 

Monty stood still for a few seconds and then collapsed. The wave kept raging around us, destroying everything in its path. I dragged Monty with one arm and kept him sandwiched between Peaches and the mala shield.

After what felt like a lifetime, the energy around us suddenly stopped.

<You and the mage are safe. Good.>

<Are you okay? That looked bad. Are you hurt?>

<The lattice of energy provided by the mage helped mitigate much of the damage. I require sustenance to replenish the expenditure of energy.>

<Get some rest. I’ll make sure to get you some meat.>

<Meat is life.>

Peaches rolled over on his side with a loud rumble. I jumped back quickly, pulling Monty with me to avoid being crushed by my oversized hellhound. The collar around his neck had become dormant again while the lattice around him pulsed with latent energy.

He chuffed, closed his eyes, and shrank back to normal. I checked to make sure he and Monty were still breathing before I stood and looked across the Danger Room.


























TWENTY-SEVEN

TK STOOD IN the center of the floor. All of the drakes were gone, along with most of the floor and sections of the walls.

A cloak of calm fury descended over me as I walked toward her.

“You almost killed them.” My voice was hard, full of jagged edges.

“No,” TK said, looking around the Danger Room. “I think I got them all. LD is going to have a fit when he sees this place. It’s a good thing he went on ahead.”

“You’re insane,” I said, staring at her. “You nearly wiped us all out.”

Something in my voice must have caught her attention. TK looked up and cocked her head to one side. A slight smile crossed her lips. “I never said I was sane. You’re angry? Good.”

“Good? How can you stand there saying good? Your dark phoenix almost erased—”

“Don’t think for one second I wasn’t aware of the danger,” TK interrupted and stared at me. The anger I felt quickly decided it was time to exit the premises. “Where do you think you are? Who do you think you’re dealing with? Someone or something powerful facilitated the removal of the neutralizer. From my home.”

“Salao and George,” I shot back. “They were the ones who took it.”

TK looked around the Danger Room floor again and shook her head. “No.”

“What do you mean no? You said they were the ones who took it.”

“They may have taken it, but something is directing their actions. With this many drakes I would swear a Kragzimik was part of the plan. Only they command that many drakes at once.”

“That’s what Ezra said, but he said it was only rumor.”

“Ezra?”

“Old Jewish scholar-looking guy? Has a deli downtown with amazing food?”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You know Azrael?”

I nodded. TK headed over to where Peaches lay. Monty got to his feet slowly.

“She’s right, we’re not just dealing with Salao and George,” Monty said with a groan. “I’ve never experienced a dark phoenix firsthand. No wonder Nana never used it. How did you contain it?”

“You can’t,” TK said, gesturing. Golden runes cascaded onto Monty. “A dark phoenix has to run its course, or the effects can be fatal to the caster.”

“They’re certainly fatal to everything around the caster.” I examined the charred remains of the drakes around us.

“It’s designed to be that way. There was no way I was going to be able to deal with all those drakes before one hit me with a flame blast. I needed to be fast, efficient, and lethal.”

“It’s incredibly effective.” Monty pulled out one of his mage powerbars from a pocket. I think the flavor was ‘freshly tilled soil,’ judging from the color. “Excuse me.”

“You still haven’t recovered from the Reckoning.” TK pointed at the powerbar. “Those things taste horrendous.”

“They get the job done,” Monty said, finishing it off and producing another one from his pocket. “Would you like one?”

“No, thanks. If by ‘get the job done’ you mean taste like old dirt, then I agree.” TK scrunched her face at the mage powerbar. “How long have you known Azrael?”

“For some time now.” Monty pocketed the powerbar. “Ezra did mention the possibility of a Kragzimik, but we haven’t encountered one.”

“You two never cease to amaze. A Kragzimik would never work with a human. They, and all dragons, consider themselves to be a superior species.”

“How about a demigod?” I wondered aloud.

“Yes.” TK nodded. “They would still consider them inferior, but dragons and demigods have been known to work together, at least for a short time, before turning on one another.”

TK crouched and placed her hands on Peaches’ side. Golden runes flowed down into his body for several seconds.

“Why would a Kragzimik want the neutralizer?” I asked and rubbed Peaches’ head when he stirred. TK gestured again and made a huge sausage for my ever-hungry hellhound, who pounced on it and began chewing.

<This is good meat. Please let her know.>

“My hellhound approves of your magic sausage creating.”

TK rubbed Peaches’ flanks as he ate. He was going positively soft.

“Dragons only ever want one thing.” TK looked at Monty. “You don’t remember?”

“Remember what?” I asked as we left the Danger Room. “What is she talking about?”

“Do you remember when we faced Slif?” Monty pulled on his sleeve. “Do you remember her plan?”

“Before or after she skewered and tried to barbecue me?” 

Slif’s words came back to me: “We’re wiping the slate clean. The Werewolves were just the start. But we will eliminate them all.”

“Before we brought her down.”

“She wanted to eliminate all supernaturals and magic-users, leaving just the dragons to wield magic. She was very particular about you mages not being worthy.”

“Do you think this has something to do with William?” Monty turned to TK. “Do you think he found the source?”

“The source of what? What was William looking for?”

“The source of magic,” TK replied, her voice pensive. “Directly or indirectly, this has something to do with that. I need to get to the Black Heart.”

“The Corridors of Chaos are doing their MC Escher thing. We couldn’t get past them without Peaches bringing us here.”

TK gestured and opened a rift. “We aren’t using the corridors,” she said and stepped through. Monty followed. Peaches, sausage in mouth, padded next to me as we entered after them.


























TWENTY-EIGHT

THE BLACK HEART room was at full migraine mode. Runes covered every surface of the room. TK gestured, and the power vibrating around us subsided from ‘squeeze my brains to a pulp’ to ‘punch me in the gut’ level as we stepped inside.

Pain squeezed the base of my neck, crawling up into my scalp as the dull throbbing of the room got worse. I rubbed my temples to try to alleviate some of the pain, but it didn’t help. TK and Monty looked unbothered.

“It’s shifted.” Monty looked around. TK stepped to the center of the room. “Temporal anomalies?”

TK nodded. “You need to bring the neutralizer back as soon as possible. By removing it from the configuration LD and I setup, the Black Heart will cause planar shifts. Small ones at first, but growing in size.”

“Can you anchor it? Prevent the time-skips?”

“For a short time, but it means I have to stay here. You three will need to go after the neutralizer.”

“We don’t even know where they are,” I managed through a haze of pain. “How are we going to find the neutralizer?”

“Tristan can find the neutralizer—it has a specific signature—but you have to act fast. Tristan, if a Kragzimik is involved, you know the outcome. If you can’t get the neutralizer back or it’s been compromised—”

“Destroy it,” Monty said, his voice hard. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Prepare for the worst and hope for the best.” TK began gesturing around the Black Heart, and the ice pick in my brain caught flame, incinerating the inside of my head. “Go find the bastards who stole the neutralizer. Stop them and close the door.”

Monty nodded and, thankfully, stepped into the corridor. He looked into the artifact room one last time before TK nodded, and he closed the door.

“What happens if you have to destroy the neutralizer?” The searing pain in my skull had calmed down to mind-numbing agony as we moved down the corridor. “How bad would it be?”

“Think Carl Schurz Park—”

“That’s manageable if we can find somewhere deserted—”

“…multiplied by a factor of one million.”

I paused to make sure I’d heard him right. “Shit, if that happened, everywhere would be deserted. Nothing would be left.”

“Exactly.” He gestured and opened a rift. “Let’s make sure it doesn’t happen.”

We reappeared next to the Dark Goat.

“Can you feel where the neutralizer is?”

“Not exactly. I know it’s south from here.” Monty pointed. “That way.”

“What does it feel like?” I unlocked the Dark Goat to the familiar clanging sounds and orange glow of runes across its surface. “What does something neutralized feel like?”

I opened the door for Peaches, who executed a three-point sprawl in one impressive bound. I got behind the wheel and started the engine.

“It’s like a void tugging at me.” Monty strapped on the seatbelt. “They must have known they couldn’t hide it once they removed it from Fordey. If there’s a Kragzimik involved, this is when it would reveal itself.”

“We need help.”

“No.”

“Monty, what are you talking about?” I said, surprised. “We need the NYTF, The Dark Council, all of the Elders at the Sanctuary, Dahvina, and the Wordweavers, maybe even Hades if we can get him.”

“No. Don’t you understand?” Monty pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh. “If I have to destroy the neutralizer, everyone you just mentioned, with the exception of Hades, would be killed in the blast.”

“But it’s just us against Bad Luck Sal, George, and maybe a Kragzimik.”

“I’m reasonably certain that you and your creature could survive the blast. That just leaves—”

“You.”

“That’s an acceptable loss in the grand scheme of things,” Monty said quietly. “You know, the needs of—”

“Not to me, and I swear if you Spockify me with the whole ‘needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few’ line, I’ll shoot you.”

“Very well, it’s just my fervent wish that you and your creature live long and prosper.”

I groaned as we sped downtown.


























TWENTY-NINE

“WE NEED TO find a way to deal with Bad Luck Sal and his Murphy’s Law AOE.”

“Murphy’s Law AOE?”

“You know, everything that could go wrong does and he blasts it in an area of effect. Sounds better than ‘aura of misfortune,’ don’t you think?”

“Not really,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “But you’re right. If we can’t stop Salao’s ability, we won’t have a chance against them.”

“What if there’s a Kragzimik?” I asked seriously. “What are we facing if one is there?”

“If it’s in human form he’ll be as strong as an Arch Mage, possibly stronger.”

“Wonderful,” I said, noticing the sun dropping behind the horizon. “And in dragon form?”

“From what I’ve studied, larger than Slif, and the usual—fireballs, impenetrable dragon-scale skin, oh, and I hear they can wield magic in either form.”

“Anything else to add to the list of destruction that makes up a Kragzimik?”

“Yes. Drakes. They can summon drakes. Hundreds upon hundreds of them.”

“Any weaknesses? Maybe an aversion to chocolate or muzak?”

“The eyes. If you can penetrate the eyes, both of them, any dragon, including a Kragzimik, can be defeated. They just happen to be the most protected part of its body.”

“Well, now I feel extra confident. Why did I ever think we might need help? Are you sure we don’t need help?”

“I’m certain,” he said, his voice hard. I knew better than to push it any further. “I have the utmost confidence in us. We can do this.”

“Or die in the process.”

He nodded slowly. “I’m fully prepared for that outcome, Simon.”

“Bullshit!” I slammed the wheel and almost caused the Dark Goat to sideswipe a taxicab in sweet revenge. “We are not racing to our deaths, Monty.”

He looked out the window.

“I’ve never faced a Kragzimik, but I’m not exposing my family and friends to this threat. The only reason you’re here is because of your curse. Your creature, because I honestly think nothing can kill a hellhound. But understand this, Simon. If I thought for a moment that you were at risk, I’d be doing this alone.”

“That’s it, Monty. Expose them to the threat.”

“What threat? They are the threat. How would I expose them to themselves?”

“Can you expose Salao and the Kragzimik to the runic neutralizer? Can it be activated somehow?”

“I’d have to get close enough to touch it. Somehow I don’t think they’ll just let me hold it.”

“Let me handle that part. If you can get it, can you activate it?”

“Yes, but it will neutralize all magic in the area, including your curse.”

I remained silent for a few seconds. “I’m fully prepared for what that means.”

“Whatever the outcome, it’s been an honor fighting by your side, Simon.”

“Any sappier and I will shoot you, Monty. Now, tell me how close we are.”

“Over there.” He closed his eyes and pointed as we drove by the South Street Seaport. “What’s over there?”

“That’s Peck Slip,” I said, craning my neck to look at where Monty was pointing. “There’s nothing there.”

Peck Slip was two blocks of empty real estate that had been converted to a plaza type of space, with planters, large stones, and rentable bicycles for the environmentally concerned city dweller. On either side of Peck Slip, developers had transformed the old shipping buildings into upscale lofts and condominiums, making the area a prime location for those working in the financial district.

“There’s something there. The Kragzimik.”

“Shit, are you certain?”

Monty nodded and began gesturing. “Yes. He knows we’re coming.”

I got off the FDR and drove north on South Street.

“Maybe we stay in the Dark Goat and run him over a few times?” I said, slowing down. “I mean, it survived your sphere, right?”

“I don’t think even Cecil anticipated a Kragzimik.” Monty shook his head. “Would you like to take the chance?”

“Not really.” I parked the Dark Goat at the entrance to Peck Slip and got out. I left the car unlocked as we walked up the old cobbled street. “Let’s go greet Kraggy.”

“Kraggy?”

“There’s no way I’m calling him Kragzimik. Are you kidding? Kraggy it is.”

“I’m still wondering how you intend to get the neutralizer.”

At the intersection of Front Street and Peck Slip stood a lone figure. Peaches rumbled beside me and entered ‘maim and obliterate’ mode. We approached the figure and I could sense the unnatural signature of drakes all around us.

“The Montague and Strong Detective Agency,” the man said in a deep voice. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“You should really follow us on Facebook. We have an excellent group called the Mages of Badassery,” I said, keeping my gaze wide. I noticed Salao and George approaching from opposite sides of the street.

“Simon,” Monty said under his breath, “do we want to start with antagonizing the powerful dragon?”

“My associate just made a valid point. You aren’t a mage or a badass.” I turned to Monty. “Maybe we could create a new group? Dragon Assholes? It could have one member—Kraggy over here.”

“Simon,” Monty hissed, “this is a bad idea.”

“Who has the neutralizer? Can you sense it?”

“Who do you think has it?” Monty looked straight ahead at the Kragzimik. “They must have just given it to him.”

“Perfect,” I said under my voice, and then louder, “Bring it, Kraggy!”

“Kraggy?” the man said and looked at Salao. “Kill this impertinent human.”

Salao raced at us. George wasn’t too far behind. I ran at them and waved as I ran past them. They were moving too fast to stop and course correct before I got to Kraggy.

I pressed my mark and hoped Karma was taking a vacation. White light shot out from the top of my left hand and everything came to a stop slightly out of focus. 

The smell of lotus blossoms wafted by my nose, the scent laden with citrus and mixed with an enticing hint of cinnamon. This was followed by the sweet smell of wet earth after a hard rain.

“Shit.”

“You and your friends kept me busy in London,” said a voice behind me.

It was Karma.

“You’re welcome?” 

I turned and braced myself in case she felt like sharing one of her slaps of steel. She was dressed in a black leather power suit, only the bottom was a mini-skirt instead of pants. Leather knee-boots with the word BITCH etched into the sides gleamed in the street lights.

“It wasn’t a compliment, Splinter.” She was doing ‘severe librarian’ and wore her hair in a tight bun along with a thin pair of glasses. “Is that a Kragzimik?”

I nodded, still expecting one of her jaw-cracking greetings. She grabbed me by the face and squeezed. I saw stars and my vision tunneled in before she let go. Her hazel eyes gleamed, daring me to stare back. She looked female, but Karma was the personification of causality. I risked madness looking into those eyes for too long.

“Yes, I think he’s trying to eliminate magic-users and supernaturals.”

“You’re getting closer,” she said and tapped my cheek, causing stars to bloom in my vision, again. “How is he going to do it?”

“The neutralizer. He plans to strip magic-users of their ability.”

“Boring,” Karma said, sitting on one of the large stones. “You’re a detective. Do better.”

I let the facts sift through my brain.

“Kraggy used Bad Luck Sal to convince George to attack the dragons and get the neutralizer, but he is a dragon.”

“Which means?” She tapped the top of her knee.

“George doesn’t know Sal is working for a dragon. This explains why drakes aren’t trying to shred us now.”

“Why does the Kragzimik want the neutralizer?”

“It’s not to strip the magic-users of magic.” 

“Go further.” Karma shook her head and stared at me. “This is a dragon.” 

“He wants to strip magic…period.”

She gave me a smile that chilled my blood and made me take a step back in fear.

“Well done, Splinter.” She gave me a golf clap and stood. “Now you’re starting to see the picture.”

“Can he?”

“Can he what?”

“Remove magic?”

She looked over at the Kragzimik and tapped her chin.

“I don’t know. Do you plan on letting him try?”

“No, I need the neutralizer, and he has it.”

“Had it,” she said, pointing at my hand. A blue crystal about the size of a golf ball shone in my palm. “How did you? Why?”

“Reasons,” Karma said. “Just remember, not everyone is subject to the construct or absence of time.”

“What does that mean?” I pocketed the neutralizer.

“You don’t always have ten seconds, Splinter.” Karma walked away and disappeared.

I headed to Monty, who was down the street, when a searing pain blossomed in my right side. I looked down to see a blade protruding from my side.

“Mr. Strong,” Kragzimik said while removing the blade, “you have something that belongs to me.”

I drew Grim Whisper and fired. My rounds never reached him. Time was still stalled. He grabbed me by the neck and started to squeeze.

“How can you move through time?” I managed between gasps.

“An insignificant flea like you would never understand the intricacies of the power I wield. Time, as you understand it, is a primitive construct.”

He flung me forward and I bounced painfully next to Monty and the incoming Salao and George.

“This is why you want to remove magic? You think only you deserve to wield it?”

Kragzimik raised an eyebrow. “Impressive.” He stepped on my chest, crushing ribs. “Even stupid beasts can have momentary epiphanies, I suppose. Magic and its use is for me and my kind. It has been this way for eons.”

“Thanks, Kraggy,” I wheezed, wondering how long ten seconds was in dragon pain-land. “That clears it all up.”

He punched me in the face. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. There was no hot flash, no repair of the cuts and bruises. My curse didn’t work outside of time.

“I’m literally out of time.” I laughed to myself.

“You find this funny? You see your human friend, George?” He grabbed my hair and turned my head to face George. “He’s going to die knowing he helped the very creatures he detests. Once I erase all magic, we will address the hybrid abominations, like this one.”

He twisted my head to face Salao.

“He’s a demigod, and he helped you,” I managed after spitting some blood.

“He’s an abomination, and he served my purpose. I allowed him to serve a greater cause than his petty existence.”

I tried to speak but found myself short of breath. “Are all dragons,” I said in between wheezes, “such monumental assholes?”

He smiled, and I knew the end was close. “Aren’t you wondering why you haven’t returned?” Kragzimik asked with a sneer.

“Now that…that you mention it, the question has crossed my mind.”

He pulled me close. “I’m going to keep you in here until you breathe your last breath. Once you’re gone, I’m going to kill your upstart mage friend and the mongrel. Then I’ll start with the mutations. Vampires, werewolves, and any supernatural creature that contain even a sliver of magic will be neutralized.”

“Sounds like a busy week.”

He tightened his grip around my neck, causing me to choke. “As long as you’re alive, you will be in here with me. I will take your life in the smallest of measures, savoring each moment.”

I still had the neutralizer in my pocket. If I knew how to activate it, I would. Instead, I would have to settle for the next best thing.

Kraggy shoved me back, and I landed next to Monty. I got to my feet shakily and stumbled, leaning on the frozen Monty to remain upright.

“That’s what I figured. Just wanted…wanted to make sure.” I was going to take a chance. If I timed it wrong, it was the last chance I would take.

I drew Ebonsoul and Kragzimik laughed. “Your blade can’t even scratch me.”

“I know. It’s not for you,” I said, plunging Ebonsoul into my chest.


























THIRTY

TIME SNAPPED BACK into place. Monty looked down and saw the neutralizer in his hand. I had placed it there when I leaned on him for support.

“Kill them!” I heard Kragzimik yell. “Get me the neutralizer!”

“Tag, you’re it,” I managed before falling back. Peaches rushed to my side.

<You’re hurt.>

<Keep Monty safe. Make sure the bad men don’t get to him.>

<You said stay away.>

<When you see the blue flash, you bite them all.>

<All?>

<Every single one, boy. Don’t let one get away.>

<I will be ready.>

I was tired and my body flushed with heat, I knew it was too little too late. Ebonsoul wasn’t a normal blade. Plunging it into my chest severed the time loop Kragzimik had created. The only downside was the ‘plunging it into my chest’ part.

Monty raised the neutralizer and yelled some words I couldn’t understand. The blue crystal blazed in his hand, converting night into day for several seconds. I had to close my eyes against the light.

<Now, boy! Get them!> 

Peaches winked out, but I didn’t see where he winked back in, hopefully around Kraggy’s neck. The thought made me smile. I heard the drakes begin to fill the street.

“Sal, what the hell are those things doing here?” George asked, firing at the drakes. “You set me up?”

“You stupid human, of course I used you. I only needed you for the neutralizer.” Salao extended a hand and unleashed a flame orb. It punched through George’s armor and George, knocking him back. “That is better than you deserved.”

Salao turned and focused on Monty.

I pulled out Ebonsoul. I may have been going out, but I wasn’t going to die on my back. A pair of rough hands grabbed me under the armpits and dragged me closer to Monty.

I started to struggle, trying to get away, but I couldn’t get leverage. Whoever had a hold on me had a grip of iron.

“Quit your kicking lad, or I’ll feed you to the drakes,” said a familiar voice. “I told my mule-headed nephew to call me before you engaged the dragons. Didn’t I say it before? I said if you find an enclave, you call me first…first.”

“Uncle Dex? How did you get here?”

“And what did I say about demigods? I gave you clear instructions, the both of ye!”

I knew he was upset when his speech started getting old Englishy.

“We didn’t want to expose any of you to danger.”

“Oh, and the three of you were going to handle a Kragzimik, a demigod, and an army of drakes on your own, were ye?”

“We had a plan.” I saw Monty blasting drakes in every direction. Peaches had reached Kragzimik, who remained in human form, probably from the neutralizing blast. Both of them were circling each other.

“Your plan was what?” Dex growled, looking around. “Last ten minutes, then die?”

“A little longer than that, maybe twenty. Dex?”

“What!” he snapped and gestured, flooding my body with golden runes. I was feeling better by the second.

“How did you get here? And did you bring help?”

“I’m a Montague and, unlike my proud nephew, I know when to bring an army. Let’s go, boys!”

A deafening roar went up into the night. It didn’t sound like drakes, but I wasn’t certain they were friendly either. That’s when I saw a sight that confirmed I had lost too much blood. Hundreds of tigers leaped off the FDR and onto the street below. They tore into the drakes, rending them to pieces all around us. I managed to get to my feet just as Kristman Dos approached Dex.

“We got the drakes, go put down the dragon.”

“Aye, Salao is roaming about,” Dex answered. “He was in the neutralizing blast. Why not give him a taste of his own medicine? We need him alive though.”

“I’ll make sure he runs into some bad luck of his own.” Kristman nodded, looked around, and made some signals with his hands. I saw a group of ten tigers peel off from the main group and target Salao. He was going to have some serious bad luck.

“Where’s the neutralizer?” LD’s voice came from behind me. “We need it now, or all this is for nothing.”

“Monty has it.” I pointed to his location and LD was gone, only to reappear next to Monty. He was gone again a second later. Roars from behind made me turn.

Peaches had reached planet size, which normally dwarfed everything around him, except this time he was facing Kragzimik, who was no longer in human form. 

Kragzimik had grown, considerably. His teeth were easily the size of my arms. His claws, which raked grooves in the cobblestones, were the size of small cars as he stretched his body along the street. He narrowed his yellow eyes and shook his body, which was covered in black scales tinged with red. 

I looked up and resisted the urge to turn and run away screaming. My opinion hadn’t changed. Dragons—up close—were truly, unmistakably, petrifying. 

The dragon raked Peaches across the side and whacked him with its tail, sending Peaches across the street.

Monty ran up to my side. He was looking a bit rough as he gestured and formed several white-hot orbs.

Dex formed a wall of orbs and grinned at Monty.

“What are you waiting for? You plan on living forever!”

Dex rushed at Kragzimik. Several large groups of weretigers, more than I could count, joined him and Monty. I felt the ground tremble and a cloud of sausage breath enveloped me, making me choke.

<BONDMATE, IT IS TIME TO STOP THE DRAGON. ARE YOU HEALED?>

I winced at the XL voice in my head and nodded. I remembered Monty’s advice about weaknesses.

<The eyes, boy. We need to get to its eyes.>

We raced at the Kragzimik. I grabbed Peaches’ collar and we blinked out. We blinked back in mid-air over Kraggy and fell.

<The eyes are not up this high.>

<THE DRAGON WILL LOOK UP SHORTLY. YOU WILL HAVE YOUR OPPORTUNITY.>

Peaches’ eyes glowed red and he unleashed his omega beams on the Kragzimik, who looked up.

<NOW, BONDMATE.>

<Now, what? You want me to dive into the dragon’s face?>

<PUNCTURE THE EYE WHILE IT IS OTHERWISE DISTRACTED.>

I angled my body toward the Kragzimik who whipped his tail around and caught me in the midsection. I bounced on the street for a few seconds before rolling to a stop.

I was about to get up when a hand grabbed my shoulder. I whirled with Ebonsoul, ready to perforate whatever grabbed me, when I saw it was George.

“You look like shit, George. Maybe you should sit this one out.”

“I’m sorry, Strong.” He reached under his armor and pulled out a long faintly glowing device covered in runes. “Let me make this right.”

“What the hell is that?”

He gave me a grin and coughed, spitting up blood.

“Synthetic entropy bomb. My dragon contingency plan, keyed to my energy signature. I just need to get close.”

I held out my hand. “We can do it. You’re in no condition to get near that thing.”

“No, I saw what you just did. Your hound dropped you over it. I can do that. You just need to distract it long enough for me to get close. Besides, I’m the detonator.”

“It’s too risky. If it sees you…it’s over.”

“Then make sure it doesn’t see me. I need to do this, Strong. For Cassandra, for me. Please. Let me make it right. I’ll plant it and get clear.”

We both knew that was a lie. He wasn’t planning on getting clear of anything.

“There’s another way. There has to be.”

“You know there isn’t. Look, I can do this. You owe me, Strong.”

Kragzimik was holding his own against Dex and Monty, throwing up shields and countering their spells with blasts and orbs of his own. The weretigers attacked relentlessly, but the dragonscale proved to be too much, even for them. Every few seconds, Kragzimik would swat a handful away from his body. They couldn’t keep that up all night.

Periodically, Kragzimik would cast and more drakes appeared, keeping the majority of the weretigers engaged. George was right, we needed to shift the balance of this fight. End it, if possible.

“Goddammit,” I cursed under my breath, and George smiled. “You wait for my signal before you launch, you got it?”

“Wait for your signal,” he said and grabbed my arm. “Thank you, Strong.”

<I need you here, boy.>

Peaches XL appeared a second later.

<The same thing you did with me, I want you to do with him.>

<A FALL FROM THAT HEIGHT WILL PROVE FATAL AND HE IS CRITICALLY INJURED.>

<I know. He has a device that can stop the dragon. He’s the only one who can do it. It’s keyed to his energy signature.>

<HE WILL NOT SURVIVE THE FALL WITH HIS INJURY. IN ADDITION, HE IS NOT A MAGE NOR WIELDS MAGIC. ANY DEVICE KEYED TO HIS ENERGY SIGNATURE WILL USE LIFE FORCE, FURTHER DECREASING HIS CHANCES OF SURVIVAL.>

<I think that’s the plan, boy. Take him up.>

<VERY WELL.>

They blinked out a second later.


























THIRTY-ONE

I RAN TO where Monty stood firing orbs at the dragon.

“We need to get and keep its focus on us,” I said, firing Grim Whisper.

“Do tell,” Monty said, unleashing a barrage of orbs at the dragon. “What did you think I was doing?”

“We need a void vortex,” I said, my voice hard.

“Are you insane?” He shook his head. “Do you see how many weretigers are around us? They’ll die.”

“Not a real one. Kraggy needs to think it’s real. Can you do that?”

“And what are you going to do? Convince it to surrender?”

Dex looked up into the night sky.

“Bloody hell, we can do it, lad.”

Dex began gesturing and Monty joined him. Most of the weretigers were busy with the drakes. Kragzimik looked down and laughed.

“You would sacrifice your pitiful lives and this insignificant city in a failed attempt to stop me?”

He unleashed a flame blast. I pressed the main bead on my mala bracelet, materializing my shield, and deflected the blast away.

<Now, boy!>

Dex and Monty kept gesturing and I noticed a corsolis take shape near Kragzimik. How they created one while starting a void vortex made me wonder, but I couldn’t focus on it for long.

A black vortex started forming around Kragzimik. It started to take shape, and then it collapsed. I saw Monty and Dex back away, slowly at first, and then run. Kragzimik looked down at me and laughed.

“Run, vermin!” He looked around, gestured, and summoned more drakes. “There is nowhere to hide. Only now at the end, do you understand.”

“You’re right,” I said. “You’re too powerful for us.”

I saw George land on Kragzimik’s head and started backing away. I noticed all of the weretigers had cleared away.

“Cower before me! I am your rightful ruler! What are you?” Kragzimik looked up and tried to swat George off. “Begone, insect. How dare you?”

George gave me a nod and closed his eyes. A white flash filled the sky a second later. Kragzimik screamed as the entropy bomb undid his body.

I ran and felt the energy wave gain ground on me. The ground started shaking, and I realized it wasn’t because of the entropy bomb. Peaches was keeping pace next to me.

<YOU DO NOT POSSESS THE SPEED TO OUTRUN THE ENCROACHING ENERGY, BONDMATE. GRAB MY COLLAR.>

I grabbed hold of his collar, and we blinked out. We reappeared about ten blocks away with everyone else.

Monty stepped close to me as I looked at the glowing stream of energy shooting skyward. “In the end, he obtained what he wanted.”

I nodded. “I hope he finally found some peace.”

Monty nodded and walked over to where Dex and Kristman Dos stood coordinating the weretigers. I looked around and realized I hadn’t seen Bad Luck Sal since the pack of tigers had targeted him. I walked over to where the others were.

“What happened to Sal?” I asked.

“My tigers said he just disappeared,” Kristman Dos answered. “We have his scent. If he shows up anywhere, I’ll know.”

“I have a feeling we’re not done with that one,” Dex said, looking into the night. “I best be heading out as well. The Elders don’t know I’m gone.”

 “Dex, I’ll see you soon.” Kristman raised a hand and signaled to the streak. “Thank you for the hunt.”

“Aye, thank you for the assist.” Dex gave him a short bow. Monty and I did the same.

Kristman Dos took a few steps and transformed into one of the largest tigers I’d ever seen. He roared once. The streak echoed the roar and faded into the night. He gave us a nod and bounded off silently after them.

A few seconds later, Dex opened a rift.

“Nephew, remember this night,” Dex said, grabbing Monty by the shoulder. “Those who stand beside you when things go well are friends and comrades. Those who stand by your side when it’s all gone to shite, are your family. I expect to see you both at the Sanctuary soon.”

Dex stepped through the rift and disappeared.


























THIRTY-TWO

A FEW DAYS later, we sat in a Haven examination room.

“It’s an effect of the proximity to the neutralizer when you unleashed the blast,” Roxanne said after looking down at her charts. “How close were you again?”

“It was in my hand,” Monty growled. “I cast without difficulty after the blast. Why would this happen?”

“You were still recovering from the Reckoning and dealing with Salao,” TK said from the corner. “This would be a good time to relax, maybe go on a vacation.”

“A vacation?” He narrowed his eyes at us. “My casting ability has been compromised, and you want me to take a vacation?”

“Rest would be the best thing for you,” Roxanne added. “If you don’t want to leave the city you can do a staycation.”

Roxanne reached into her pocket, pulled out a phone, and stepped out of the room, holding up a finger in our direction.

“That sounds worse than an actual vacation.” Monty rubbed his chin. “I suppose I can get in some practice with the Sorrows and brush up on some study.”

“That’s the attitude, hombre. Make the most of it. Look at me.” LD shrugged and glanced at TK. “I have to rebuild the entire Danger Room because my lovely wife decided to go all dark phoenix on it.”

“There were extenuating circumstances,” TK said. “Besides, it needed to be redone after the Reckoning. You kept complaining about the extra entrances. Now you can start from scratch.”

“Were you able to secure the neutralizer?”

“Mostly.” TK looked at LD. “We had to reconfigure the bridge in a hurry and may have shunted our plane over somewhat.”

“Not much,” LD said quickly. “Less than one degree. I think.”

“The entire plane?” I asked. “What do you mean you think?”

“It’s not a big deal and should autocorrect over time.” LD waved his hand. “Shouldn’t take more than one or two millennia. Besides, it only affected runic alignments. Everything else should be fine.”

“What does that mean? In English?”

“Oh, only high-level individuals with magic,” TK said. “Wizards, mages, sorcerers etc. They may not be where you remember them.”

“You trapped them?” I asked, shocked. “We need to get them out.”

“No, no. It’s not like that.” LD raised a hand “They aren’t trapped. We’re the ones who moved.”

“How much? Does that mean we’re trapped?”

“Our plane just shifted over a jump to the left.” LD held his index and thumb up, almost touching.

“And maybe a step to the right.” TK nodded. “It’s really difficult to pinpoint these things when dealing with runic quantum units.”

“Listen,” LD said, putting a hand on my shoulder, “you know how there was a”—he glanced over at a scowling Monty—“wizard in Chicago and another in St. Louis?”

I nodded. “Yes, they’re pretty well known. Are they okay?”

“Perfectly fine,” LD said, nodding his head. “They just aren’t there anymore. At least not for us.”

“What?”

“Tristan, you try and explain it to him.” LD threw his hands up. “It was just a temporal planar shift. They’re in their dimension and we’re in ours. Due to the neutralizer configuration, the Black Heart shifted us over just a smidge. It won’t realign for a few planar cycles. We need to get back and run some more tests.”

Peaches nudged my leg, nearly giving me whiplash.

<Can you have the scary lady make some magic meat?>

<Let me ask.>

“TK, could I trouble you to make some sausage for my bottomless pit of a hellhound?”

“I’d love to.” She gestured and formed an enormous sausage that appeared next to Peaches. “Here, let me show you the gesture and rune for that one.”

She took my hand and traced the rune. Then she taught me the gesture and had me repeat it until I could do it easily.

“That’s it?” I asked, surprised at how easy it seemed. “I thought it would be harder.”

She nodded. “It is. Practice, and remember that you have to infuse it with energy or it will taste horrible and your hellhound may bite you.”

“We need to go.” LD opened a rift and looked at Monty. “Take some time to relax. You earned it.”

“In the meantime, I hear Azra—Ezra gives obedience lessons to hellhounds.” TK bent over and scratched Peaches behind the ears. “Why not get yours some lessons?”

“Sounds like a good idea. Thank you for everything.”

“We’ll see you soon.” LD stepped through the rift and disappeared.

“Tristan, these lulls in power usually happen before a shift. Hone your non-magical skills. Prepare and sharpen. I doubt that’s the last we’ve heard of dragons.”

“I shall, and thank you.”

TK nodded and stepped through the rift.

Roxanne stepped back into the room, her face grim.

“Tristan, you have a call.” She pointed to the phone on the table next to him.

Monty picked up the room phone. The person on the other end said a few words I couldn’t make out and hung up.

“Who was that?”

“Master Yat.”

“Master Yat? Is he in town? Can we get some lessons while he’s visiting?”

“It wasn’t that kind of call,” Monty said, leaning back in the bed. “He’s in trouble and needs our help.”

“There goes the staycation.” I looked at Roxanne, who wasn’t pleased. “When?”

“Now. He’s waiting downstairs.”

THE END
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Wordweavers- An ancient sect of magic-users. They manipulate magic through speech and special words of power. Considered to be the first magic-users.


ORGANIZATIONS

Fordey Boutique- Artifact specialty store dealing in rare magical items that are usually dangerous and lethal, like the owners

New York Task Force-(AKA the NYTF) a quasi-military police force created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. 

SuNaTran-(AKA Supernatural Transportations) Owned by Cecil Fairchild. Provides car and vehicle service to the supernatural community in addition to magic-users who can afford membership. 

The Dark Council-Created to maintain the peace between humanity and the supernatural community shortly after the last Supernatural War. Its role is to be a check and balance against another war occurring. Not everyone in the Council favors peace.

The Ten-A clandestine group of magic-users and shifters whose purpose is to…well that’s secret now isn’t it?


CAMEOS of NOTE

So you’re probably wondering who Ian Dex and his group are. They were the guys Monty & Strong slammed into outside of McDonald’s in London.

They are the primary characters in an amazing (and hilarious!) Urban Fantasy series called the Ian Dex Supernatural Thrillers by John P. Logsdon.

These books are action packed adventures and well worth a read! In John’s latest Ian Dex novel, entitled London Growl he also recounts how Ian runs into Monty & Strong, but told from Ian’s perspective.

Check out all of Ian Dex’s Thrillers here: http://www.johnplogsdon.com/l/63597/

Get your copy of London Growl here: http://www.johnplogsdon.com/l/63596/


AUTHOR NOTES

Thank you for reading this second collection of books (4-6) in the world of Monty & Strong. With this set, I wanted to introduce you to different elements of the world Monty & Strong inhabit, slowly revealing who they are and why they make the choices they do. If you want to know how they met, please read NO GOD IS SAFE, which is a short story detailing Tristan and Simon’s first case.

There are some references you may get and some…you may not. This may be attributable to my age (I’m older than Monty or feel that way most mornings) or to my love of all things sci-fi and fantasy. As a reader, I’ve always enjoyed finding these “Easter Eggs” in the books I read. I hope you do too. If there is a reference you don’t get, feel free to email me and I will explain it…maybe.

You will notice that Simon is still a smart-ass (deserving a large head smack) and many times he’s clueless about what’s going on. Bear with him—he’s still new to the immortal, magical world he’s been delicately shoved into. Fortunately, he has Monty to nudge (or blast) him in the right direction.

Each book will reveal more about Monty & Strong’s backgrounds and lives before they met. The short stories will tell the events that occur in tangents to their lives. Rather than reveal a whole history, I wanted you to learn about them slowly, the way we do with a person we just met—over time (and many cups of javambrosia). 

Thank you for taking the time to get this collection. I wrote it for you and I hope you enjoyed spending a few more hours getting in (and out of) trouble with Tristan, Simon and Peaches. 

If you really enjoyed these books, I need you to do me a HUGE favor— Please leave a review. 

It’s really important and helps the books (and me). Plus, it means Peaches gets new titanium chew toys, and can stop mangling my arms, legs, and assorted furniture. I also get to keep him from going XL on me, which cuts down on home repairs.

Keeping Peaches happy is important. Remember: Meat is Life.


I really do appreciate your feedback. Let me know what you thought by emailing me at: www.orlando@orlandoasanchez.com

For more information on Monty & Strong…come join the MoB on Facebook!

You can find us at:

Montague & Strong Case Files.

To get FREE books visit my page at:

www.orlandoasanchez.com


Still here? Well, if you’ve made it this far—you deserve something special!

 Included is the first chapter of BULLETS & BLADES Montague & Strong Book 7 

 Enjoy!


Bullets & Blades

A Montague and Strong Book 7


























ONE

“NOW? WHAT DO you mean now?” I asked.

“Now.” Monty looked at Roxanne. “As in, where are my clothes?”

“I guess putting down a Kragzimik doesn’t earn us a month or year off?” I asked. “It’s not every day we have to deal with dragons you know.”

“Thankfully,” Monty answered. “And the Kragzimik was a few weeks ago.”

“Really? Felt like yesterday.”

“We’ve been running these tests and the conclusion is the same. I have to wait it out. Now, my clothes?”

Roxanne pointed to the suit hanging in the closet on the other side of the room. The energy coming off her was a clear indicator she was displeased. 

“Tell him you can’t.” Roxanne crossed her arms and stared at Monty. “You can’t cast. I’ll tell him if you won’t.”

“He’s in trouble.” Monty got out of bed and got dressed. “I have to help him.”

“How?” The energy around Roxanne crept up a notch along with the volume of her voice. “You can’t cast, Tristan.”

Peaches rumbled next to my leg.

<I know, boy. She can be scary.>

<If I lick her, she will calm down. My saliva has healing properties.>

I forced myself to keep a straight face.

<How about you save that for later, when she doesn’t look like she wants to blast Monty?>

<Can you make magic meat yet?>

<Working on it.>

<Good. I’m hungry.>

<When aren’t you?>

<When I’m asleep.>

“Mages are trained to be effective even without magic,” Monty answered, his voice taking on an edge. “Besides, I still have access to my magic and the Sorrows.”

“Monty—?” I started. He gave me a look that said his mind was set. “Nevermind. Let’s go see him.”

“At the very least take this”—Roxanne removed a brooch and affixed it to Monty’s jacket—“that way I know you’ll be safe.”

Monty looked down at the pendant and shook his head slowly. I looked over and admired the new accessory with an approving eye. It was a round red and silver Celtic design surrounding a trinity knot in the center.

“I have a shieldbearer,” Monty said. “You should be wearing this.”

“Inside Haven I don’t need that many layers of protection.”

“This is too much, and it will leave you in a weakened state,” Monty said. “If I encounter any difficulty or incoming attacks, I can always use my shieldbearer as a shield.”

“Tristan,” she said, her voice suddenly hard. “Wear the bloody bloom…for me.”

“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “Once my abilities normalize I’m returning it. Understood?”

“Of course. In the meantime, keep it on.”

I leaned in to examine the brooch. “That’s pretty, and really brings out the color in your eyes, Monty.” He shot me a glare. “What does it do?”

“It’s called a bloody bloom, and it creates a personal shield.” Roxanne adjusted it on Monty’s jacket. “It won’t stop everything but it’s better than nothing. Which is what you have right now. No offense, Simon.”

“None taken. Does it come with matching earrings?”

“We need to go.” Monty grabbed her hands gently as she adjusted the brooch. “I’ll be fine.”

“You thinking that is what worries me.” Roxanne squeezed his hands and looked at me. “You keep him safe.”

I nodded. “He has me and my trusty, bottomless hellhound. We’ll keep the destruction to a minimum, promise.”

Roxanne crouched down and rubbed Peaches’ head. “Simon, if his enemies find out he can’t cast—”

“I know. I’ll keep him safe.”

“I’m perfectly capable of keeping myself safe, thank you.”

Monty headed out of the room and to the elevators at the end of the corridor. I was about to follow when Roxanne grabbed my arm.

“He is an obdurate, insufferable mage.”

“You forgot slightly insane, tea addicted, and short tempered. Also, prone to massive acts of destruction. Should I go on?”

She shook her head with a sad smile. “Bring him back to me, Simon. He holds my heart.”

I grew serious and looked down at Peaches. “We’ll keep him safe.”

I heard the elevator chime and Monty gave me a look which meant ‘wrap it up or I’m leaving you’ as he entered the car.

I half-jogged down the corridor and got in the car. Peaches bounded in next to me, and I heard a creaking sound.

<You need to go on a diet. The elevator can barely hold your weight.>

<Why is it my weight? It could be your weight.>

<It’s your weight because you are the one on a steady diet of meat.>

<Meat is life. That word diet sounds painful. Will you go on a diet too?>

<Why do I need to go on a diet?>

<You are looking thin. Are you eating enough?>

<Of course I eat enough. We’re not talking about me here.>

<If you ate more meat, you would be happier. That’s why the angry man is angry. He only eats and drinks leaves.>

He did have a point.

Monty pressed the ground floor button, and looked down the hall at Roxanne.

“You know she cares for you, right?” I said, as the doors closed.

“Yes. I do.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s just too complicated and too dangerous.”

“I get it.” I nodded. “What did Yat say?”

“Not much, he was being deliberately cryptic on the phone.”

“This is Yat we’re taking about. He’s always cryptic. I think they record him for fortune cookie messages.”

“You should share that with him. I think he’d enjoy that.”

“No thanks,” I said. “Not in the mood to get thwacked today. Pass.”

We arrived at the ground floor, and the elevator slid open with another soft chime. I saw Yat standing in the lobby of Haven looking out of the window. He turned to us when he heard the chime of the elevator arriving and gave me a short nod.

I looked over at the thin, older man, and involuntarily winced when I saw him holding a staff. I didn’t know how old Yat was, but he never appeared to age.

His slight build hid his immense strength and unbelievable speed. The last time I saw Yat he wore his hair long. Now it was cropped short—a glowing white crown reflecting the sunlight streaming through the windows in the lobby. His eyes were still the same: deep, dark, and unreadable.

As we got off the elevator, I was looking across the lobby when I felt the shift in energy. Yat must have sensed it too because his expression darkened as he leaped over the furniture and headed our way. I pressed the main bead on my mala bracelet, pulling up my shield. 

I turned fast, and pushed Monty back into the elevator.

“What are you doing?” Monty asked, stumbling back. 

I grabbed Peaches by the collar and pulled him behind my shield as I backed up. The energy shift increased, and I felt a sensation like ants crawling on my arms.

“Yat has friends,” I said, holding up the shield. “The angry kind.”

Yat dived over a set of chairs and rolled into a crouch next to me. “Prepare,” he said under his breath.

“Simon, don’t be ridicu—” Monty started, when an immense orb of black energy crashed through the windows and exploded in the lobby.
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Leave a review on Amazon UK
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