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Sirens blared all around me. 

My pulse quickened as I risked a glance back over my shoulder. The police vehicle was still there, but the city street was choked with traffic. Drivers were doing their best to pull out of the way, but the progress of the police could best be described as lethargic. I drifted toward the left-hand side of the sidewalk in case I needed to make a run for it. An alleyway or apartment building would be my best chance of shaking them. Ahead, two more officers arrived on police bikes and began cordoning off the path ahead. 

Stay calm. There’s no need to panic.

Not unless one of them asked to see what was in the poster roll I was carrying over my right shoulder. Bulky as it was, it was far more discreet than the alternative. 

As I approached the police, glass from a shattered storefront covered the sidewalk, while the two officers did their best to cordon off the area and prevent pedestrians from tromping through their crime scene.

Excellent. Hopefully they would be too busy to pay me any heed.

The squad car rolled past me, slowing to a halt as it pulled over in front of the store. Another four officers unloaded from it.

Six officers was too many for my liking. I was already pushing my luck. In Japan, I stood out like a sore thumb, and the last thing I needed was attention from the police. 

I darted left into an alley that ran between two apartment buildings. Anything was better than running the blue gauntlet and hoping for the best. I simply couldn’t afford to be detained. We just didn’t have that sort of time.

Stifling a yawn, I looked down at my phone and checked my location. I was making good progress. Murdoch had flown through the night and as soon as I found Tadashii’s daughter, we’d be back in the air. It had been years since I last visited Japan, but a promise was a promise, and from the moment it crossed my lips there was no world in which I would consider not keeping it.

I had made a promise to the one person beyond the veil who had shown me any kindness.

Tadashii.

I had only known the man a few days, and yet I felt I’d known him a lifetime. He hadn’t wanted to be at the Trial any more than I had. He had volunteered in the hope that his sacrifice would secure his daughter’s future. Hachiman’s goodwill was all the dying man had wanted, but he had accomplished far more than anyone had expected.

Towering apartment buildings lined both sides of the alley. Until you were on the ground, it was difficult to believe that one and a half million people lived here. Fukuoka, Japan, was a thriving metropolis and the capital of the prefecture that bore the same name. Here the snows had melted and the last breath of winter was fading into memory. Lining the parks and rivers that wound through the city were dozens of cherry blossom trees waiting to bloom.

Sakura. The famous flowers would come in the next few weeks. It was a shame I wouldn’t be here to see them. Japan during cherry blossom season had been a marvelous thing to behold. A natural phenomenon that seemed to renew both the land and the people that lived here.

Sakura. Even the word made me think of my friend. It was impossible not to; he’d named his daughter after them.

And she was here in this concrete jungle, the daughter of one of the bravest men I had ever met. The Grand Trial had imprinted itself upon my soul. I doubted I could forget it, even if I wanted to. Last night the memory of the Scylla had woken me in a cold sweat, clawing for a light switch in the darkness of the jet’s cabin. The creature was a sight I hoped never to see again.

There were many things in my life that I’d wish to forget, given the chance. The three days I’d spent beyond the veil were one of them. I’d been terrified from the moment I woke up, until the moment I had found my feet back on the soil of Weybridge Manor. I could only imagine what Tadashii must’ve felt like. He’d spent his life teaching in a classroom, not jousting with the criminal elements of the world.

Sick, and facing overwhelming odds, he had carried himself with pride and courage. For his daughter’s sake.

She would never see his sacrifice, but if it was the last thing I ever did, I was going to damn well make sure she knew about it.

I held up my phone to better see the map of the city displayed on its screen. The small blip signifying my location was still on track. I was searching for a set of apartments and hoping that I had the right address. Lara had translated the characters for me and found the address. Of the two of us, she was the far better linguist, so I was optimistic. 

I just hoped that Sakura hadn’t moved since her father had last spoken to her. 

Of course, there were a hundred other things that could interfere with my errand. She could be out attending classes, studying, or spending time with her friends. Why would she be home in the middle of the day? 

I pushed the pessimism from my mind. I had to find her, and this might be my only shot. With the trouble brewing in New York, there was no promise I would get another chance.

Leaving the alley, I turned left and followed the city street. Every step caused the poster roll I had slung over my shoulder to hit my hip. Annoying as it was, I was grateful for the reminder that my precious cargo was safe. The poster roll was a trick I had learned years ago. Posters attract a lot less attention than a sword. Walking through downtown Fukuoka with a katana strapped to my back was bound to excite somebody, and I certainly didn’t have time for that.

I strode to the crosswalk and waited. Glancing at my phone, I noted the blinking dot on the screen signaled that I was close to my destination. The light on the crosswalk flashed green, as a cheery melody played through a speaker somewhere overhead. 

The opposite side of the street seemed dominated by concrete apartment buildings. None of them had been painted, but for a large numeral stenciled on their concrete sides.

Known as a danchi, the weathered old public housing complexes were particularly popular in densely crowded cities. Each building could be accessed by one of two staircases positioned between parallel apartments. The staircase itself was open air and ran from the ground level outside to the fifth floor. Each floor would have a landing with a single apartment on the left and the right side of it. The bunker-like structure would contain twenty apartments, ten per staircase. 

The address told me I was looking for danchi #12, and the one before me had a weather-beaten nineteen on its face. The others around it didn’t appear to be numbered in a way that made sense to me, so I took off through them, determined to check them one at a time if I had to.

In the middle of the apartment buildings there was a park. Calling it a park was perhaps a little generous. It was a small patch of sand with a few planter boxes and bench seats around it. Two young boys were grinning as they chased a football around.

Soccer here, I supposed. Heresy.

Spotting number twelve on the other side of the park, I cut across it.

In my peripheral vision, the younger of the two boys raced up to the ball and booted it as hard as he could.

The ball skidded and skittered across the sandy ground toward me. I took a quick step forward, catching it with my right foot. The kids looked at each other, a look of concern crossing their young faces. 

I was not the guest they had been expecting at their morning soccer game. 

Shifting my weight to my left foot, I sent the ball rolling back toward them.

“Thank you,” one of the boys called in heavily accented English as he took off after the ball. His friend lingered before running after his companion.

The sight of them playing brought a smile to my face as I left the park and made a beeline for building twelve. If my information was correct, Sakura lived on the third floor. Six flights of stairs. Wonderful.

The stairwell itself was narrow and had no security. The bottom floor had been turned into a makeshift bike rack with a dozen bicycles jammed in the diagonal space underneath the second level of stairs. I glanced at them as I passed and was taken aback. Most of them weren’t even locked. Clearly people did things differently around here. Back home, anything not bolted down was liable to be stolen. 

Fascinating. 

I picked up my pace, taking the narrow concrete steps two at a time. The omission of an elevator had to make trying to get groceries and furniture to the fifth floor a nightmare. It was likely the reason why the apartment buildings were only five stories tall. The minimalist design allowed them to pack as many apartments into the space as possible, without needing to make room for amenities like elevators.

From the size and shape of the building, some of these apartments couldn’t be much bigger than an elevator. 

As I reached the second floor, the door on my left swung open. I dodged to the right.

Reflexively, I drew on my power and started conjuring a shield. A young male student in his twenties exited the apartment, his headphones leaving him almost oblivious to my presence until he looked up. His eyes bulged and I dispersed my power. 

It isn’t an ambush, just an apartment building. Calm down.

Ever since the Grand Trial, I’d been a little paranoid, but given how the last two weeks of my life had gone, I felt pretty justified in taking precautions. An attempted sacrifice, a car bombing, breaking into an ancient temple, and being kidnapped were enough to put a man on edge. That was without the supernatural horrors Ares had thrown at us.

I sidestepped around both the door and the bewildered young man and carried on climbing. 

“Sorry,” I called over my shoulder, but I doubted he could hear me over whatever was blaring through his headphones.

On reaching the third floor, I looked down at the address. 302. My breath caught, and I turned to face the door. I’d given a lot of thought to what I might say to Tadashii’s daughter but now as I stood, my hand raised ready to knock, I was starting to second-guess myself. 

Hachiman’s warning played through my mind. 

By giving Sakura the sword, I was giving her the means to protect herself. But the ancient deity had also warned me that in doing so I would be helping her pick a side in a conflict she might otherwise avoid. Was this really my place? Would this be what Tadashii wanted?

I considered what I knew of my friend. He had offered himself as Hachiman’s champion in exchange for his patron’s protection of his daughter. I had no doubt Hachiman would endeavor to live up to his word, but gods got busy, or at least so it seemed. 

In giving her the sword, I was also ensuring that at least some of his attention remained here. At the end of the day, the choice was in her hands. That was the best I could do for her. 

Besides, everyone deserved to know what happened to their loved one. If, after being told, she didn’t want the sword, that was her choice.

I knocked three times on the steel door.

“Hai,“ a voice called from somewhere inside the apartment. 

I wasn’t in the habit of talking to doors, but when it didn’t open, I had to re-evaluate my options. I knew that hai meant yes, but in this context, what was I meant to do?

I cleared my throat. 

“Hi, uh,” I started awkwardly, unsure if she would even understand me. “I am a friend of your father.”

A series of footsteps made their way to the door, and it moved slightly as someone leaned against it from the inside. It didn’t appear to be locked. There was a peephole in the centre of the door, at what was more or less my neck height. I smiled and did my best to seem approachable, but while I was slightly taller than average at home, here in Japan, I was something of a giant.

“Kekko desu,“ the woman’s voice called through the door and the footsteps disappeared deeper into the apartment.

I’d been prepared for her not being home or having the wrong address. But now I had no idea. Did I have the wrong apartment, or was she simply disinterested? I wasn’t sure what kekko desu meant but it didn’t feel positive. Given the fact that she had left, I imagined it more or less meant I should take a hike. 

I hadn’t come this far to be dismissed out of hand.

I knocked on the door three more times. The unlocked door rattled in its frame as I called out, “Please, I just need a moment of your time.”

The footsteps returned and the door swung outward. I leapt back out of the way. The sword still tucked into its poster roll smacked the door of the apartment behind me, letting out a loud clang. The young Japanese woman who appeared in the doorway jumped in fright.

The woman was in her twenties. Her fine jet black hair was cut just below her chin and framed her face in a way that reminded me of Charlize Theron in Aeon Flux; lower at the front but higher cut toward the back. She wore a heavy hoodie and was standing inside her apartment, leaning forward over the small tile entryway, holding the door open. 

She took one look at me and muttered in perfect English, “I am not interested.” 

Well, that answers that. 

I’d been worried that she might not understand me at all. In which case showing up and giving her a sword would likely cause far more alarm and panic than I was intending. At least I could communicate with her. I had considered bringing a translator, but the truth of the matter was that I simply didn’t trust anyone else with the message I had for her.

She began to close the door. 

Slipping my phone into my pocket, I held out my hand. “Sakura, wait, please.”

The woman’s eyes bulged, and I gathered that I had the right apartment.

“How do you know my name?” she asked, her hand shaking as she held the door back.

There were no words to easily describe the unusual circumstances in which I had met her father. So I reached into my pocket and drew out the picture he had entrusted me with.

I raised the well-worn photo that he’d kept in his wallet out to her. “My name is Seth Caldwell. I knew your father. He asked me to come see you.”

Her eyes flitted to the photo and then dropped to the floor.

“No,” she whispered. “Is he...?”

I bit my lip as a swell of emotion flooded into my chest. I had never been good at breaking bad news.

Nodding slowly, I said, “I was with him at the end. He asked me to speak with you.”

Sakura stared at me with big brown eyes that glistened on the verge of tears. Stepping back against the wall, she gestured inside. “Please, come in.”

I took the door and stepped inside. The small, tiled entryway was barely two feet deep before opening onto the wooden floor of the apartment. Noting the array of shoes in the entrance and the fact that she was wearing a set of slippers, I realized why she hadn’t stepped down to open the door.

I slipped off my shoes and followed her deeper into the apartment. It was little warmer than the stairwell had been. The apartment itself was tiny, featuring a small bathroom that came off the hall we were walking through. We reached a multipurpose single room with a tatami mat floor that was perhaps nine feet by nine feet, with a TV and stereo along one wall. Off to the other side was a small kitchenette, with a stove top, an old pot and a frying pan resting on it, as well as a sink and a small counter to prepare meals on.

Sakura handed me a square cushion and pointed to a small coffee table resting on the tatami. “Please, sit down.”

I placed the cushion on the floor and sat cross-legged upon it, resting the poster roll beside me. Sakura knelt down on the opposite side of the table, resting her hands on her knees.

“You said my father asked you to speak with me? What for? I spoke with him before he went for his treatment.”

I smiled. A treatment. I could understand why he hadn’t wanted to tell her the truth. It must have been difficult enough to say goodbye knowing you would likely die. It wasn’t like she’d have believed him if he had told her the truth. 

But Tadashii had asked me to fix that, and that was what I was going to do. As someone who had been lied to all my life, I couldn’t do either of them the disservice of perpetuating a fallacy. He deserved to be remembered as the lion he was, and not the lamb she might have otherwise remembered.

“Sakura, this is going to be difficult to believe, but your father didn’t go for treatment. His cancer was too advanced. He chose another path.”

Sakura shook her head. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

I took a deep breath and told her of the Trial. I left out some of the less important details; I didn’t want to overwhelm her. I told her of her father volunteering in exchange for Hachiman’s protection. I spoke of the challenges and her father’s victories. Then, with heavy heart, I told her of his last stand in the arena of Poseidon and his death before his body was carried into the heavens by the Valkyrie.

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked. “It sounds like fiction. Gods and champions fighting to the death. Why would my father do such a thing?”

“For you,” I replied, lifting the cardboard roll into my lap. “Your father loved you so much, that instead of passing peacefully in a hospital bed, or undergoing a treatment that would never work, he traded the last thing he had, his life, to the most powerful being he could find, all in the hope of protecting you. You meant everything to him.”

Tears streamed down her face. “It’s not fair. Why him? Why did he have to get sick? He was a good father.”

I smiled. “I don’t doubt it. I didn’t want to participate in the trial, and he could see that. So he took me in like I was one of his own. We should have been rivals but your father was kind to me. All he asked was that should he fall, that I would tell you the truth of his life so that you might know beyond any shadow of a doubt the lengths he was willing to go for you. Your father was one of the bravest men I’ve ever met, and he loved you very much.”

Sakura looked down at her knees, tears falling from her chin onto her jeans.

“I owe him my life,” I said, “and as he can never call in that debt, I am here to tell you the same. Should you need anything, anything at all, all you have to do is call me. I’ll see that you are taken care of.”

Drawing my notepad from my pocket, I scribbled my number on it. “Put that in your phone and use it. I would like to stay and talk more, but there is somewhere I need to be. People’s lives are in danger and I mean to help them.”

I slid the note across the table, not wanting to add that I had my doubts whether I would even survive the events unfolding in New York City. 

I’d survived the Trial of Ares, which at the time had seemed impossible, but now I was traveling to a city beset by vampires and endeavoring to rob one of the most dangerous witches in modern times. Not to mention, that as a result of my victory in the Trial, one of the world’s foremost criminals, Edward Knight, was now running around wielding the power of the God of War and would have it for a week. What he was doing with it was of immense concern to me, particularly since he had gone missing in action.

I didn’t want to burden Sakura by telling her that her new benefactor was about to share her father’s fate. I didn’t feel like that would engender any confidence.

I lifted the cardboard roll onto the table and uncapped the end. “This is also yours. It was a gift from Hachiman to your father.”

With that, I pulled out the black saya containing the katana of Japan’s patron protector.

Sakura stared at the sword. “What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Choose,” I replied. “If you take the blade, you will come to see the supernatural world as your father did, but you will also be choosing a side. I won’t lie to you, choosing to keep the blade will bring with it danger, but also the means to protect yourself from it.”

“And if I don’t want that?” Sakura asked, looking down at her knees.

“Then I will return it to its master,” I replied, “And you can go on remembering your father as a kindly university professor who loved you dearly.”

“What about you?” Sakura asked. “How will you remember him?”

In an instant, I was back on the rain-soaked battlefield of Poseidon, watching Tadashii fend off the sons of Ares. 

“He was magnificent,” I replied, “he had the soul of a lion, and the heart of a father who wanted everything for his daughter. I hope one day that I’ll have half the courage he possessed.”

A tear ran down Sakura’s cheek and fell into her lap.

“I will take it,” she whispered.

“Look after it,” I replied, setting it on the table. “And it will look after you.”

I rose to my feet, wondering if I had made the right choice for my friend. The blade had saved my life; I hoped it would do the same for her.

“I would love to stay, but time is of the essence. Remember, if you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to call.”

She nodded but could only stare at the sword. I was sure that in time she would have a million questions. Whether or not I was the right person to answer them was debatable, but I would do my best. In the meantime, she needed time to grieve.

“Thank you for your time,” I added and bowed at the waist. 

She bowed her head, and I excused myself. 

As I was leaving, I realized I’d said precious little about the sword. Pausing, I called out to her, “Sakura.”

“Yes?” she asked, raising her eyes to meet mine.

“That katana is a powerful relic. Do not draw it unless you mean to kill whatever is in front of you.”

With that, I made my way to the door, slipped on my shoes, and let myself out.

I had kept my word to Tadashii, and Hachiman, in giving her the blade. The ball was now firmly in the hands of the god of war to make of the situation what he would.

Not feeling like walking, I hailed a ride back to the airfield and let Murdoch know I was on the way.

The ride gave me time to think of Sakura and how I had found her. The apartment had been freezing, the tatami worn and in need of replacement. She was already doing it tough, and now she was an orphan. I had given her the sword, but as I rode through Fukuoka, I knew I could do better. The Caldwell legacy could do better.

Pulling out my phone, I found Christian’s details and started typing furiously. Christian was the man responsible for managing a considerable portion of my estate. When it came to tracking or moving money discreetly, he had refined it to an art form. Calling him an accountant would likely offend both him and accountants anywhere.

He was precisely the man for the job. I finished detailing the specifics of my instructions as we were rolling up to the private airfield where the jet was waiting. 

I paid my fare and got out of the car. The best part of private travel was the speed at which one could depart. Security and other tediums of commercial flight were done away with, at a cost of course. It wasn’t cheap, but that Caldwell money needed to be good for something.

Making my way to the jet, I let out a sigh. The jet was certainly no Gladys, and Murdoch had let me know it...all the way from London. A loaner from the Caldwell fleet, she got the job done, but she wasn’t the discreet armored workshop and fortress I’d become accustomed to. 

Climbing the stairs, I slipped inside and found Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch all staring at the TV. 

“I’m back,” I said.

It barely seemed to register.

“Let’s go, folks. We have places to be.” I pulled the door shut behind me.

“You need to see this, Seth,” Lara replied, beckoning me over. “It’s all over the news.”

I sidled up behind Lara and looked at the screen. 

There, captured in perfect detail, was a surveillance photo of Edward Knight, standing in front of a burning cathedral.
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The Red Knight was one of the most wanted men in the world. He was normally adept at avoiding surveillance and eluding authorities, yet there he was in broad daylight standing in the gates of the Toledo Cathedral. It was almost as if he had posed for the photo. The crime lord stood, one hand raised adjusting his fedora. Something golden gleamed at his wrist where the slightly pulled back sleeve of his suit coat had exposed it.

I didn’t need three guesses to know what it was. I had fought to the death to repay my obligation to Knight, and the prize that Ares had bestowed upon him was enough to bring kingdoms to their knees.

The braces of Ares; the golden armor containing a measure of the might and muscle memory of the God of War. At his hand, monsters had been vanquished, armies laid low, and kingdoms ruined. It was a boon twenty champions had been willing to give their lives for. I had simply been trying to get out of the Trial alive.

Technically, I was the champion of Ares, an honorific that seemed to mean little when Knight had received the reward. All I had for my efforts was a gold coin that Ares had given me. I patted my pocket and felt it against my leg.

I shook my head. There was nothing I could do about Knight right now. I was too busy, and he still had the braces for another six days. From the string of reports sitting in front of the screen, he was making good use of every one of them.

“When was this taken?” I asked, looking at Lara.

“A few hours ago, though I suspect he’s already gone,” she replied. “Or he certainly will be by the time we can do anything about it.”

“Why hit a church, though?” Dizzy asked, rolling a small gold coin through her fingers. “Surely there are more lucrative targets than a collection plate. Why would he want this kind of public outcry? It goes against his M.O.”

I’d been wrestling with the same question. Knight was a criminal, but he had a code. He was ruthless with his competition and those who crossed him, but he didn’t target the innocent. Were the bracers having an adverse effect upon him? It wouldn’t be unusual for the power from such a potent relic to have unintended side effects for a mortal user. When I had worn the belt of Zeus I had felt invincible.

Ares was a war god after all. It stood to reason his influence might inspire violence. If that was so, we had a problem on our hands.

I took a closer look at the picture. It was missing something, and it took me a moment to notice what it was. There were few other people in it. If Knight had attacked a crowded cathedral, there should have been terrified patrons and tourists everywhere, but there weren’t.

“He didn’t during mass though, did he?” I asked. “Otherwise, there would be more bodies and people everywhere. Instead, he hit early in the morning, before the tourists and the congregation arrived. He was looking for someone or something.”

Knight’s words in the Areopagus came back to my mind. I’d been protesting him entering me in the Trial without my consent. In defense of his actions, he raised the cost he had been paying for helping me in Panama. 

The Inquisition had been retaliating against Knight for revealing their whereabouts. Now Knight was hitting a cathedral in Spain. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

“Are there any connections between the Toledo Cathedral and the Inquisition?” I asked Lara. 

Section 9 and their intelligence gathering had garnered an impressive amount of information concerning the supernatural world. As a division of the CIA, it wasn’t difficult to deduce how it was being gathered, but the scope had shocked me. I’d spent hours leafing through the case files I’d stolen from the museum.

Lara folded her arms. “I’d need access to my Section 9 files to be sure, but I would say there is a strong chance. Toledo was one of the first cities to embrace the Inquisition when it was formed. You think they might have maintained their presence there?”

I stared at the screen. I didn’t have any other theories for what Knight was up to and it seemed to fit. Knight was cold, calculating, and ruthlessly efficient. No doubt he’d been plotting this before the Grand Trial had even concluded. Now that he had been granted such incredible power, he was taking out his competition.

“I’d bet on it,” I replied. “Knight doesn’t operate on random chance. The Inquisition started the fight and now he’s finishing it. If that wasn’t the case, why would he pose for that photo? Knight is discreet, but he doesn’t want anonymity right now.”

I picked up a pile of reports off the bench. Lara had been busy. More than two dozen sites throughout Spain and other parts of Europe had been hit in less than twenty-four hours. “Knight is systematically destroying the Inquisition, and he wants everyone to know.”

“The old prison yard theory?” Murdoch asked.

I set down the reports. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. He’s got the gauntlets, so he found the biggest bully in the yard and is laying them out cold. We might know that he only has this power for a week, but I doubt anyone else does. He wants the world to think twice before coming after him or his interests.”

“What are we going to do about it?” Dizzy asked, crossing one leg over the other. “We can’t just let him terrorize the continent.”

She was right. I’d played a large part in the power he was now flexing, but we’d also parted on good terms. Crossing paths with Knight had almost gotten me killed more times than I could count. I had no desire to go head-to-head with him if I could avoid it, particularly while he was wielding the power of Ares. He would kill me faster than my curse ever could.

“A problem for another day,” I replied. “We still need to get to New York. Innocent people are dying there. We can’t be turning around now, not for this. Besides, the Inquisition aren’t Boy Scouts. They tried to sacrifice me in Panama, remember? If Knight and the Spaniards want to go at each other, I say we let them. If we’re lucky, they will take each other out.”

“Wishful thinking,” Lara said.

She was no more confident than I was, but it didn’t change the facts. Hope springs eternal. 

“In the meantime,” I said, “we need to get to New York.”

“I’ll get us in the air,” Murdoch replied, rising from his chair. He headed for the cockpit. 

“I’m going to go lay down. If you need anything, I’ll be in the back,” Dizzy added as she made her way to the back of the plane. There was a sleeping compartment loaded with pods that made travel a whole lot more comfortable than flying commercial. The borrowed jet wasn’t Gladys, but I’d definitely seen worse. 

I sank into one of the leather recliners and put my head in my hands.

I had kept my promise to Tadashii. I just hoped that I’d done the right thing by giving his daughter the sword. I figured she had a right to choose for herself, just like her father had done. The problem was that while hindsight might be twenty-twenty, foresight was murky as hell. There was no telling whether I’d put her in more danger than I was preventing, simply by giving her the blade. Hachiman certainly seemed to think so and he probably knew best. After all, it was his sword. At least now he had a vested interest in keeping it—and her—safe.

The jet engines spooled up and Murdoch taxied the craft out onto the runway.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Lara asked as she crossed the cabin and sat herself down in my lap.

I looked out the window at the field of green grass beside the runway as we barreled down it.

“This is hardly a regulation seat,” I teased. “Better hope Murdoch can fly.”

“We both know he could land this thing blindfolded in a hurricane. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

I wrapped my arms around her waist and rested my head against her shoulder. The last week had been an absolute nightmare and with everything that lay ahead of us, it didn’t seem like the future was much brighter.

But that wasn’t going to stop me enjoying this moment of precious peace and quiet with Lara. In it, I could almost glimpse the future I wanted to have with her. A place and a family of our own somewhere quiet, out of the way. Free of the overshadowing influence of Weybridge Manor and my family with their many obligations. Far from the Brotherhood and their constant lust for control and power. And with any luck and a good deal of help from an ancient tome, hopefully it would be free of the curse that had haunted me and my family for four hundred years.

All we had to do was land in a city being overrun by vampires and steal a relic loaded with forbidden secrets from a formidable and dangerous witch. The fact that she was practically a hero and seemed to have the backing of the city only added to the complexity. She had allies, powerful ones like the police, who could make things difficult if I was caught.

As I held Lara, I knew it didn’t matter. I needed to do anything I could to get that book. I needed to do whatever it took to secure the future I wanted. 

What was one more relic stolen in the scheme of things?

“Just wondering what things are going to be like in New York,” I replied. 

Lara shifted, turning sideways so that she could look at me as she spoke. “I was a little surprised you were so willing to return. When you left, the Director almost shot you down. What makes you so confident he won’t come after you again?”

I shrugged. “It’s not so much confidence as desperation. Everything we’ve tried has come up short. The temple, the knife, the diviner, Delphi and the Oracle. I still have no idea how to break this curse, but that tome might.”

“What makes you so sure?” Lara asked. 

“Druids are known for their use of ritualistic and blood magic. What’s more, they are notoriously insular. They pass their traditions from parent to child by word of mouth so that no one outside their order can learn their ways. That book is one of the only written records of the Druids that I have ever heard of, and its author, Carys Bloodborne, was one of the most powerful members of their order. If the tome is floating around New York City, I have to at least try.” 

“But who’s to say that blood magic is even the key to all this?” Lara asked, tapping on my chest. “The diviner said it was part of the ritual, but there were other forces at play. We might be searching in the wrong direction entirely.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t know anything for certain, but for the time being this is the best lead I have.”

“What about Section 9?” Lara asked.

The private jet’s engines roared to life and the aircraft launched forward, rolling down the runway. The sudden motion threw Lara back against me and I held on tight as the aircraft lifted its nose and climbed into the sky. I didn’t want to shout over the thrum of the engines as they carried us up to cruising altitude, so I waited.

As the plane settled into its flight path, the sound and the cabin returned to normal. Lara looked at me expectantly, waiting for an answer.

“The Director seemed more intent on trying to recruit me than kill me during the trial,” I began. “Whatever malice he holds over me stealing the mask appears to be outweighed by his avarice for gifted minions.”

Lara nodded. “He’s one of the few people I’ve met whose curiosity for the arcane is even greater than mine. And I didn’t even think that was possible. I find it intriguing. He is obsessed.”

I’d seen what Lara referenced as intrigue; it kept her up at night. This was either a case of the pot calling the kettle black, or a truly disconcerting insight into the Director’s mind. I wanted to delve deeper, but trust between us was still a delicate and easily upset balance. I didn’t want to push it. So I settled for something less overt. 

“Still no word from them?” I asked, referring to Section 9. They were now aware that Lara was alive, so I was curious to see if they would reach out to their operative, or if they would be more interested in leaving her with me. She would learn far more about the arcane in a day with me than she would in months of studying textbooks and manuscripts, or worse yet, having to unlearn what was said about it on the Internet. There were some things Wikipedia simply wasn’t the authority on. 

“Still radio silence,” Lara replied, poking me in the chest, “but then again we haven’t particularly given them much chance. We’ve been in the air all night and even if they tried to reach me at the estate, I doubt your father and his staff would have let the call through.”

She wasn’t wrong. My father wasn’t one to entertain the enemy and he’d been vocal about both the threat he felt they posed, and my wife-to-be’s affiliation with them. Whilst he might not be able to intervene in my relationship without incurring my mother’s wrath, that wouldn’t stop him from hindering any correspondence passing through the estate. 

After my car had been blown up, he had locked Weybridge Manor down tighter than Fort Knox, a comparison that might seem excessive until one becomes aware of exactly how much gold my father has stored there. My family had been bolstering the earth’s supposedly finite stockpile of the precious metal for centuries. Yet in spite of our intervention, demand never seemed to slow, and prices rose with them.

“Don’t take it personally. My father is skeptical of everyone,” I replied, wrapping my hand around hers. “You spend enough time running an organization like the Brotherhood and it becomes second nature.”

“Speaking of overbearing affiliations,” Lara said. “Any word from Lynch? He seemed quite eager to bring you into the fold.”

The chairman of the Brotherhood had been remarkably quiet the past week, though reaching me where I had been would have been a singularly impressive endeavor. Phones didn’t really work beyond the Veil, and Ares’ Areopagus was not on the network.

“Not a word. I told him I needed time to deal with the curse. After all, I am of little value to him dead. For now, he seems content to wait it out, but I imagine his patience will expire eventually. Dad’s condition is worsening, and Lynch is close to him. If the chairman has noticed the difference in my father’s behavior, then it would explain why he’s been so overt in his efforts. The worse Dad gets, the more we’ll hear from them.”

Lara shifted so she could better face me. “How bad is he?”

It was the question I’d been avoiding asking myself since Blackbushe airfield. My father had always seemed invincible and confronting his mortality was not something I was ready for. I was even less ready for what that might mean for me. I couldn’t put a timer on it, but I knew things had deteriorated.

“He’s different,” I replied. “Less restrained, more erratic, easy to anger. It’s that volatility that scares me. The madness usually drives the accursed to suicide, but I worry what he might do if it doesn’t.”

Lara let the thought linger there, and I didn’t particularly feel like elaborating. I’d watched as he’d tortured the Inquisition soldier and it had bothered me ever since. 

Lara gripped my hand tighter. “I want to help, but I don’t know how. Is there anything I can do?”

I pointed to the plane. “You’re already doing it. His best chance is the same as mine. If we cure the curse, he’s free, and so am I.”

“I like the sound of that,” she replied, leaning closer. “I’d also like to know when you plan on making an honest woman out of me?”

Lara held up her other hand, idly spinning the wedding ring I’d crafted for her.

I should have expected that. Frankly, I was a little surprised she hadn’t said anything last night. With the excitement of our trip to Delphi and my subsequent abduction by Knight, she had been seemingly content just to have me back. I should have known she was simply waiting for the right moment to strike.

Trapped between her and the recliner, there was no way out, and the grin forming on her lips told me she had planned it that way. She’d lured me into a false sense of security by asking about everything else first.

I made like I was going to get up. “Just a moment, dear. I need to give Murdoch some directions.”

I was kidding; Lara was not. 

She pressed her hand against my chest, pushing me back into the chair. “If you try to leave this seat without giving me a straight answer, I will end you, Seth Caldwell.”

It had been worth a shot. To be honest, I didn’t really know what to say. I wanted to marry her; I had no doubt in my mind about that. The six months I’d spent with Lara had been the best six months of my life. Late nights walking the streets of New York City, listening to her as she told me stories about the myths and magic that she’d been studying. I’d loved it and wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with her. I just worried about the amount of baggage I was dragging into our relationship. There was always the risk that others might try to use her as leverage against me. 

I was already a dead man walking, and I didn’t want Lara to pay for my sins with her life.

The longer the silence went on the more Lara’s smile started to fade.

“I love you Lara,” I began.

“I feel a but coming,“ she said, her tone growing sharper.

“No buts. I just worry that you will end up paying the price for everything else going on in my life,“ I replied.

“But that’s my choice,” she said. “You can’t just decide what you think is best for me. I get a say, too. Isn’t this what you’re mad at your parents for?”

She had a point. It was exactly what my father and I had feuded about since my eighteenth birthday: decisions my parents had made without involving me. Always doing what they felt was in my best interest, whether or not I agreed with them. And here I was doing the exact same thing to Lara.

“You’re right,” I said, “and I may be wrong, but it doesn’t change how much I care about you. I don’t want to lose you.”

Lara clenched her fist. “We’re all gonna die someday, Seth. You can’t live in fear. I’d rather spend the days from now to whenever that is making the most of them, not running away from what might happen. You ought to do the same. There is a world outside of the Caldwells and their curse. You need to be a part of it. We need to be a part of it.”

Staring into her hazel eyes, I smiled. I don’t know what I’d done to deserve her. Looking back on my life, I doubted that I had done anything to deserve her.

“You’re right. When would you like to do it?” I replied. I might not be able to cast my cares aside like she could, but I could embrace life rather than living it on the sidelines.

“Do it? You mean the wedding?” Lara asked.

“No, I meant matching face tattoos.”

The words barely got out of my mouth before Lara took that clenched fist and punched me in the chest with it.

She wasn’t gentle.

I grunted as the blow drove the wind from my lungs. At times, it was easy to forget she was a trained operative.

“I’m kidding,” I panted. “Of course the wedding.”

Lara beamed. “You mean I get to choose?”

I nodded. It was the best way of ensuring I didn’t procrastinate my way back to bachelorhood.

“As soon as we get back to London,” she replied. “We need to make it our priority. There will always be something going on in the world, but we need to make a little time for us.”

She was right.

“Done. As soon as we get back, let’s do it.”

“You’re serious?” she asked. “I mean it. Don’t play with me, Seth.”

She looked up at me, expectantly.

“I wouldn’t dare,” I replied. “My ribs couldn’t take it.”

Lara’s smile widened and she leaned in, pressing her lips firmly over mine. They were soft and heavenly and had the added bonus of preventing me from saying something foolish that might spoil the moment. 

After a long lingering kiss, she withdrew.

“What was that for?” I asked, relaxing into the recliner.

“Choosing us,” she replied as she untangled herself from me and got to her feet.

“Hey, where are you going?” I asked, reaching for her.

“To get help. I have a wedding to plan and only days to do it in. I’m going to need help. Good thing Dizzy’s already offered.”

Already offered?

As Lara vanished into the back of the plane, I had the distinct impression that she had already decided as much but was simply waiting for me to catch up. Leaving her to her machinations with Dizzy, I stood up and made my way to the front of the plane. 

I was long overdue for a chat with Murdoch, and right now there was nowhere for him to run.

It had been a hectic week, but my memories of Delphi had not faded. I had thought I’d lost my friend that day. How he’d survived the cataclysmic explosion at the hands of the priestess of Hera was something I needed to understand. I’d played through the scene time and time again in my mind. I needed answers.

After knocking on the cockpit door, I pushed it open.

Murdoch looked over his shoulder, saw me, and threw me a faint nod. 

“Murdoch, it’s time we spoke about Delphi.”
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Chapter 3
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Murdoch gripped the control column, the knuckles of his hands turning a little white. The only sign that he had heard me at all.

I’d tried talking to him in Apollo’s temple, but he’d brushed it off. We’d been in danger at the time, so I hadn’t been able to press him on it. If I had, Hera’s minions would likely have killed us both. Knight’s subsequent kidnapping had robbed me of any chance to try and raise the question again.

Now he was trapped in the cabin of a plane thirty-five thousand feet in the air.

Let’s see him wriggle his way out of this.

“Not much to talk about, really,” Murdoch replied in his heavy Irish accent. He never took his eyes off the sky, staring out at it through the plane’s windshield. “We beat Hera, saved the Oracle. All in all, it was a good day until you went and got yourself kidnapped. Made a right mess of things.”

I slipped into the co-pilot’s seat beside him. “So that’s how you’re going to play this, huh?”

I’d seen it with my own eyes. The priestess had hit him with enough magic to disintegrate a man. There shouldn’t have been enough of Murdoch left to fill a matchbox. The spell had shredded most of his clothing, but Murdoch had come through it seemingly untouched.

“I am not sure I have the faintest idea what you’re talking about,” Murdoch replied, his tone even.

“Don’t give me that. I’m not an idiot,” I replied.

“Oh really? All evidence is to the contrary. You’re currently flying into a city overrun with vampires to steal a book based on nothing but the word of a man we last met when he was trying to shoot us down leaving this very city.”

It was hard to argue with his point. 

Everything Murdoch had said was true, but he had left out everything that mattered.

“You are right, Murdoch. I know it, and you know it. I’ve certainly made some questionable calls in the past. But we can make a difference in New York. Lives are at stake, and not just mine. We can’t just let it burn.”

“Perhaps not,” Murdoch replied, glancing sideways at me. “You could also die. Why take the chance?”

“It’s not enough to be able to help,” I replied. “You have to put your money where your mouth is. People will die in New York, but it’s time to stand and be counted.” 

“What if you can’t get the tome?” Murdoch scratched the stubble on his chin. “Are you still willing to risk your life without that reward?”

“Of course,” I replied, leaning back in the chair. “Whether or not I can save myself, I know I can save others. If this curse is my lot in life, I can’t think of a better way to spend the time I have left.”

“You’re an unusual one, Seth. I’ll give you that.” Murdoch laughed. “In years to come, psychologists will study you. The man who wore out his life saving others while risking the life he was trying hardest to save.”

I never really thought about it like that. I guess it was one of the benefits of perspective my gifts had brought me. When you didn’t have to work for money, it freed you up to do things you cared far more for. I had discovered long ago that helping others brought a peace and satisfaction few other pursuits could.

I also knew that Murdoch was trying to get me to talk about myself instead of answering my questions. I knew his tricks; I’d seen him at work enough times.

“I can’t forget the temple, Murdoch. You told me to save Lara. I thought I’d lost you forever. You scared the hell out of me.”

Murdoch laughed. “Those priestesses were more smoke than fire. It’s going to take a lot more than that to put me down.”

“And why is that?” I asked. “No one should be able to shrug off that kind of blast.”

“That’s no mystery,” Murdoch replied. “I’m Irish. They just make us tougher than you Brits.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. The wiry pilot was certainly tough as nails. We’d been through hell together, and he’d suffered for it, largely without complaint. Then there was the time he’d crashed in the desert flying for the Royal Air Force. That many days in the wilderness should have killed a man. Not to mention the hostile territory he had landed in. No one else had survived, including a group of rebels who’d tried to loot the plane wreck.

At the time, I had considered it a miracle that he’d survived. Now I wondered if there wasn’t something else at play.

Murdoch was more than he seemed. I was almost certain of it, but he was not being helpful at all. I had met Greek gods who were more forthcoming than he was, and it just made no sense.

Who was he? What was he?

I’d never so much as detected a hint of the arcane on him and yet he seemed impervious to the priestess’ magic. Likewise, Levi the barkeep in the Panhandle who seemed to be able to read minds had failed to read Murdoch’s. Clearly it had unsettled him. I’d never seen Levi react that way to anyone. It was almost as if he felt threatened, but Murdoch had left rather than argue with him.

“It’s another thirteen hours to New York City. Do you really think you can distract me for all of them?” I asked. “Eventually you’re going to have to answer my question.”

Murdoch took a moment to enable the autopilot, lifted his hands off the steering column, and turned toward me. “The problem with growing up in your family, Seth, is that you have had your mind filled with a number of notions that life will eventually cure you of.”

“Like what?” I asked, wondering if I was getting somewhere or simply headed for a circuitous philosophical debate that I had no chance of winning. Murdoch might not look like a scholar but underneath that mop of shaggy hair and the beat-up baseball cap he liked to wear, he was a hell of an armchair philosopher. Socrates would have struggled to get one over on him.

“First, the notion that all questions must be answered, simply because you have them. Learning is a part of life’s journey, but you do not get to pick the pace. Some things take time. Others are mysteries you are simply better off not knowing. You cannot unlearn truths.”

I studied the rows of instruments on the flight deck. I had ridden shot gun with Murdoch on a number of flights. Even spelled him for a nap every now and again. But there was still a lot about the aircraft I didn’t understand. The plane was like its pilot in that respect.

“Second, while I might work with you, I do so of my own volition. I am not your father’s errand boy and I’m not obligated to tell you a thing. I am a very private person. I always have been. I always will be.”

“That’s what I don’t get, though. What happened to you? I can see the pain in your eyes. It’s not always there, but when it is, it is unmistakable. It’s like the whole world is a burden for you in those moments. What aren’t you telling me?”

Murdoch let out a long sigh. “They took away someone who was very dear to me, and my life has never been the same.”

Progress. It wasn’t much but it was something.

“You never speak of your family,” I probed. Part of me hated invading his privacy but the more unanswered questions I had, the more difficult it was to see past them.

Murdoch was silent for a while, and I just let it linger in the air between us. When he spoke, it was impossible to miss the sadness in his voice. 

“They are gone, but one day I will see them again. Until then, I go where I am needed. For now, that is here. Is that not enough?”

“Does my father know the truth about you?” I asked.

Murdoch folded his arms. “He has his theories, but I have not told him any more than I have you. He was willing to take me at my word.”

I squirmed in my seat. That made no sense. My father was one of the most security conscious people I had ever met. I had encountered kings, presidents, dictators, and tyrants of a dozen stripes, but Frank Caldwell excelled them all in paranoia. It turns out when you’ve spent your entire life with death chasing you, you devote an incredible amount of resources to keeping everything at bay. My father’s willingness to take Murdoch under his wing didn’t align with what I knew of my father and his habits.

I’d always put it down to him wanting to give the veteran a second life after his service in the military, but now I wondered if there was more to it than that.

“That’s what I don’t understand. Frank doesn’t do faith. He does assurances. I’m surprised he let you in the house,” I replied.

“Well, it was him who invited me,” Murdoch replied. “I hardly forced my way in. What do you make of that?”

“You were an enigma that he wanted to solve,” I answered, staring out into the dark sky. Frank Caldwell did enjoy a good puzzle. Perhaps that was it.

“On the contrary,” Murdoch answered. “He might not have seen what you witnessed at Delphi, but he inferred as much from the after action reports. He had very few questions for me and only one assignment.”

I scoffed. That was my father. Always giving orders. “Oh yeah, and what was that?”

“He asked me to protect that which was most precious to him.” Murdoch turned to look me in the eye. “You.” 

Well, that made me feel like a bit of an ass. I looked down at the cockpit floor, color rising in my cheeks.

“You’re always so quick to see the worst in him,” Murdoch replied, “which is strange because you clearly look for the best in others. You ought to give your father the benefit of the doubt.”

“We have a long history of not seeing eye to eye,” I replied, burying my head in my hands.

“You can change that any time you wish,” Murdoch replied. “Your past doesn’t have to be your future.”

Scratching my scalp, I couldn’t believe where the discussion had ended up. I didn’t want to talk about my father. I wanted to know how Murdoch had shrugged off a lethal dose of magic without so much as a scratch. 

“You have no intention of answering my questions, do you?” I asked, stealing a sideways glance at him.

Murdoch shook his head.

“Why won’t you tell me? Haven’t we been through enough together to trust me with this?”

Murdoch looked at the night sky outside. “It’s not about trust, Seth. There are rules. I will not break them.”

“Who set the rules?” I asked, wanting any angle I could get.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Murdoch replied, “and I wouldn’t deny you the pleasure of working it out for yourself. You’ll get there. I’m sure of it. Until then, I’d prefer to enjoy our relationship as it is.”

I sighed. If Murdoch wasn’t going to tell me the truth, there was nothing I could do to make him. 

“Fine, I’ll let it go, for now.” I shook my head. “How long do we have until we reach New York?”

“God willing, about ten hours,” Murdoch replied. “You best get some rest. Who knows when you’ll next get the chance.”

“I don’t know how you do that.” I shook my head. 

“Do what?”

“How do you keep your faith in spite of everything we’ve seen?” I asked, rising from the seat. I reached for the door handle.

“Not in spite of,” Murdoch corrected. “Because of. After everything I’ve seen, I have no other choice.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant. In my experience, faith meant different things to different people. It could be a source of peace or guilt. It could be an anchor in times of trouble while its absence could unsettle someone who had grown used to its familiar comfort. For Murdoch, it was a way of life. I might not see things as he did, but I could not dismiss it either.

“Can you at least promise me that you’re on my side?” I asked.

I didn’t know what I was expecting for an answer. If he said no, what was I going to do? Throw him out of the plane mid-flight? Not likely. With everything that had happened to me over the past few days, I just needed reassurance. Some indication that the person I always expected to have my back wasn’t going to stick a knife in it. Not that he’d ever given me reason to believe that he would, but I had also never believed he would wilfully hide secrets from me. 

It felt like the floor beneath my feet was turning to quicksand, and I wasn’t sure if I would sink or not.

“Of course,” Murdoch replied, his jaw sagging just a little. “I’m surprised you’d even ask after all we’ve been through.”

I scratched at the nape of my neck. “I know, I know. It just feels like everything is changing and it’s hard to get my bearings when the landmarks I’m used to, keep changing shape.”

“And you wonder why I maintain my faith,” Murdoch replied. “In a world that is always changing, I have one constant I can always look to.”

“Oh I wish it was that easy,” I replied. Murdoch hadn’t been with me at the Trial. He hadn’t seen them.

The gods.

Olympians with power I could scarcely comprehend: Zeus, Hera, Ares, and Hades. Not to mention the Sidhe monarchs. Each of them was a being of immense power. Meeting them might have filled me with wonder but it had done little to reassure me of my place in the world. Now more than ever, I felt like a cog in a giant machine I didn’t understand.

I let myself out of the cockpit and made my way through the jet. Murdoch was right. I should sleep. I was planning one of the most reckless heists of my life and I certainly wouldn’t be doing it in broad daylight. I needed to bank a little rest for the inevitable that lay ahead.

That said, the discussion with Murdoch hadn’t done anything to settle my mind. If anything, it was one more thing to worry about. What secret was worth keeping from me? I wanted to trust him. After all, he knew everything about me. My hopes and dreams, my struggles and my pain. He’d been with me for so long, he was the older brother I’d never had.

He’d given me no reason to doubt his loyalty, but his secrets were hard to set aside. Who was he?

Knowing I wouldn’t be able to sleep, I found my luggage and took from it a small pouch. Returning to the leather recliners that served as seats on the private jet, I sank into one of them and pulled a folding tray meant for eating meals out of the armrest.

I needed something to keep my hands busy while my mind worked.

Opening the pouch, I slowly tipped its contents onto the table. There was a steel ring from which hung half a dozen different padlocks. There was also a flat black leather pouch. I set the padlocks to one side and unfolded the pouch. Inside it were neat rows of picks and torsion wrenches.

There are those who might argue that lock picking is a redundant skill for a wizard. They’re probably right, most of the time. But I had found it served two purposes. The first was that it was great for keeping my hands busy.

I reached into the pouch, selected a torsion wrench and a slender pick, and went to work. Taking the padlock in my left-hand, I slid the torsion wrench into the lock and applied gentle but steady pressure before inserting the pick into the lock.

Second, there were times when magic simply could not or would not serve you. Other practitioners tended to be able to detect your use of magic so the ability to employ mundane means to thwart their defenses could give you the element of surprise. 

Seconds could be the difference between life and death in such precarious situations.

My entire life felt like a precarious situation, but as I considered what had occurred in the past week alone, a realization dawned on me. It wasn’t my life that was crazy. Granted, it certainly wasn’t normal, but I was starting to realize that I was simply reacting to the world around me. 

A rogue Inquisitor trying to sunder the veil. Hera and Apollo jockeying for position at Delphi. The entire assembly of supernatural beings who had come together at the Grand Trial. 

I wished that I could have devoted less effort to keeping myself alive so that I could observe the goings-on between them. Of course I could have died doing that, but having lived through it, I was left with the distinct impression that I had missed a great deal of what had transpired in the Areopagus.

If I had, it might have given me a little more insight into the conflict they all seemed so concerned about. I had pressed Zeus and Hera about it with no success. When it came to having a seat at their table, it was so far above my head all I could see was the underside. Clearly, they both agreed on that at least, as neither had deigned to enlighten me. 

But they had offered me a job, which I found intriguing as I worked the pick back and forth in the lock, setting the first pin.

Then there was this chaos in New York. Since when did vampires attempt a wholesale invasion of the United States? It seemed reckless and out of character for an organization that historically had been content to infest Eastern Europe and hole up there, protected by their money, influence, and power. Compound interest is a powerful weapon when you live forever. 

But no, they were making a play on United States soil, and risking the wrath of not only the government, but the Arcane Council. Oh, to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. The Council was known for its heavy-handed justice. The vampire courts had to know that such aggression would not be met lightly. Which made the move all the more troubling. Vampires were sly and cunning, but not suicidal. 

What were they up to?

There was a faint click as the next pin set into position, followed quickly by the third.

No, it wasn’t my life that was crazy. It was the world. With the recent revelation that magic existed, the supernatural and mortal realms seemed to be colliding more frequently. The question was, why? Was mere knowledge of its existence causing greater friction between the two? Or was something else at play?

The last pin set and there was a faint and satisfying click as the key turned, opening the lock. I set it aside, grabbed the next lock, and changed picks. 

Then, on top of the madness, was Edward Knight. Blessed by the power of Ares, he was blazing his way through Europe, removing the Inquisition one stronghold at a time. 

As long as he was taking out our mutual enemy, I wasn’t particularly bothered. After all, my last interaction with the Inquisition had seen them try not only to sacrifice me, but to sunder the veil and unleash all manner of terrors into the mortal world. 

As far as I could see, we could use a few less of their kind around.

Murdoch was right, though. I had been the means of Knight gaining greater strength. If he turned his attention to the wider world, I would be responsible for the consequences. Our purposes might have been aligned in the past, but I doubted that would continue. Knight had his own agenda, and I didn’t relish the prospect of discovering what that might be.

One problem at a time, I told myself as I set down the second opened lock and picked up a third. 

New York City. The vampire court and the witch, Kasey Chase. I had Lara and Dizzy gathering whatever intelligence they could find on her. I’d considered trying to buy the tome off her but all indications were that she was more altruistic than that, and I found it unlikely that she would sell an item of such power to a stranger.

Besides, if the Director was right, it contained a number of dangerous rituals. Not the kind of thing the hero of New York was bound to part with for a quick buck. I found it entirely more likely that I was going to have to resort to other means of acquiring the tome. Trying to steal it was far more dangerous, but if I reached out to her and she rejected my offer, it would only serve to put her on guard, making my life even harder. 

I discarded another open lock and picked up the next candidate.

No, my best bet was to slip in while she was preoccupied with the vampires and take the tome before she knew what was going on. She wouldn’t be pleased, but if I could help thwart the threat the Feudal Court posed to the city, perhaps it was a fair trade. A good deed cancels out a criminal one, right? 

It might, if she didn’t kill me in the process.

Last night, I’d watched the footage of Kasey dueling with the Shinigami. She had been impressive. The sheer power she had unleashed was far greater than anything I would have expected out of a practitioner my age. Elemental magic seemed to be her forte, which didn’t bode well for me in a direct confrontation. Dangerous power matched with a hero complex made for a disconcerting adversary.

I sighed to myself as I set down the fifth lock. I needed to know more about her. I needed to know more than the evening news reel showed.

After placing the pick and the torsion wrench back into the pouch, I folded it closed. I took each of the locks, clipped them back onto their ring, and slipped it all back into the pouch. We needed to surveil this Kasey Chase before we made our move. 

Ideally, we had to take the tome before she even knew we were looking for it. I didn’t relish the thought of going toe to toe with someone who had killed Akihiro. He had been a member of the Brotherhood’s inner circle, a powerful wizard and an ancient one at that. If she could best him, she certainly had my number in a straight-up fight. I had to be sure I didn’t give her that opportunity. If you can’t win a fair fight, then cheat. It wasn’t Sun Tzu, but it had served me well so far.

Placing the table away, I rose and slid the pouch back into my luggage on the way to the sleeping quarters.

Dizzy and Lara had beat me to it. They were both already asleep in their pods. The two women had become fast friends, different though they might be. It was hard not to get along with Dizzy. 

I hadn’t really had a chance to talk to my friend about Lara and I was curious as to what she thought of her. Dizzy was a good judge of character and though Lara and I might have had our ups and downs, I liked to think we had reached a happy middle ground. She was still a CIA agent employed by Section 9 and I was a thief and a wizard. There was a world in which I was a lab rat and she was an eager student experimenting on me, but she’d never treated me that way. I preferred to give her the benefit of the doubt. After all she’d given me the same and I’d robbed her museum.

I slid into my pod, pulled the blanket over me, and let the jet’s engines lull me to sleep. 

Sleep came eventually. Unfortunately, it brought with it a host of nightmares I would have rather forgotten. Every time I closed my eyes, scenes from the Grand Trial replayed themselves in my mind. The horrors of the first challenge, including Eurynomos’ grating voice taunting me in the darkness. Hades, and the pallid stench of death that seemed to emanate from him. The floating incorporeal form of the slain werewolf leveling its finger at Cora. 

And the blinding swiftness with which Ares had executed her.

I tossed and turned as the arena of Poseidon filled my dreamscape. I knew it wasn’t real, and yet it was so vivid I couldn’t turn away. Once more, I watched as Tadashii died, Pyrros’ blade lodged in his chest.

Then there was the Scylla. The horrifying monster with serpents for hair, and baying hounds at her waist eagerly snapping their jaws after me as I ran for my life. 

The horrifying vista replayed itself over and over. Sometimes they were as I remembered them. Other times, my imagination played havoc in the freedom of my sleeping mind. At times, Lara was there and I rushed, not to win the trial, but to save her from being devoured. 

I bolted upright, awake, cold sweat running down my face. I rubbed at my eyes as they adjusted to the darkness of the sleeping quarters. Looking around, I found no one. The other pods were all empty.

I dragged myself out of the pod. That hadn’t been nearly as restful as I would have liked. I certainly didn’t feel like subjecting myself to another round of horrific nightmares, though. So I went looking for the others. On my way back through the jet, I found the bathroom, washed my hands, and splashed water on my face. My watch read just after 3 AM. It was set to New York time, and we had to be getting close. I made my way into the galley and found Dizzy making herself a coffee.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” she called out. “Want a cup?”

“No, thanks, I’ll stick with water,” I replied, helping myself to the fridge. “You’re up early.”

“Kind of hard to sleep with you kicking and flailing about. Since when do you have nightmares?” Dizzy asked, then blew on the steaming cup of coffee to cool it down.

“Since the Trial,” I replied.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that alone,” Dizzy said, meeting my gaze. “I’d have been there if I could.”

“I know, Dizzy.” I filled a glass with water. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing I can’t live with.”

Dizzy didn’t look so sure. “I’m worried about you, Seth. You can’t keep up this pace forever. One day, something’s gonna break, and if you’re not careful, it will be you.”

I took a long drink from my glass.

“I know, but I’m close, Dizzy. I’ve have never been this close. Once I cure this thing, I can take all the rest I need.”

Dizzy let out a sigh. “In the meantime, maybe you should see someone. About the nightmares.”

“Know anyone that specializes in horrors from beyond the veil?” I asked. “If you do, I’m there.”

Dizzy balanced her cup in one hand and poked her finger into my chest with the other. “People don’t have to have shared your trauma to help you cope with it. You’re smarter than this.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, in theory. In practice, I wasn’t sure when I would find the time. 

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Don’t see, do,” Dizzy replied as she vanished out the door. 

I took another mouthful of ice-cold water as I felt the jet’s nose dip. We were approaching the city.

I made my way out of the galley and into the main cabin, where I found Lara reading on her tablet. Planting my lips on her forehead, I whispered, “Good morning.”

“Morning,” Lara replied, as she exchanged a glance with Dizzy. Their hearts were in the right place, but I wasn’t in the mood for a second lecture, so I made my way back to the cockpit. I needed to focus on the future, not the past. A little lost sleep was the least of my worries.

“How are we looking?” I asked as Murdoch glanced back over his shoulder.

“We’re making good time,” Murdoch replied, adjusting his grip on the steering column. “We’re just making our descent now.” 

I dropped into the co-pilot’s seat and watched him work quietly at the aircraft’s controls. 

In time, the lights of the runway at Teterboro came into view, shining beacons in the semi-darkness, guiding us safely home. I didn’t love heights, but I did love the feel of flying.

Our approach was smooth, the runway stretching out before us as we raced toward her.

Right as our wheels hit the tarmac, a blinding flash of brilliant white light illuminated the predawn darkness. 

I squeezed my eyelids shut against the glare.

“What the hell?” I muttered. 

Murdoch didn’t reply. He was too busy fighting with the controls as the aircraft struck something on the runway. One moment we were barrelling smoothly down the private runway. The next, the private jet seemed to lose all traction with the ground. The jet veered sideways, rapidly decelerating as it fishtailed down the runway.

I opened my eyes. Murdoch’s knuckles were white as he wrestled with the steering column, trying to keep control of the aircraft. The aircraft decelerated rapidly but the movement of the jet grew more and more erratic until we spun sideways, careening across the runway like a derailed train.

The undercarriage snapped. The plane hit the ground, throwing me out of the seat and toward the windshield as the jet careened out of control, sliding on its belly.

My shoulder took the worst of the hit. The plane’s motion threw me about like a paper plane in a cyclone. 

Murdoch stayed in his seat. He’d had the foresight to be wearing his seatbelt, something I ought to do more often. In spite of our rapidly deteriorating situation, Murdoch held fast to the steering column.

The man had ice water running through his veins.

The plane shot off the runway, sliding across snow-covered fields.

Gripping the dash, I turned to look out the windshield, and immediately wished I hadn’t.

A large steel hanger loomed ahead of us, and we were headed straight for it. 
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The jet careened wildly toward the hangar, losing momentum as it ground against the tarmac and snow beneath it.

Aboard the private jet, I hung on for dear life. It felt like someone had jammed me into a tumble dryer and turned it on. My ribs were smarting, my shoulder ached, and I was sporting a killer headache, which on the bright side helped remind me I was still conscious.

“What the hell is going on?” I shouted at Murdoch.

“We hit something on the runway,” he called back. “We’ve lost traction and snapped the landing gears. I don’t understand. The tower gave me the all clear less than ten minutes ago.”

A shrill scraping racket filled the jet as we covered the last twenty feet and slid into the steel hangar’s closed doors. A deafening screech cut through the predawn air as the jet tore a hole through them and ground to a halt, buried in the hangar’s doors. 

My heart was pounding. I’d had turbulent landings before, but this was an altogether new and unpleasant experience.

I dragged myself off the instrument panel and to my feet, a task made more difficult by the fact that the entire plane was leaning at an absurd forty-five-degree angle, propped up by the hangar wall.

“Everyone alright back there?” I called.

“Not your best work, Murdoch,” Dizzy shouted back. Her voice had a shrill edge to it. Dizzy was a nervous flier at the best of times. Crash-landing into a hangar wasn’t going to improve that at all.

“We’re alright for the most part,” Lara called. “What’s going on?”

“That’s what I’m about to find out,” I replied. I didn’t like the feel of this one bit. The weather outside was calm, and if the tower had cleared the runway, there shouldn’t have been any hazards on it. The fact that we’d been ambushed by the Inquisition at an airfield in London had me even more on edge. 

I negotiated my way through the sloping cockpit and tried to get a look out the window. On one side of the plane, we were angled awkwardly up toward the hangar. On the other side, I could see little more than the tarmac just outside the window.

“I don’t like the feel of this,” Lara replied, unbuckling her seat belt. “Feels like we hit a patch of ice, but that doesn’t make sense.”

“Runway should have been clear,” I said. “Doesn’t look like there is a lot of fresh snow on the ground. Let’s gear up and do it quietly. It could be nothing, but I’m not taking any chances. If someone is looking for us, they’re going to get more than they bargained for.”

Murdoch was on his feet, his head buried in a bulkhead compartment. He withdrew a stocky assault rifle and jammed a clip into his green combat fatigue pants. 

“I’m not taking any chances,” Murdoch replied. “After what they did to Gladys, if someone wants my plane, they’re going to have to pry it out of my cold, dead hands.”

Given what I had already seen him endure at Delphi, that seemed like a losing prospect.

I pulled myself up onto the instrument panel so that I could get a better look outside. Teterboro airport was largely dark but for the lights of the Meridian in the distance and the series of lights along the edges of the runway. The airfield itself was unusually still. It was still before dawn, but Teterboro remained a well-trafficked airfield on the best of days; yet overhead I couldn’t see any inbound flights, or any others preparing to leave.

The stillness was unnerving.  The runway we had just traversed shone with a glossy, almost translucent sheen. It looked like ice and stretched for most of the length of the runway, turning the tarmac into a skating rink. 

No wonder we’d slid out of control. How had we not spotted it from the air?

“Well, that explains the landing,” I muttered. “Runway’s frozen over.”

“Shouldn’t be possible,” Murdoch replied. “If it was, they’d have closed the facility. They certainly wouldn’t have given us the all clear to land.”

“And yet it is,” I replied, pointing at the sheet of ice stretching into the distance. 

I remembered the blinding light as we had landed. Was it possible that the light had masked the presence of the ice? Or perhaps the glare itself was a by-product of the ice being formed. Could it have been magic?

I studied the massive frozen field, and a chill ran down my spine. It would take a lot of arcane juice for that kind of working. Part of me hoped the tower had just made a mistake, though the butterflies in my stomach told me I was wrong.

A shape passed in front of a light outside, blotting it out for a moment. I tracked the progress of the shadow as it moved inexorably toward us.

“We have incoming,” I muttered, tapping Murdoch’s arm.

“How many?” he replied, sliding a magazine into his assault rifle.

“Just the one.” I tried to track the shadowy shape. “That I can see anyway.” 

“Well, he clearly hasn’t thought this through,” Murdoch replied. “We’ll deal with this joker and still be in the city in time for breakfast. I don’t know about you, but I could go for a waffle. The maple syrup in London is bollocks compared to here.”

Murdoch shimmied past me, raised the assault rifle, and using the butt of the gun, drove it through a small window at the side of the cockpit. The glass was already damaged from our improvised landing and Murdoch shattered what was left of it, the glass falling to the ground outside.

Before I could stop him, he stuck the assault rifle out the open window and hollered into the early morning air. “One more step, and I’ll put a smile on the other side of your face.”

The figure was much closer now, perhaps fifty feet away. They were dressed in a long black trench coat with a hood that concealed their identity. They made no effort to answer Murdoch. Instead, they raised one pale hand and bellowed something that was lost in the icy breeze whistling across the runway.

I felt the release of arcane power and grabbed ahold of Murdoch. He squeezed off a three-round burst as I yanked him back into the plane. I didn’t need to see what was coming to know it wasn’t good. Well-meaning folks didn’t creep up on you in the dark.

The jet was bracketed with dozens of impacts that sounded like bullets striking the fuselage of the plane. Several of them shattered the windshield, and when I looked back, I found a ten-inch stake driven straight through the windshield of the plane. It had entered through the window Murdoch had been occupying only a moment ago.

The projectile glistened as it quivered in the broken glass. It had a translucent sheen, not unlike the ice on the runway. 

That solved that mystery. Our new guest was to blame for our poor landing. 

Leaning forward, I picked up the stake, and the ice started to melt in my hand.

I listened for any sign that help might be on the way. Given we’d just pancaked our private jet on the runway, I expected the lights and sirens of a fire truck or other emergency responders. 

There was nothing.

Murdoch stared at the icy shard. “Not much of a welcome if you ask me.”

“Right?” I replied, tossing it aside. “Private airfield, you’d expect a little warmer reception. If we get out of here, they’ll be getting a one-star review. Teterboro airport, runway a right mess, hangars inconveniently located, too much murder, one star!”

Our assailant was clearly a capable and dangerous practitioner. Snap freezing the runway was no mean feat. I certainly wouldn’t have been able to replicate their handiwork. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. I just needed to find us a way out of here. In the plane, we were all sitting ducks. 

Murdoch raised the rifle and squeezed off another short burst before ducking back down into the comparable cover of the cockpit. 

Much as I wanted to know who wanted me dead, the far more pressing need was to get out of harm’s way. For all we knew, this assassin had a dozen allies backing him up.

“I say we make a run for it,” I began. “The hanger is damaged. If we can get out of the plane, we should be able to sneak in through the wall and hide out inside. If nothing else, it at least gives us the chance to get the drop on them. Failing that, we slip out the other side and find some transport.”

“And what if there are more of them?” Murdoch asked.

“Let’s get some of our own,” I replied. “Get on the phone, see if you can reach Frank. Find out what resources the Brotherhood has in the area. Dizzy, Lara, and I will try to slow him down.”

“You’re sure you want to bring them into this?” Murdoch asked, pulling out his phone.

Another wave of magic rocked the plane. I grabbed the bulkhead to steady myself. “I don’t see that we have much choice.”

“Roger that,” Murdoch replied.

I made my way back into the cabin. Lara had a pistol in hand and had found a bullet proof vest from the tactical supplies. Dizzy had her bow and her quiver strapped over one shoulder, but instead of her usual leathers, she was still in her pajamas, with a bullet proof vest strapped over the top. 

It was an interesting look, but it seemed Dizzy was willing to sacrifice fashion in the name of expediency.

Another fusillade of ice struck the jet, shattering a window less than six feet away, spraying glass across the cabin.

“Whoever this is,” I began before pausing and reconsidering my word choice. “Whatever this is, they have plenty of juice in the tank. I don’t know that we can take them head-on.” 

I made my way to the jet’s external door.

“Watch me,” Dizzy replied. “You distract them and then we’ll see how they like it when a lioness is tearing their throat out. Good luck casting spells without a voice box.”

I fixed her with a stare. “Behave yourself and give me a hand with this door.”

With the jet resting as it was on its side, it was difficult to get enough leverage to push the door, currently located almost over our head, up and out of the way. Both the weight of the door and gravity were working against us.

The awkward slope of the cabin’s floor didn’t help either. Together, the four of us grunted and shoved but barely made any progress.

Outside, whoever was hunting us was closing in fast. They battered the plane with a dizzying array of power. One assault opened an eighteen-inch gash in the fuselage as a savage lash of sapphire arcana tore through it.

“Enough of this,” I groaned. I hadn’t wanted to give away our plan, but we were out of time. Facing my palm at the door, I chanted, “Fuerza!”

The wave of force tore through the door, ripping it off its hinges. As I’d feared, there was an inordinate amount of noise as the steel door clanged and rattled its way down the flank of the aircraft, bouncing between the jet and the hangar we were resting against. When the door finally struck the tarmac, I let out a sigh.

“So much for the stealthy part,” I muttered, kicking myself for my lack of focus and control. 

I laced my fingers together and made a boost. Lara placed her palm on my shoulder and was about to slide her boot into my hands when Murdoch stopped her.

“Me, first. I insist,” Murdoch said, as he stepped in front of her, slinging the strap of his assault rifle over his shoulder.

I met his eyes and gave him a nod of thanks. If he could shrug off the priestess’s assault at Delphi, he was a lot more durable than either of us. Lara had an indefatigable spirit, but she was as human as me, and the pistol may as well have been a pea shooter given what we were up against. 

It was another reminder that while I might not know Murdoch’s secrets, he certainly seemed to have my best interests at heart.

With a heave, we boosted him up through the door. He caught hold of the aircraft frame and dragged himself out through the hatch and onto the flank of the jet. Due to the awkward position against the hangar, it was now the roof. Lara wasted no time following him through the hatch.

A three round burst split through the night as Murdoch returned fire.

“Let me,” Dizzy said, interlacing her fingers. “I can fly if I need to.”

I shook my head. “I’d rather we keep your gifts on the down low. They have us pinned down and we may need a surprise up our sleeve. You’re it.”

Dizzy gave me a look to indicate her displeasure. Holding back in the face of danger was not her style, but I didn’t want her going Jane, Queen of the Jungle, on an unknown threat and getting herself harmed in the process.

I raised my hands, and she reluctantly placed her foot in them as I crouched down to make it easier for her. Fortunately, she was a good deal lighter than Murdoch and standing up straight, I shot her toward the roof. She had shimmied over the lip and offered me her hand. 

I backed up against the lower wall of the jet, took a deep breath, and raced toward the door. Taking three quick strides, I pushed off the cabinetry and leapt for the roof. My torso struck the lip, but my arms made it over the edge.  My palms slid backward, unable to find purchase on the icy exterior of the fuselage.

Dizzy grabbed me by the belt and started pulling me onto the roof. Another wave of power struck the jet, driving it deeper into the battered hangar. Steel ground against steel as the jet broke through the bowing wall.

I slammed against the side of the jet, battering my already sore ribs and causing me to lose my grip.

Hanging onto my belt, Dizzy held me firm until the jet ground to a halt.

“Thanks,” I groaned as I made it through the door onto the now-roof of the plane.

“I’ve had just about enough of you,” Murdoch shouted, rising over the lip of the plane and emptying a sustained burst of fire at our attacker.

I scrambled to the top of the craft. The figure in his hooded coat strolled across the snow-covered tarmac. Raising a hand, he shouted something that got lost in the icy wind whipping across the airfield.

At his command, the powder snow all around him exploded into a fine mist of white smog.

The dense white fog covered an area almost thirty feet wide and completely obscured our vision of him.

“It’s no good. I can’t see a thing,” I called to the others. “Any of you got anything?”

“Nothing here,” Lara shouted. She had moved further down the jet, likely hoping to get a flanking shot at our attacker.

I ducked for cover, using the curve of the jet’s body to shield me against attack. In the dense fog, he could be anywhere, and who knew what he was up to.

I say he, because the silhouette was large and broad shouldered, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

Beyond the smog, a series of vehicles sped down the tarmac toward us.

The convoy rolled along, illuminated by the lights lining the landing field. There were three of them. The lead vehicle was a small fire truck, part of the airfield’s emergency response unit. There was also a commercial van and a set of airway steps.

Help was on the way.

The vehicles picked up pace, hurtling toward us. They would be here any minute. 

Lowering my gaze, I scanned the fog for our attacker but couldn’t spot him through the mist. I searched with my wizard senses, scanning for any trace of arcane power, hoping I might use it to locate him, but still I got nothing.

The snowy fog dissipated along with any sign of our attacker. It was like he had simply vanished.

“He’s gone,” Dizzy called. “How the hell did he do that?”

“Careful. It could be a glamour or some other ruse,” I replied, searching the field. “Don’t give him an easy shot.”

“I think they might have taken off because of those.” Murdoch pointed at the emergency response vehicles.

It was possible, but I wasn’t in the mood for taking chances. Anyone brave enough to crash-land our jet wouldn’t think much of waylaying a few vehicles loaded with first responders.

But nothing happened. The vehicles rolled on, unopposed. 

I let out a sigh of relief as the three vehicles made a beeline straight for us, but I couldn’t relax entirely. My gut was still a little uneasy as I hunted for any trace of the arcane assassin.

The vehicles turned onto the final stretch of tarmac that led to the hangar where Murdoch had strategically parked our aircraft and we waited. 

As they drew nearer, the pit in my stomach just wouldn’t go away. Something wasn’t right.

I looked closer and could see a number of figures clinging to the airway steps. That hardly seemed like it could stand up to the airport’s operational health and safety measures.

“There are no sirens,” Lara said. “They are responding to an emergency. They should have sirens, right? Even at this hour?”

She was right. There was definitely something off about them.

The vehicles were close now, and as they passed underneath the lights on the adjacent hangar, I could make out their details more clearly. Two figures clung to the top of the airway steps. Both were enormous brutish thugs, but what concerned me more was that in the illumination, I could make out their skin crisscrossed with inky black lines that covered their face, neck, and upper body. They looked like what would happen if the Incredible Hulk tried to tattoo a Spider-Man suit onto his bare flesh. Except instead of being green, their flesh was a pale off-white pallor.

Neither of them were wearing shirts, and it was winter. That didn’t bode well.

My breath caught in my throat as the pair stared straight at us. More of the thugs clung to the fire truck, and the commercial van was riding low, almost as if it was carrying a weight far in excess of its normal capacity.

Murdoch tossed away the empty magazine and loaded another. 

“That’s not natural,” he muttered as his hands worked the rifle’s actions.

The fire truck and the van screeched to a halt. A dozen more figures in black suits piled out of them. These looked like men who hadn’t seen the sun in a very long time, but it was the canines protruding from their lips that gave them away.

“Vampires,” I shouted in warning to my crew.

What I hadn’t counted on was instead of slowing down, the marauding set of airway stairs only accelerated.

“They’re going to ram us,” I shouted as the kamikaze driver made a beeline straight for us.
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The stair car hurtled straight for our wounded jet. By the time I had realized their intentions, there was simply nowhere to go and no time to move. The stair car struck the fuselage in front of the tail, shunting the jet and driving the back end through the hangar wall. 

The impact threw me against the steel wall before I landed heavily on my ass. I started to slide awkwardly until I was resting between the hangar wall and the body of the jet. 

We fared considerably better than the two thugs who had been clinging to the top level of the vehicle. The first thug was thrown free, striking his head on the jet’s tail, breaking his neck instantly. The second slammed into the hangar wall and landed on the fuselage with a heavy thud. 

On the tarmac below, a dozen more vampires and minions got out of their stolen vehicles. Their boots crunched against the ice and snow as they fanned out around our besieged jet. Now our assassin vanishing made more sense. He wasn’t afraid of us; it was the mob of vampires that had given him pause. He’d taken his shot and missed, but given what we were up against, the assassin probably figured his work was going to be done for him.

But why were the vampires even here? Our intelligence had said they had landed in Brooklyn and were spreading into Manhattan. What had brought them this far west? 

I had encountered the creatures a number of times over the years. The undead were always a potential threat when you were rooting about in cemeteries and cairns looking for relics. What had shocked me was the surprising number of them that frequented the black market magical artifact circles that I moved in. I’d always avoided any direct dealings with them, on account of their considering humans to be food and them having a deep seated and abiding hatred for wizards.

While there were plenty of people who wanted me dead, I couldn’t recall ever agitating the Feudal Court, at least not directly. So, what were they after? 

If my intelligence was right, that was the name of the coven who had come to New York City in a big way. They shouldn’t have given a damn about me. Unless it wasn’t me they were after, but something else. Perhaps they were shutting down the city. Taking control of the airfields and harbors in an attempt to restrict travel into and out of the city. 

If that was the case, they had picked the wrong plane, though they likely had enough minions for the job.

Dizzy, Murdoch, and Lara were collecting themselves. Fortunately, none of us had been crushed between the jet and the wall, but it was the pained groan from further down the plane that drew my attention.

The brutish thug that had tried to pancake himself against the hangar wall was now dragging himself to his feet. 

“That’s not good,” I muttered. If he could shake off that kind of a beating, it was bad news for us. 

Making my way toward him, I studied the strange looking thug. I’d seen vampires before, but nothing like this. His features were twisted and swollen. It was like someone had pumped his system full of a lethal cocktail of crystal meth and steroids, yet somehow he had survived. From the pulsing veins in his neck and temple that looked fit to burst, he didn’t seem all too happy about it.

The thug barreled toward us like a human wrecking ball.

“There are too many of them,” I shouted at my team. “We need to hold the high ground. Make sure they can’t swarm us.”

“If they are vampires,” Dizzy shouted back, “don’t aim center mass. You need to take off their head or put something sharp through their heart. Nothing else will do the job. And while you’re at it, try to stay out of their mouth.”

“I’ll do my best,” I replied with a grin, drawing on my power, “though this doesn’t look like any vampire I’ve ever seen.”

Murdoch was the closest to the rampaging creature. He raised his assault rifle and was just pulling the trigger as the thug reached him. The thug batted the barrel aside. Murdoch’s burst stitched its way across the hanger wall as the thug dropped his shoulder into Murdoch.

He flew backwards, collecting Dizzy who was drawing an arrow from her quiver. The two went down in a heap, but Lara was beside me in an instant, her pistol raised as the creature brandished Murdoch’s rifle like a club. Her Colt jumped three times in quick succession.

The first two shots took the creature in his chest. The third went straight through the left side of his face. The thug staggered and then collapsed forward, his momentum carrying him straight off the side of the plane to the tarmac below.

“Grab the heir, kill the rest,” a voice bellowed from the tarmac below.

I looked down and found the source of the command. A vampire, wearing dress slacks and an open neck white button-down shirt stared up at me. His eyes were inky black orbs of darkness that seem to swallow rather than emit any light.

The heir? Were they looking for me? It certainly sounded like it. If so, how did they even know I would be here? Murdoch went to great lengths to conceal our identity as we moved about the globe. We had acquired more than enough enemies over the years to warrant the effort.

Another pair of drugged-up thugs clambered up the stair car, two vampires right behind them. I couldn’t help but think just how fitting that was. Vampires were always happy to use humans as a flesh shield. If these thugs could still be considered human. The other vampires fanned out around the plane, forming a cordon in case we decided to make a break for it.

I weighed our options. We weren’t going to outrun them over flat ground. The vampires were notoriously quick, with a stamina that far exceeded the average human, and mine was distinctly average. Dizzy could fly and make a break for it, if needed. Murdoch, I was less worried about after Delphi. He seemed able to take the punishment, but even if he made it through, that would leave Lara and me behind.

If we fought it out, we had a chance to thin their numbers. Not an easy feat when dealing with vampires. Their brutish minions looked like they could snap me in half as an afterthought if I was silly enough to let them get within reach of me. 

Murdoch and Dizzy were getting to their feet. Dizzy, for one, looked angry as hell. She clearly wasn’t impressed with having been floored by the rampaging thug.

Lara snapped off several more shots as I conjured an orb of crimson arcana. With a burst of will, I sent it hurtling toward the stair car. The first thug saw it coming and managed to duck beneath it by throwing himself prostrate on the jet.

The vampire behind him wasn’t so fortunate. He spotted the orb at the last minute, and it caught him in his left shoulder, burning straight through it. What was left of his left arm fell uselessly to the ground as a section of torso the size of a dinner plate simply vaporized.

The vampire hissed in rage as he pushed forward. 

“I missed his heart,” I shouted, hoping for some backup from my team.

Dizzy raced past me, her form blurring and growing as she moved. By the time she reached the plane, her small slender frame was gone and in its place an adult silverback gorilla grunted her defiance. Five hundred pounds of angry Dizzy thumped her chest. 

The thugs ran forward but Dizzy sprung at them. Her charging leap tore them off the jet, plunging the twenty or so feet to the tarmac below. 

There was a sickly satisfying crunch as they struck the tarmac. One of them survived the impact and caught hold of Dizzy’s furry ankle, only for the huntress to swipe him with her forehand. The thug’s neck, already burdened with his massive frame, snapped like a matchstick. Dizzy took off.

I didn’t have time to follow her progress as the two vampires raced off the stair car and rushed toward Lara and me.

I drew on my power, hoping to send the creatures back the way they had come, but the two vampires moved like quicksilver. One second, they were on the stairs; the next, they were in front of me. The first vampire’s hands had long fingernails that had been sharpened to a point. 

The creature went straight for my throat with a savage slash that would have torn out my windpipe. I dropped into a squat as the blow sailed over my head. Grabbing the creature behind the knees, I launched forward, slamming him onto his back against the aircraft.

I was rewarded with stinging hot pain as the vampire raked his talons up my back. He grabbed me by my shoulders and lunged forward, trying to sink his teeth into my jugular. I grabbed the vampire’s head in both hands as he pushed against me with everything he had. His hot breath played against the soft skin of my neck as those wickedly pointed canines inched closer and closer. 

I pushed back with everything I could muster. I used both my hands and my feet for leverage to try and keep him off me, but still the jaws closed in. Another inch, and he would be drinking his favorite cocktail straight from the source.

Calming my mind, I willed an immense amount of power into what lay between my hands: his head. 

“Roca!“ I shouted as his teeth snapped at me. The canines grazed my flesh but didn’t break it, as the angry black orbs that served as his eyes seemed to dilate. My spell had taken root; he could feel it now.

Then came the scream, a shriek that split the night. It ended only when the transformation had entirely consumed his head, from pallid vampiric flesh to stone in a matter of seconds. The fight went out of him, and his body collapsed against me.

I shoved the corpse off me, sending it crashing to the tarmac below. Behind me, Murdoch was wrestling with the one-armed vampire. The creature was still missing half his shoulder but was nonetheless deadly.

“Get off me, you unholy abomination!” Murdoch shouted as he drove his boot into the side of the vampire’s knee.

Bones broke as the ruined knee gave way and the creature dropped to one knee. The vampire clawed at Murdoch with his one good arm. Lara appeared beside him. She jammed her pistol into the ruined mess that was the vampire’s torso and aimed for the creature’s heart. 

At point blank range with precious little between her and what was left of his undying heart, Lara pulled the trigger. 

Once, twice, three times for good measure. The vampire collapsed, Murdoch standing over him grinning like a madman as black ichor from the gunshot sprayed across his cheek and hair.

More of them were coming up the stairs. We’d done well to hold off the initial assault, but there were still more. At least seven or eight that I could see, but I was even more concerned with those I couldn’t. Vampires abhorred a clean fight. Notions like honor and courage in facing a foe were totally alien to them. They would just as happily shiv you in the back given the chance.

Down on the tarmac, Dizzy was engaged in a running duel with two of the vampires. They might have been quick, but in her shifted form she packed a hell of a punch.

On the jet, Murdoch, Lara and I faced down the vampires scaling the stair car.

A set of bootsteps approached from behind. I whirled to find a vampire charging straight for us. He had to have scaled the nose of the jet and made his way over the cockpit. 

Now he was behind us. With enemies on both sides, our dangerous position had turned even more precarious. The vampires reached into their coats and drew long bladed knives, brandishing them as they approached us in unison.

“I’m running low on ammo,” Lara whispered, drawing up beside me as she faced down the oncoming vampires.

“I lost my rifle when that first elephant hit me,” Murdoch replied, as he pressed his back against mine.

The three of us stood back to back on the crashed jet which was sandwiched up against the damaged hangar as the creatures of the night closed from every direction.

“Surrender,” the lead vampire hissed. “Perhaps our master will grant you the gift. That or a clean death, at least.”

“Hard pass,” Murdoch shouted back. “I’d rather die than allow your poison into my soul.”

“Very well,” the vampire said. “We will be pleased to grant your request.”

The vampires closed in, this time more warily, having seen what had happened to those who came before them. 

Lara got off three shots before her magazine went dry. Unfortunately, her hands were shaking. Whether it was the winter air or the encroaching vampires, it was hard to tell, but the shots went wide of their hearts and failed to do any lasting damage.

Taking a leaf out of the earlier assassin’s book, I looked down at the plane and whispered, “Hielo.”

The vampires launched their attack, not even registering the thin layer of ice forming along the top of the exposed fuselage. The lead vampire struck the ice first. He hit it like Bambi on the frozen lake, hands and legs going every which way before he shot straight off the edge of the plane. 

The second followed, doing his finest impression of a drunken windmill. 

The third learned from his counterparts. Dropping into a slide, he used the ice to his advantage. The crafty beggar slid straight over the patch of ice, collecting Lara’s legs and dragging her down with him. Lara and the vampire grappled, before gravity pulled them off the side of the jet.

“Lara!” I shouted as my fiancée disappeared over the side of the jet.

I looked to Murdoch for help, but he was still locked in brutal close quarter combat with the vampire that had circled behind us. Unarmed, he was doing his best not to get his throat slit.

On the tarmac below, Lara wrestled with the vampire who had dragged her off the plane. His two companions who had fallen were rising to their feet. 

I couldn’t just sit there and watch, but terror gripped my heart. Lara was outnumbered and about to be surrounded.

Drawing on my power, I took two steps, dropped into a slide, and rode the side of the jet down toward the tarmac. I focused my will into a blast of concussive force.

“Fuerza!“ I unleashed the wave of force as I fell more than slid down the side of the jet. 

The first vampire struck the second and they both went down in a tangle of limbs as I lost my own footing. I dropped, the cold steel of the fuselage smashing into my wounded back, where the vampire had raked his claws across it.

I came down hard on my ankle, rolling the damned thing.

A cry of pain passed my lips as my ankle gave out beneath me.

Things were going from bad to worse, very quickly. Shooting pains radiated from my left ankle and were joined by the disheartening protest of tortured muscles around them.

Down on one knee, I focused as much power as I could in a heartbeat and formed it into a lance of arcane power that I swept through the vampires. The crimson lance caught the pair where they stood, trying to extricate themselves from each other. It struck the first vampire just above the hip and carved straight through to the opposing shoulder, cleaving him neatly in half. The second vampire fared even worse as the spell found his neck.

The first vampire howled, his legs no longer attached to his body, but his comrade was dead before he hit the ground. 

Ten feet away, Lara was lying flat on her back on the tarmac, as the vampire who had tackled her off the plane knelt on top of her. His wicked silver blade was inches from her chest, and Lara had both hands wrapped around the vampire’s wrist trying to hold it away.

I hobbled forward and my foot kicked something on the tarmac. Looking down, I spotted a knife. The blade was six inches long, wickedly sharp, and affixed to a handle that appeared to have been carved from ivory. I snatched up the blade but was simply too far away from the struggle to make good use of it. I needed to catch the creature in the heart, and from my angle I didn’t like my chances one bit.

Lara’s face turned red with exhaustion as I walked toward her. I wasn’t going to make it in time, but I didn’t dare throw a spell while the two were entangled. The last thing I wanted to do was hit the love of my life and save the vampire the effort.

That was when an immense, fur covered mass struck the tarmac right behind them. 

Dizzy, all five hundred pounds of her.

She barreled toward the pair like a sumo wrestler heading for the buffet line.

“Dizzy, take this!” I shouted, hurling the knife underarm toward her. 

Dizzy shifted back into her human form, as the blade arced through the air toward her.

My world seemed to slow as the vampire’s knife inched closer to Lara’s chest. The glistening point of the blade hovered less than an inch above the flesh visible at the top of her bullet proof vest.

Letting out a shrill cry, Dizzy snatched the knife out of the air, sank her hand into the oily black hair of the vampire, yanked his head up, and as she pulled him off Lara with one hand, she brought the blade around with the other and took his head clean off.

Blackened ichor fountained from the wound as his knife fell from lifeless fingers. 

Dizzy tossed aside the severed head as I hobbled toward them.

“There are more of them coming, on foot across the field,” Dizzy said. “They have reinforcements.”

“We can’t stay here. We’ll be overwhelmed,” Lara added, rising to her feet. “Thanks for the save, both of you.”

The figures raced over the snow covered field. How many of them were there? My heart sank as I realized the handful we’d dispatched were only the first wave. We were out of weapons and ammo, and I could barely walk.

“Into the hangar,” I muttered. “It’s our only option. We’ll try to hold the door and take them one at a time as they come through it.”

I tried to put weight on my wounded leg, but it almost gave out.

“You can barely walk. How do you mean to fight?” Lara asked, ducking under my arm to help take my weight off my ankle.

“I will, because I have no other choice,” I replied, spotting Murdoch standing over the body of the vampire he’d been fighting. “Murdoch, into the hangar. Let’s go.”

With Lara’s aid, I shuffled around the stair car and the tail of the ruined jet. Murdoch raced down the stair car and joined us there. The plane had struck the hangar doors hard. The added impact of the stair car had punched a hole in the hanger’s closed door. It was only about three feet wide, but more than enough for us to slip through. Dizzy led the way into the darkness, followed by Lara and me, with Murdoch bringing up the rear.

“Not looking good out there, boss,” Murdoch muttered as he risked a peek around the hangar door.

Footsteps filled the night air as boots crushed snow against the tarmac, only to be drowned out by the roar of more vehicle engines. 

There had to be a dozen of them.

Crap. 

The odds had well and truly turned against us, and I had no idea what we could do about it.

A withering hail of assault rifle fire filled the pre-dawn air. 

As the fusillade ceased, Murdoch let out a low whistle. “And to think I was worried they’d left all the big guns at home.”
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Heavy arms fire rolled like thunder as we sheltered within the damaged hangar. Here and there, howls and shrieks managed to drown it out, but it was the sharp impacts of bullets against the jet outside that kept me on edge. 

I’d thought the new vehicles were more vampiric reinforcements, but now there seemed to be a war raging outside the hangar.

My heart seemed to beat in time with the staccato of the impacts as we huddled behind a forklift for a little added cover. 

Then the barrage ceased as abruptly as it had begun. 

“Everyone okay?” I asked, looking around to check on my crew. After the sheer weight of fire that had struck the hangar, I was surprised that nothing had made it through the walls.

Then again, it had taken the better part of a crashing jet, combined with a ramming from the stair car, to create the twisted entrance we’d used.

I leaned heavily against the forklift, my ankle still throbbing, and tried to catch my breath. We needed a way out, but it was difficult to concentrate with the ominous silence outside. They had to be up to something. 

“What are we working with?” I asked. “If we’ve got to make a break for it.”

“I lost my bow in the melee,” Dizzy replied. “So whatever hurt I can lay on them in my shifter form and that’s about it.”

“I’m down to less than half a magazine,” Lara replied, sliding it back into her Colt. “If any more of those vampires come through that door, I don’t like my chances of bringing them down.”

“So what you’re saying is, we have a handful of bullets, a little bit of magic, and whatever smack down Dizzy can lay down. I don’t like our chances in hand-to-hand combat with an army of vampires.”

“Not just vampires,” Murdoch added. “What in the holy hells were those things with them? They were no creatures of the night.”

“No idea,” I answered. “I’ve seen vampires and their thralls before on that run through Germany, but they didn’t look anything like what we just faced.”

“A thrall might chew you to the bone,” Murdoch agreed, “but they are slavering beasts. These poor creatures look like they have been cooked in a lab and could snap you clean in half if they got their hands on you.”

“Not undead though,” Dizzy added. “They bled red and had less staying power than their masters. So they were human, or something close to it.”

“Does it matter right now?” Lara asked. “They’re going to come through that gap any moment and we’re not going to make it out of here on foot. Not with your ankle.”

Dizzy slapped the forklift. “This thing’s not particularly made for a high-speed getaway either.”

I weighed our choices. I had spent enough power that I was still panting with the exertion, but I had some juice in the tank. If the vampires were intent on funneling through the doorway, I would be able to improvise something of a killing field. The problem was, I doubted they would be that narrow minded.

If anything, the lull in the shooting gave me reason to believe they might already be circling the building. 

“What if we can get the door open?” Murdoch said. “The jet might be wedged against it, but if we can get the doors wide enough, we can toss Seth on the forklift; at least it will be faster than walking. We only need to reach the carpark and we can steal something faster from there.”

Lara shook her head. “Did you hear those assault rifles? With that amount of firepower, it will be a firing squad.”

“I’m open to other suggestions,” Murdoch replied, “but whatever he’s got left in him isn’t going to be enough to keep them out there for long.”

The airport outside fell silent but for boots crunching through the ice on the tarmac. From the sound of them, they were right outside the hangar.

“If you come through that door,” I shouted, “what’s left of you will fit in a single matchbox.”

“That would be ill advised, Mr. Caldwell,” a voice called back. It sounded distinctly more alive than the vampiric hissing we had become accustomed to. I knew better than to trust it though. Vampires were cunning little cheaters, adept at using glamours and deception to hide their true nature until it was too late for their victims.

“Oh, yeah? And why is that?”

“Because we’ve been sent to extract you,” the voice replied. “It would be a damn shame if we had to put you down instead.”

“Extract us?” I replied. “Who sent you?”

“The Brotherhood,” the voice answered.

I wasn’t sure whether I should be relieved or concerned. The Brotherhood and I weren’t really on speaking terms. They’d taken my consistent refusal to join their boys’ club poorly. At least if they were telling the truth, they were far less likely to try and feed on us. 

After all, the Brotherhood didn’t need my blood, just my soul.

“Your father sent out an SOS. So we scrambled every unit we had in the area. Sorry it took so long. We weren’t really expecting a trip to Jersey this morning.”

I didn’t respond. I was too busy trying to decide how I could vet them without exposing us to another ambush.

“I did text your father,” Murdoch whispered from behind me. “So they could be on the level but I think we’re gonna want some assurances.”

“Damn right,” I replied. “I’ve already almost been fed on once this morning. I’d rather not give them a chance at a second course.”

“You and me both,” Dizzy replied.

I decided to test the waters a little. If nothing else, I expected the Brotherhood to be a little more patient than the undead, who would have to retreat at sunrise, which was getting closer by the minute.

“Yeah, sorry about the SOS. We weren’t exactly expecting the airfield to be overrun with vampires. Since when did they bother leaving Manhattan for New Jersey?”

“They don’t,” the voice shouted back. “At least not since they arrived. It looks like they made the trip out especially for you. You should feel flattered.”

“I’m honored,” I called back, trying to buy as much time as I could.

The voice wasn’t having any of that. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather we get out of here before any more reinforcements show up.”

“Fair enough,” I replied, “but we’ve only just met and I’m cynical by nature. We’re going to need some reassurances.”

“Like what?” the voice called. “We don’t have all day.”

“How about one of you come in here so that we can speak with you face-to-face and make sure you’re not one of them?” Dizzy called. “Fair warning though, you sprout any canines and try to eat me, I’ll return the favor—I’m famished.”

“That won’t be necessary, Ms. Alasa. I assured your father you’d be safe in our care.”

The fact they knew Dizzy and her father was a point in their favor. I had no idea how he was connected to the Brotherhood, but I suspected it had something to do with their moving to England in the first place.

“Fine then,” I called. “Come on in, let’s get this over with.”

Ice crunched beneath his boots as he approached, and a man in dark green combat fatigues and a Kevlar vest appeared in the twisted gash we’d used to enter the hangar. His hands were raised overhead and he wasn’t holding a weapon, but I couldn’t help but notice that his pistol was still in its holster at his waist and the clip that normally holds it in place had been unlatched.

“Don’t shoot,” the man called.

It was difficult to make out his face in full tactical gear. Between the helmet and the poorly lit hangar, most of his face was hidden in shadows. 

“I’m Calhoun,” the man said. “I lead this task force.”

“Well, Calhoun, I appreciate your assistance, but I’m going to need to take a closer look at you. You just stand there, and I’m going to work a little magic. If you are who you say you are, nothing is going to happen. If you’re lying to me, your hand will never make it to that gun in time. You understand me?”

Calhoun nodded. “Funny way you’ve got of showing gratitude for saving your ass, but you do what you’ve got to do. Anything happens to me, though, and you’re all dead.”

I paused, the matter of fact delivery on the threat catching me a little off guard.

“Not trying to scare you, boy, just want to make sure you understand the stakes. You harm me or the team, and any goodwill we’ve got toward you will evaporate real quick. Doesn’t matter who your family is.”

“Fair enough,” I answered. I had no intention of harming him, unless he was lying of course.

I hobbled a little closer until I could see his face. It was clean-shaven with a strong jaw. The kind that looked like it would break your hand if you thought about punching it.

I raised my hand and chanted, “Vista clara!”

The enchantment would allow me to see through any hint of a glamour, revealing a being in its true nature. If he were a vampire, his canines would soon give him away. But there was no change whatsoever. I studied him from head to toe with my clear sight and Calhoun stood there exactly as he had been before.

“Satisfied?” he asked, tapping his boot.

“Not really, but it’s going to have to do.”

I didn’t trust the Brotherhood any further than I could throw them. They always had their own agenda, but I was hardly in a position to argue. We wouldn’t have made it out of here without them. 

“Alright, let’s go,” I said.

I tried not to hobble as I made for the door, but Calhoun’s eyes went straight to my ankle. “You going to be alright? Or is that ankle going to slow you down?”

“I’ve had worse. I’ll live,” I muttered. 

Predators had a gift for noticing weaknesses in others. It was what helped them feed, and hunt. The speed with which Calhoun had noticed mine, even in the darkness of the hangar, spoke volumes to which end of the predator-prey spectrum he normally fell on.

Lara quickened her stride and bent under my shoulder to help take my weight. I could always count on her. My pride might not particularly want me to be carried out to our rescuers, but I didn’t have a great deal of choice in the matter. Lara wasn’t one to take no for an answer. Dizzy fell in behind Calhoun, and Murdoch brought up the rear. 

I knew what Dizzy was doing. If Calhoun tried anything, he was going to discover first-hand just how good she was to her word.

We shimmied through the broken hole in the hangar wall and rounded the rear of the jet. No less than three dozen men in identical fatigues to Calhoun were waiting for us there.

A dozen of them were dragging vampire corpses into a pile the size of a small vehicle. Another was pouring gasoline all over it.

They were cleaning house and scrubbing the scene.

“Alright, team. We’ve got them. Let’s move out,” Calhoun called. “Torch the dead.”

One of the guards opened a lighter and tossed it onto the pile of bodies. Flames leaped eight feet into the air as the fuel-soaked corpses burned, letting out the most horrendous stench I’d had the pleasure of enduring in recent times.

“The Brotherhood doesn’t leave evidence,” Calhoun replied, “and the living dead can’t be trusted to stay down. Best not leave any trace of them.”

I couldn’t argue with him. I thought of the headaches and drama that would follow needing to explain to the authorities why two dozen corpses had been found around my crashed jet. Though now I suspected that by the time emergency crews responded, there wouldn’t be any of it left here either.

I glanced at the jet, but Calhoun put his hand on my shoulder. 

“Don’t worry. We’ll scrub the site. It’ll be like you were never here.”

The thought was reassuring and terrifying at the same time. We could vanish just as easily as the vampires. 

The armed escort guided us back to a series of Humvees parked along the edge of the tarmac. There had to be half a dozen of them, all of them reinforced with layers of armor to withstand small arms fire. Calhoun’s story was certainly starting to check out. The Brotherhood had access to considerable resources and these men were equipped with the best.

Calhoun pointed at the second vehicle. “Your crew ride here. My men will take them anywhere they want to go. But you, you ride with me, up front.”

“Nope,” I replied, shaking my head. “They come with me, or we stay here.”

“We have our orders, Mr. Caldwell,” Calhoun replied. “You’ll be meeting with the chairman, and the uninitiated are unable to attend. You know better than to ask.”

“I’m uninitiated,” I countered. “If the chairman wants to see me, he can make a little room at the table.”

Calhoun stopped and leaned in close enough so that only Lara and I could hear as he whispered. “The chairman has saved your skin twice now. And he’s abided about all the insolence he is willing to stomach. Send your friends and your fiancée somewhere safe, or you will be burying them yourself. It’s not negotiable.”

Calhoun’s threat made my blood boil. Who was he to threaten them? My fiancée, my friends; they were my family. 

I could feel my power welling up within me, begging to be focused into a tangible manifestation of my mounting wrath. I was about to open my mouth when Lara squeezed my wrist.

“It’s all good, Seth. We’ll be fine. Go to your meeting and do what needs to be done. We’ll see you when you’re done.”

I didn’t like it. Then again, I didn’t have to like it to know it was the best course of action. Calhoun had tried the carrot, but I had no doubt that if he was a Brotherhood man, he would be equally happy to apply the stick.

“Fine, have Murdoch take you to the safe house. I’ll meet up with you when I’m done.”

Lara planted a kiss on my cheek. “Yes, and see that you behave yourself in the meantime.”

“Always,” I replied. “You know me.”

“Yep, that’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Lara replied as she let me go.

I turned to Murdoch. “Use the downtown safehouse and get everyone situated. You know why we’re here. Start gathering our resources. If this is any indication, we’re going to need them. Perhaps hire a little extra security.”

“Will do,” Murdoch replied, eying Calhoun with a stare that spoke volumes.

“Oh, and Murdoch, be sure to let my father know where I am. Just in case, you know, anything should happen to me. Be sure to mention how helpful Calhoun and his team have been.”

Calhoun stiffened a little. His reaction told me everything I needed to know. He might not chair the organization my forebear founded, but he was a force within it. Calhoun had heard of my father’s reputation and Frank Caldwell didn’t do empty threats.

It took Calhoun a moment to recover his cool before he turned to me. “Like I said, Seth will be returned as soon as the Chairman has had a word with him. The sooner we go, the sooner you’ll be back with your friends.”

One of the security detail opened the back door of the Humvee and I dragged myself up into the middle seat. Heavily armed strike force members climbed onto the seat on either side of me, and Calhoun and the driver rode up front.

As soon as the doors were shut, the Humvee pulled out, sending a spray of snow out behind it. Two of the vehicles lingered behind, but the rest fell into line forming a convoy. 

Dawn was coming quickly as the convoy rolled through New Jersey. I’d expected to attract a little more attention as we rolled down the city streets, but joggers and passers-by only gave a passing glance before moving on their way.

I supposed they figured we were the military. The number of bases up and down the eastern seaboard made a military presence far from unheard of. 

We rolled through New Jersey and crossed the George Washington Bridge. Our vehicle was silent. Calhoun had said about all he was willing to share.

As we passed over the Harlem River, he checked the mirrors. Looking back, I noticed a number of vehicles, including the one carrying my team, peel off and turn right.

Calhoun pointed. “See, just like I said, they’ll take your friends wherever they want to go. The Brotherhood is not your enemy, Seth. We never have been.”

I held my tongue. I didn’t particularly want to get into a philosophical debate with a man who’d spent his life bearing out the will of the organization that I’d been avoiding joining. Clearly, we didn’t see the world the same way. 

I had little doubt Calhoun toed the line. He would have to, to be this close to the Chairman. He would consider his work necessary for the greater good, but I had seen more, and what I’d seen prevented me from wanting to throw in my lot with them. 

Besides, as far as I could tell, the Brotherhood had enough eager members without co-opting my participation. They didn’t want me as much as they wanted our money. The Caldwell dynasty made for a good sponsor. Our gifts had been funding their success since my ancestor Francis and his wife had first returned from Panama.

Rather than engage him on Brotherhood ideology, I changed the topic. “So, where are we headed?”

“Private residence, Long Island. Settle in, we’ll be about a half-hour. More if we catch traffic.”

“This is New York,” I sighed, sinking a little deeper into my seat. “There’s always traffic.”

I couldn’t help but think of the last time I’d spoken to the Chairman. It was moments before my car had blown up. I still had my suspicions as to who might be responsible for that little bit of theater. A minute later and I’d be dead. A minute earlier and it might not have scared the hell out of me. 

If it was the Chairman, he had managed to plant an explosive in the heart of Weybridge Manor. Which meant someone there had mixed loyalties, something my father would not abide. He might be one of the Brotherhood’s inner circle, but in the eyes of Frank Caldwell you were loyal or you were dead. There was no middle ground.

The convoy rolled on, crossing into Long Island. The further east we went, the more luxurious the estates became, rolling green yards and residences that cost millions. That was before the Hamptons and their beaches that served as a playground for the ultra-wealthy.

Such fortunes were pocket change when it came to being a Caldwell. We too had an estate here. I’d never bothered to visit it. These were simply not my people, those who had money and enjoyed lording it over others. I much preferred the anonymity that came with the use of my middle name. Seth Caldwell could go anywhere. Doors opened to him, but Seth Ryder could move almost unnoticed through society. It was that discretion I preferred.

So, I did little with my money that the tabloids would note. I certainly did my darnedest to avoid their attention. I didn’t want celebrity status or the notoriety that came from blowing money on frivolous nonsense. I would rather do something meaningful with my time, and my talents.

We rolled through Long Island to a small township known as Watermill. Each home had vast sprawling lawns masquerading as snowdrifts. 

It wasn’t long before the Humvees turned off the main road onto a private driveway. We were waved through a set of security gates that closed swiftly behind us. It was a good half a mile from the road to the house, and every inch of that real estate was worth a fortune. Yet it was being used for nothing but a manicured lawn, at least when it wasn’t buried under several inches of snow.

Such a waste.

We reached the house, a French château with a four-car garage and stone stairs leading up to a set of heavy steel doors. Not as aesthetically pleasing as I would have expected, but they looked reinforced. 

Interesting.

“This is our stop,” Calhoun replied as the vehicle ground to a halt. “Let’s go.”

We piled out of the Humvee, but the security detail waited with the car. Only Calhoun escorted me up the stairs. One of the château’s staff, a man in his fifties with a bald pate and an exceptionally well-groomed moustache, greeted us.

“Come with me, Mr. Caldwell. You’re expected.”

I followed the man through the entryway, a dining room, and into a sitting room lined with timber bookshelves and richly appointed leather finishings. Two high-backed leather seats sat in front of a spectacular eight-foot glass window that offered a view of a snowy field behind the house. 

Seated in the left chair, one leg thrown neatly over the other, a morning paper sitting folded in his lap, was a man I had never met, but whose voice I recognized the moment he opened his mouth.

“Seth,” he called, a smile gracing his lips. It wasn’t facetious, but it wasn’t friendly, either. “How nice of you to join me. Please, sit down. I insist.”

I looked at his hair turned silver with age and the narrow wire-rimmed glasses that rested low on his nose, and had trouble reconciling the man before me with everything I knew about him. 

Andrew Lynch, chairman of the Brotherhood and the Director of Clandestine Operations for the United States Government.

He was one of the most powerful men in the entire world. I couldn’t help but wonder, what did he want from me?
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Lynch was somewhat less intimidating in person, than I had expected. Perhaps it was the newspaper or the casual manner of his dress, or maybe it was the fact that the chairman of the Brotherhood seemed in good spirits, almost chipper.

“Please, Seth, have a seat.”

I didn’t know what it was about being told to do something that instantly made me want to do the exact opposite. Perhaps I was just contrary by nature or perhaps it was the fact that I’d been manipulated by men like Lynch before. 

He wanted something from me—men like Lynch always did—but there would be little to be gained by sticking it to him now. Clearly, the strike team that had rescued us from the vampires was one of his and if nothing else, courtesy dictated that I at least thank him for that. 

I might not like the man, or what he stood for, but rudeness wasn’t going to get me anywhere, either. Besides, I was aware, somewhere in the back of my mind, of the fact that my friends were still likely traveling with their armed escort. While Calhoun hadn’t indicated that their safety was contingent on my good behavior, after the past week of my life, I found it safer to assume I was in danger and have it proved otherwise than to believe I was safe and be caught off guard. 

I sank into the rich maroon leather chair. It was softer than I had anticipated and remarkably comfortable. I didn’t know why that surprised me. It stood to reason that men as wealthy and powerful as Lynch would like nice things.

Perhaps it was the fact that this felt more like an interrogation than breakfast. 

“Excellent,” Lynch said, setting the folded newspaper on the small wooden table beside his chair. “I must say I was surprised to receive your father’s call. After your last hasty departure from New York City, I didn’t think you would be eager to return. Once again you surprise me, but I must say your recklessness does concern me.”

“I have business in the city,” I replied noncommittally. “Between you and me, I’d rather have stayed home but time is of the essence.”

“So, you fly your private jet right into a Feudal Court ambush. You might as well have rolled out the welcome mat and asked to be kidnapped,” Lynch replied, looking at me over the top of his glasses.

“I didn’t realize things had gotten that bad,” I answered. “Frankly, I’d expected the creatures to be a little more occupied with the city’s law enforcement rather than having the time to pay me a visit.”

“There is that naivete,” Lynch replied. “Always expecting the world to take care of itself. You have a good deal to learn about the Feudal Court, Seth. They are filthy little opportunists, and Rhain has been buying influence and power in the city for more than a year. Expect the city’s bureaucracy to be ineffectual in containing the threat. The king of the Feudal Court does not idly move about. He takes no chances and brooks no interference. If you mean to tangle with him, I’m going to have to intervene.” 

I straightened up in my chair. Did Lynch just say what I thought he said?

“I didn’t know that Rhain enjoyed your protection,” I replied.

Lynch’s laugh filled the room. “Nothing of the sort, Seth. You misunderstand me. The vampires’ plans concern me, yes. But not as much as you jeopardizing your life by jumping in front of their war machine. I would rather not have to continue taxing our resources protecting you from your poor judgment.”

“Oh, I see. You’re just worried about your investment, I suppose.”

Lynch shrugged, his eyes moving to rest on a portrait opposite us. It was of a man and woman from the turn of the past century.

“I guess you can call it that. After all, you are a big part of our future, Seth. We might not see eye to eye on that yet, but I remain confident that you will yet see reason.”

“The thing I don’t get is, how you can see a future past a vampire coven ravaging the city?” I shook my head. How did the Brotherhood pick its battles?

Lynch batted the question aside like it was a bothersome fly. “Let us not worry about that now. It’s early, and you’ve had a long flight. Let’s have some breakfast. We have plenty of time to answer that, and any other questions you might have.”

“Oh, really?” I asked, a little skeptical. “I would have thought you had a full schedule, what with your many responsibilities.”

Lynch looked at me. “You will find, Seth, that while I wear many hats, I make time for what is most important to me. I’ve been waiting for this little chat for some time.”

That didn’t sound ominous at all.

Lynch turned to his butler who was hovering by the door. “Tony, could you fetch us some breakfast? Bacon and eggs, two serves, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“As you wish, sir,” the butler replied.

“That won’t be necessary, Tony,” I said. “I really can’t dally about for a meal.”

“Oh, but you must eat,” Lynch said.

“I’m not that hungry,” I replied.

The rumble in my stomach told me otherwise, but the last thing I wanted was to be any more in debt to Lynch than I already was. It was bad enough that he’d saved my life. I didn’t want to owe him for breakfast too.

“Then some fresh fruit and some juice,” Lynch called. “A healthy start to the day, shall we?”

My stomach rumbled like a tumble dryer with a pair of sneakers in it. Even I had to admit that sounded pretty good.

“Thanks, Tony, that would be great.”

“And a juice? Or shall I fetch you a tea, sir? Something to remind you of home,” the butler asked.

“Just the juice will be wonderful. Thanks, Tony.” 

The butler disappeared and I couldn’t help but wonder if I wasn’t missing out. Perhaps I needed to use some of that Caldwell cash to ensure I ate a little better, or perhaps a little more frequently.

I turned to face Lynch, only to find him studying me intently.

“Well, I’m your captive audience. What can I do for you, Lynch?” I asked, leaning back in my seat.

Lynch uncrossed his legs and slid to the edge of the leather seat. “I want to level with you, Seth. I may not understand why, but I know how you see us. So, I want to talk about the Brotherhood and your future. At least, the future I see for you here. All I ask is that you keep an open mind.”

“I thought the deal for my future had already been struck?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. My father had said as much after Lynch had prevented my jet from being shot down. “You stopped the Director from shooting me down, and I have to join your little boy band. Wasn’t that about the measure of it?”

Lynch laughed. “Calling us a boy band is a little disparaging for an organization that spans the globe, but the rest of your remarks are simply untrue. Sure, your father and I wanted the issue of your membership resolved, but he’d been most insistent on shielding you from the discussions. I thought it best for you to be included. How can you make an informed choice if you know so little about us?”

I looked Lynch in his cold blue eyes. “You want to level with me, then tell me the truth. Did you blow up my car?”

Lynch met my gaze and didn’t even blink. “Yes.”

“Why?” I asked, my pulse quickening.

“To force you to the table,” Lynch replied. “You’ve proven adept at distancing yourself from our affairs. I wanted to talk man-to-man and I didn’t want you believing you could hide away forever in Weybridge Manor shielded by your father and his empire. Times are changing, Seth, and while I’ve entertained your father’s wishes to a point, we both know he isn’t well. The time is coming when action must be taken. This is bigger than me, bigger than you, and bigger than your damned car.”

“You could have killed me. Lara, too.”

Lynch slapped his knee. “Oh, nonsense, that would have been quite counter-productive, wouldn’t it? It was merely a demonstration, not an assassination. There is a difference. Now, are you going to sit and whine about it like a child, or discuss things like a man? Surely my actions this morning prove my intentions. If nothing else, they at least balance the scales.”

I wanted to believe him, but there was a thought gnawing at the back of my mind that I simply couldn’t shake. 

“How do I know that it wasn’t you that told the Feudal Court where they could find me?” I asked. “Your strike team was awfully close at hand, and given your current location, they would have had to be far out of position to reach us in time.”

Lynch shook his finger at me. “You have a very skeptical mind, Seth.”

“A necessity, given my life experience,” I replied, “and that was not a direct answer.”

“Then let me set your mind at ease,” he said. “I had nothing whatsoever to do with the attack at the airport, other than to extract you from it. As for my strike team, they are and have always been located in Manhattan for a quick response. I have ample security here at the château without them, and only an idiot, someone devoid of good judgment and a will to live, would risk an open move against me on US soil. As you, yourself, have witnessed, I wield considerable influence. I can raise up those who share my agenda and crush those who stand against it. Besides, my movements are less telegraphed than your own—a skill you ought to learn sooner rather than later.”

I held his stare. He’d told the truth about my car, and my best judgment told me he was being forthright with me now, but I was nonetheless concerned.

If it wasn’t Lynch who had tipped off the Feudal Court, who was responsible? How did they know where I was going to be? Were they simply that well-informed? Or had someone else betrayed us?

“If that’s the truth—“ I began.

“It is,” Lynch interrupted.

“Then I thank you for your assistance,” I said. “Your timely intervention saved our lives.”

“What are friends for?” Lynch replied. “You may not have joined our ranks yet, Seth, but I have high hopes for you. I think given the right understanding of who we are, and what we do, you will realize the good you can accomplish as a part of our organization.”

I held my tongue. Whether the overt friendliness was an act or not, Lynch seemed well disposed toward me and frankly, at the moment, I could use one less enemy in my life.

“How do you see things?” I asked. “You seem to think my opinion has been clouded. Feel free to correct the record.”

“I’m glad you asked,” Lynch said as Tony the butler entered the room. He was pushing a small cart and it rolled across the carpet on well-oiled wheels. He paused in front of Lynch, took a moment to reposition the side table in front of his employer, and set down a plate of bacon and eggs with a set a hash browns.

Overall, the food looked pretty enticing. 

When he was finished, he made his way over to me and set down a bowl of freshly cut fruit and a large glass of orange juice. Beside it, he set down some silverware and flashed me a smile. 

The fruit looked good, but I couldn’t help but sneak a sideways glance at Lynch’s hot breakfast. 

“If the selection of fresh fruits doesn’t adequately satiate your hunger, sir,” Tony said, giving me a little wink, “I can arrange for another serve of breakfast. Just let me know.”

“Thanks, Tony,” I replied. “I might take you up on that.”

“Very good, sir.”

Tony slipped out of the room and Lynch leaned forward, picking up his knife and fork to start on his breakfast. 

Taking it as a sign, I scooped up the bowl of fruit in one hand and grabbed the fork. Fresh pineapple, watermelon, and honeydew melon had all been sliced neatly into cubes that filled the bowl to the brim. I speared a piece of honeydew melon and popped it into my mouth.

The cool fruit slid easily over my tongue before I bit into it. 

Mmm, it was good.

“What do you know about our organization?” Lynch asked as he raised a strip of bacon to his lips. “What bothers you? I would use our time together to disperse any false notions you might have.”

I wolfed down a piece of watermelon while contemplating the question. I really only knew what my father had shared with me, and I hadn’t been particularly interested in the subject matter at the time. It was one of many obligations I had wished to avoid.

“I know the Brotherhood was founded by my ancestor Francis Drake, among others,” I started.

“From humble beginnings,” Lynch replied. “He was a man with a vision of a different world. He and his fellow founders had watched the powers that be fight over a little gold and land and borders for all of his lifetime and knew that small-minded men would do the same for lifetimes to come. Drake wanted to change all that, but as a privateer, that wasn’t possible. As a wealthy landowner with money, influence, and power, he could do far more. He gathered like-minded men and with his wife’s gifts and supernatural connections, drew others to his cause. For generations, we have worked to preserve peace and life, not spend it.”

“Oh, but you have no trouble spilling a little blood, though. Let’s not gild the lily,” I replied.

“Peace is not purchased with gold alone,” Lynch countered. “The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

I nodded. “I can’t help but think that when Jefferson said that, he was referring to the lives willingly given by those who fought for this country, rather than those who were snuffed out for its better interest.”

“Don’t be naive, Seth. You know as well as I do, that left to their own devices, men with power often make poor choices. You’ve seen it yourself first-hand. I am not unaware of your history, you know. You might disguise it behind a crusade to cure your family ailments, but you’ve gone out of your way to tilt the balance of power and help those in need. With your fortune and gifts, you didn’t need to do any of that. You chose to. Your own actions prove that you’re immensely suited and aligned to our interests. We’re not hoarding the power for ourselves. We are building a better world. One day, one group, one battle at a time. For four hundred years we have fought to improve the world. And yes, lives have been lost, but countless more have been saved. Now you’re here. New York faces a deadly threat, and you show up at the eleventh hour. You don’t need to be here. Your family has resources it could use to help, but instead you put yourself on the front line. It’s foolish, short sighted, and could get you killed.”

“Please,” I replied, “go on. Tell me how you really feel.”

Lynch caught his breath. “In short, you remind me of a younger me. You think I do what I do for money or power. I have enough of both to last many lifetimes. I could retire now without a care in the world, and with enough money to live on a secluded beach with the companionship of my choosing to spend my days watching the waves lap against the shore. You know why I don’t?”

I scarfed down another piece of fruit, finishing it before answering him. “I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

Lynch laughed. “I most certainly will. I’m making a better world for my children to live in. You can be a part of that. Why fight against us when you clearly share our ambitions, if not necessarily all of our ideals?” 

Lynch made a compelling argument, but I expected nothing less from him. He was an accomplished politician, a diplomat, and a skilled manipulator. I had no doubt he could sell ice to an Eskimo, but I still had my concerns.

“You tell me this isn’t about money,” I replied, lifting another piece of fruit to my lips. As I chewed, I continued, “But my father’s old, and you and I can both see our curse is getting the better of him. Tell me that hasn’t factored into the attention you’ve paid me.”

Lynch finished another piece of bacon and set down his fork.

“You’re not wrong, Seth, but that doesn’t take away from the truth of what I’ve said. The Caldwell dynasty has been a vital part in this work since the beginning. I don’t want to see you distance yourself from us simply because of a flawed perception of what we do. Your father and I have accomplished incredible things in our lifetime, but now we grow old and in time we must pass the baton to others. I’m not looking for a minion, Seth, someone to idly do my bidding. I’m looking for my successor. Someone who can use this organization to accomplish the good it was always meant to do.”

The silver tines of my fork struck the bottom of my bowl as my jaw dropped.

All this time, I’d withstood the Brotherhood because I didn’t want my life absorbed by their agenda, but Lynch wasn’t offering me a job. He was offering me a seat at the table—his seat. Control of the Brotherhood would bring with it unrivaled ability to affect change.

Between the Brotherhood’s resources and connections and my arcane talents, there was precious little we couldn’t do. 

The power for good was immense, considerable, and a little seductive.

“Your father’s health is failing. We can both see that. In recent times, he’s absented himself from our meetings and I’ve allowed it,” Lynch replied, “as a courtesy because I don’t want the others to see his failing health. Given what he knows, his ailing mind would concern the others. I’m shielding him from them, just as he has been shielding you. But I can’t do it forever, Seth. I might chair the Brotherhood, but I don’t own it. In time, the others will want assurances. I would have you take his seat, free him from the burden of carrying the load, and in time, I would have you take over my responsibilities.”

“You realize I share the curse, right?” I asked. “The day he succumbs, I will bear its weight. Why do you think I’ve spent my life trying to cure it?”

“But you are young and strong, Seth,” Lynch replied, clearing his plate. “Your father has lived under its influence for decades. I can see the toll it has taken on him, and I’m inclined to devoting greater resources to helping you overcome it.”

“But...?” I prompted.

“No buts,“ Lynch replied. “If you agree, I will do everything I can to protect your father and help you. I am not your enemy, Seth. I am your most powerful ally.”

I raised the juice to my lips and took a long sip. It was icy cool and refreshing.

“I need time,” I answered, gripping the empty bowl in one hand. “And I need to not be looking over my shoulder for when my next car might explode.”

Lynch batted his hand. “An unnecessary bit of theater that is well behind us now. How long do you need?”

“Give me a month,” I replied. “Give me a month to get my affairs in order. I’m close, you know, to a cure. Closer than we’ve ever been.”

Lynch’s eyes lit up. “The temple in Panama?”

I paused. How did he know about that?

“Oh, please, Seth, you forget who I am. I read every briefing Section 9 writes and their teams have been crawling all over that site for the best part of a week.” 

“That as well as some other recent events. It’s also the reason I’ve come to New York. There is a book I need. I’m hoping it holds the answers I’m looking for. If everything works out, we might be free of this curse.”

“Well, if there’s anything you need, let me know,” Lynch replied. “I know you’re not without resources of your own, but remember, the Brotherhood is behind you. You might not be one of us, yet, but I have high hopes. You can have your month. I can buy that much time. But, Seth, I can’t hold them forever. No matter how I might feel about you, and your father, the others will take action to preserve our organization. It would be in both our best interests for us to have an answer for them.”

As far as threats went, Lynch had handled that one with velvet gloves, but the danger was nonetheless implied. 

I needed time to think. Some of what he had said resonated with me, but I needed time and quiet to mull it over. I could hardly consider my future while my present was in so much jeopardy. 

“Very well,” I replied. “You give me a month. I’ll give you an answer.”

“Thirty days,” Lynch replied, setting his coffee cup down on the table. “You have my assurance you’ll be left alone in the meantime.”

He extended his hand toward me to seal our bargain.

As I reached out to take it, the stunning eight-foot glass window behind us exploded into a million pieces.
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Glass rained down from the shattered window. I spun away from it, shielding my face and eyes from the shower of falling glass.

A sharp pain shot through my left hand as a shard sliced into my palm. Somewhere deeper into the chateau, an alarm blared like a warning klaxon. Glass fell from me and my clothes as I rose to my feet.

I looked at Lynch. If this was another piece of theater like my car, I was going to have his head. I wasn’t in any mood for more games, but I wouldn’t put it past the Brotherhood to stage an attack simply to show me the value of their assistance. Hell, somewhere in the back of my mind was the concern that the attack at Teterboro had been just that.

I looked to Lynch but he was every bit as surprised as I was. He scanned the yard outside the broken window.

I felt a sharp intake of power as he drew on the arcane energy all around us. This was no drill. If Lynch was preparing for battle, I needed to be on my toes and ready to move.

I regretted that his team had insisted on taking Murdoch, Dizzy, and Lara into the city. We might have had Calhoun and his strike team on site, but I didn’t know them and I certainly didn’t trust them. I would have preferred my own people to watch my back.

The glass had shattered inward, and whatever had caused it was still outside. I peered through the broken window. The yard outside was an expansive field that had a thin layer of recently fallen snow. 

There was no sign of what had caused the window to break. My first thought was a bullet, but there had been no gunshot report to follow. With a long-range rifle, the impact of the bullet was often felt before you even heard the shot. 

Hence the expression, if you hear the bullet, it wasn’t meant for you. 

I moved to the side, just in case there was a shooter somewhere out there looking for me. I’d already been attacked once at the airport by the unknown wizard and then by the vampire court. I wasn’t taking any more chances.

“Stay down,” Lynch said. “The security detail will be making their way around the chateau and will sweep the yard.”

“I thought you said that someone would have to be suicidal to attack this place,” I muttered.

Lynch nodded. “Indeed, I did. Unfortunately, there seems to be no shortage of suicidal people around lately. It’s as if the whole world has gone mad.”

I rolled my eyes. “You seem to have left that out of your recruiting pitch. I have plenty of people trying to kill me already.”

An impression formed in the shallow snow in the yard, compressing the freshly fallen snow. It was the size and shape of a human foot. No sooner had it appeared than it vanished again, and another appeared in front of it. The line of disappearing footsteps was rushing straight for the window.

Straight for us.

“It’s coming,” I said.

“What?” Lynch asked. “What makes you so certain?”

“If you look closely, you can see the impressions in the snow.” I pointed to the line of appearing and vanishing footprints. 

Lynch narrowed his eyes at the pattern of disappearing footprints, then bellowed a word in a language I didn’t recognize. A sphere of white-hot fire rocketed through the broken window, making a beeline for whatever was sprinting across the yard.

There was a shimmer in the air, an almost imperceptible haze like an oasis on the horizon in the desert. It was there, and yet it was not. The effect was a sure sign that a glamour was being employed.

Glamours were subtle magic and difficult to maintain, particularly while moving. The more complex the illusion, the more energy and talent required. To mask an assailant moving through fresh snow was the hallmark of considerable talent on the part of the practitioner.

There was a crash as a shape hit the snow, leaving a four-foot-wide slide trail through the fresh snow as the attacker dove out of the way of Lynch’s assault.

The fireball struck the place the attacker had been a second earlier, melting a five-foot-wide section of snow before scorching the withered grass beneath it. It sizzled into the earth in a pattern that reminded me of a meteor’s tail.

The assailant’s glamour flickered as they regained their feet. 

I cursed my luck. For the second time in a day, I was up against a capable and dangerous wizard and my first instinct was to run. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the same person that had appeared at Teterboro airport. Their skills certainly seemed alike, only this time, they were taking no chances and were hiding their presence.

With the amount of security around the estate, it made sense. Wizard or not, if a bullet hit you, you still bled, and maintaining a shield and a glamour at the same time was both counterproductive and taxing.

I drew on my power but held it. Firing into the yard was like trying to play darts with a blindfold on. Better to wait until the assailant revealed themselves or tried to slip through the now open window.

Right into my firing line.

The figure moved quickly but erratically. The motions I could catch seemed to zigzag back and forth as Lynch hurled fireball after fireball into the yard. Clearly, he was a pyromancer of some talent as the exertion barely seemed to faze him, even at his age.

The attacker was close, almost at the house. As I tracked their progress, I realized that they were lengthening their stride, readying to jump through the window. Whoever they were, it seemed they viewed us as little threat. I was going to have to do my best to disappoint them. 

The figure launched themselves into the air. I unleashed my magic, a broad wave of force, at point blank range, designed to arrest their momentum.

My spell caught the assassin and sent him smashing into the window frame. He landed heavily on the floor of the living room between Lynch and me. The illusion flickered as it struck the ground, revealing a set of silvery blue armor and a gleam of steel. The assassin regained his feet far faster than I thought was possible, before vanishing once more. 

It was human, or at least humanoid, and wickedly quick. There were few things in my life that I’d ever seen that moved as lithely as the assassin. 

The sound of a sword clearing its scabbard was all I needed for warning. I hurled myself forward, throwing myself face down on the floor.

Call it a gut instinct, or terminal arrogance on my part, but I was confident he was after me. He also had Lynch, who was both the Chairman of the Brotherhood and Director of Clandestine Operations. I hardly seemed to rate a mention beside him, and yet my gut told me to hit the ground, so I did, wheezing as I winded myself.

I rolled across the carpet of the living room and looked back over my shoulder to see the chair I had been standing in front of had been sliced clean through. 

The blade had literally taken the top off it.

It was my seat though, so I was right, and wasting precious time reveling in the fact. 

Behind me, Lynch shouted something. I looked back as fire billowed from his hands like a portable flamethrower. One stream of fire prevented the assassin from following me; the other was pointed straight at the attacker. Before it could strike the assailant, it simply fizzled as a stream of wintry air met them. 

Not unlike the wintry assault I’d witnessed at the airport.

Superheated steam billowed out. Lynch cursed as the heated mist contacted his exposed skin.

Andrew Lynch had offered me a seat at the table, but as I watched him struggle with the assassin, I was starting to doubt he’d be around long enough to sign my first paycheck.

“Get out of here,” Lynch called to me. “I’ll hold him here.”

That took me off guard. I’d expected the Chairman to be more intent on saving himself, but he redoubled his assault, driving the assassin back toward the window.

Our attacker tried to follow me, but Lynch was occupying his whole attention; the sheer weight of fire threatening to immolate him.

I threw another wave of force at the assassin as the two disappeared inside the cloud of steam and smoke. With the assassin swinging that sword around, there was no way I wanted to be fighting in low visibility. I rolled to my feet and my injured ankle screamed its protest. 

I hobbled as fast as I could manage and fled the dining room, passing Tony on the way. “Thanks for breakfast, Tony. I wouldn’t head in there if I were you.”

The butler ignored me, ducking back into the kitchen, only to emerge with a double barrel shotgun a moment later.

Tony, it seemed, was more than just a butler. I needed to get out of here and get somewhere safe. As I hobbled through the house, I wondered just where that might be. If this assassin was willing to attack the residence of the Chairman of the Brotherhood, he either didn’t know or didn’t care just how powerful Lynch was. Both options were a grave concern for me.

If it was the same wizard from the airport, how had he tracked me here? Had he followed Lynch and his men? Hopefully, Lynch and his private army could bring him down. Heaven knew I had enough on my plate already.

As I ran toward the front door, it flew open and the strike force raced through it.

Calhoun’s eyes met mine. He was carrying an M4A1 assault rifle. 

“Where are you going?” he shouted.

“The estate is under attack. Lynch told me to get the hell out of here,” I replied. Not that I’d needed a great deal of encouragement.

“Where is Lynch?” he shouted over the racket.

“In the dining room. Just follow the sound of the world burning.”

Calhoun and his team fanned out, moving down the hall.

“Hey, wait,” I called after him. “Where are your car keys?”

Calhoun’s driver reached into his pocket and handed them to me. “Good luck. Only a coward would leave the chairman behind.”

“He’s your boss, not mine,” I replied. “Besides he told me to leave. Turns out he doesn’t want me dead, but you lot better get in there and save his ass. That’s what he pays you for.”

Calhoun muttered something, and they advanced toward the maelstrom in the dining room. 

I just hoped they were enough to deal with the assassin. 

I raced out the way they had come, hitting the front steps of the chateau before I stopped dead. The vehicles that had been used to bring me to the compound were sitting where they had been parked in the driveway. Except now they were smoking husks.

No wonder they had so readily given me the key. With or without it, they weren’t going anywhere except the junkyard. 

I considered making a break for it but thought better of it. Sprinting across the open ground would leave my back as an easy target. I didn’t need to just get off the property. I needed to get back to Manhattan.

Besides, if our assassin had any accomplices, they would surely be lingering out here somewhere. I needed wheels.

Lynch had to have other cars, though. I just had to find his garage. 

I raced back into the manor as a high-pitched scream filled the air. It was too high to be human and I felt it in my bones.

I pushed it from my mind. I needed to focus. Sooner or later, Lynch or the assassin was going to emerge from the dining room and I didn’t want to be here when they did.

I picked the hallway on my left and made my way down it, only to find myself in a second dining room. An archway led out of it and I followed the loop around a second corridor that seemed to run parallel to the first. After thirty or so feet, I recognized the archway leading back to the dining room where I had eaten with Lynch. This was the corridor Tony had been using.

Mist and smoke billowed through it. There wasn’t a snowflake’s chance in hell I was going back in there. Lynch and his crew could deal with the attacker. The last thing I wanted to do was get shot by mistake. 

Right now, I wasn’t particularly concerned with the outcome of their struggle as long as they kept each other busy. It wasn’t that I was a coward. If there was an innocent bystander in there, I would have rethought things. But Lynch had already taken at least one shot at me that I knew about, and I had little doubt that if I didn’t join his crusade, it wouldn’t be the last. I certainly didn’t have any compassion for the assassin trying to kill me either, so best leave Lynch and his new friend in each other’s loving embrace. 

I made my way back through the halls, testing doors but finding only bedrooms and bathrooms.

The chateau with its elegant furnishings reminded me of home. Lynch talked a good game, and he might well live it, but being a benevolent overlord clearly brought with it a certain level of comfort. Money, power, privilege. Three things that left unchecked tended to become toxic.

I’d never cared for those kinds of treasures, a byproduct of our family gift. I’d once heard that as humans we were controlled by what we needed. For me, that was more time and a cure. It was what had brought me to New York.

I passed by a Renaissance painting worth more than some apartment buildings and shook my head. What a waste. Hidden here in the obscure wing of a billionaire’s summer home, its beauty was likely never seen. 

It belonged in a museum.

I had half a mind to liberate it, but antagonizing Lynch to right that wrong seemed like a poor life choice. I was already fleeing for my life, and I’d lived this long by knowing when to cut and run.

I passed a door that seemed a little different than the other internal doors and paused. I grabbed the handle and tested it. It was open, but the door was much heavier than the others.

The room beyond was dark but far bigger than a bedroom, and had no external windows to let light in.

I felt for the light switch, figuring it would be beside the door. After feeling about in the dark, I found it and flipped it on.

The overhead lights sprang to life, illuminating the chateau’s garage and revealing no less than eight luxury cars of different vintages. There was a Shelby GT, a Porsche, a McLaren, and a handful of other extraordinary motor vehicles. Among the treasure trove of automotive muscle, it was the one in the corner that caught my eye. 

It was a bolt gun silver Aston Martin DB5. Just like mine.

I looked at the vehicles on offer and knew it wasn’t really a choice.

As far as I could tell, I was simply settling a debt. I made my way over to a secured lock box set on the wall and placed my hand over the lock.

“Desintegrarse.”

The locking mechanism crumbled under my arcane assault, and I jammed my fingers into the gap, pulling open the heavy piece of steel that served as a cover. Inside were eight sets of keys. I didn’t have to look hard. From experience, I knew exactly what a DB5‘s ignition key looked like. 

I snatched it off the hook and raced over to the vehicle. I unlocked the door and slid into the driver’s seat, looking around for any sign of a garage door remote. It was stashed in the center console. Thumbing the button for the door, I slipped the key into the ignition, and fired up the engine.

The DB5 hummed like a well-oiled machine, its idling engine a familiar comfort that I had missed. Lynch had destroyed mine. It only felt like karma that I should take his.

No sooner had the door opened than I pumped the gas pedal and grabbed the stick.

That was when I saw it. The telltale flicker.

A being hidden behind a glamour stood right in front of the open garage door. 

The assassin. He’d found me.

My heart stopped as I felt the sharp intake of power. 

His, not mine.
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Power flooded to him. I pictured an icy stalactite tearing through the windshield.

What the assassin clearly hadn’t counted on was the raw acceleration of an Aston Martin engine in perfect working order.

I floored it and slid the car into first.

The DB5 shot out of that garage, wheels screeching like mad as they found their traction. I gripped the wheel, my knuckles turning white as I aimed for the assassin, center mass. If he wanted to finish that spell, it would be the last thing he ever cast before being roadkill.

There was a flicker as the assassin dove out of the way, tumbling across the driveway as I hurtled past him. I peered in the mirror but kept my foot to the floor. I had no intention whatsoever of fighting a foe I could scarcely see.

The assassin took his shot anyway, hurling a wave of icy missiles after the DB5. I yanked hard right on the steering wheel, sending the car straight off the driveway in an effort to dodge the evocation. No sooner had the vehicle hit the snow-covered grass than it started to slide. 

Fortunately, the expansive yard gave me room to work. I pulled left on the wheel, correcting the slide, and easing off the gas a scratch, brought myself back onto the driveway.

I raced for the gates, eager to leave behind the mysterious assassin. I’d figured Calhoun and his team would have had his number, but clearly he’d given them the slip in the chaos in the chateau.

Reaching the gates, I blew through them, giving a salute to the guard as I passed. By the time he realized what was going on, I would be half a mile up the street. 

I looked at my watch. I was at least half an hour from the city and any hope of backup. Hell, my team didn’t even know where I was, and my phone was likely toast, along with whatever was left of the private jet. 

There was no calling for backup and it seemed that no matter where I went, somehow this assassin seem to know exactly where I was. He’d been waiting for us at Teterboro and in spite of us changing vehicles and being rescued by the Brotherhood, he’d still tracked me in record time and attacked me again at Lynch’s chateau.

My mind raced, while my heart pounded like a jackhammer in my chest. How were they able to do that? The vampires had found us at Teterboro but that was different. It was either an attack of opportunity or somehow, they had known the plane was coming. I’d seen no sign of them since the Brotherhood had shown up, and they certainly hadn’t followed us to Lynch’s. So whatever means they had used, they were operating on a different bandwidth to this assassin.

“If he isn’t tracking the vehicle, he has to be tracking me,” I thought out loud.

But how? Tracking magic usually required something of significance belonging to the other party, which would mean the assassin had found something of mine.

I wrestled with that possibility for a few miles before discarding it. I wasn’t a things person and I tended to leave very little of value lying around, which limited his options considerably. I thought of the arcane workings I had used to track movement in the past, but I tended to cheat. I also tended to use it to navigate a labyrinth or maze, rather than track a living breathing being. 

My shortcut consisted of imbuing an object with a little bit of my will and then tracking that arcane working as I moved about, which was considerably easier than tracking a living being. My working had a part of me with it; it was my power and energy manifest in the mortal plane. I could track it across great distances and with great precision when needed. In my experience, it was far more reliable than other means. Once I’d used it on a coin and then tracked that coin to find the arms dealer’s lair, but that was risky. If he’d gone through the effort of having the payment inspected for enchantments, it could have cost me my life.

I rolled past the estates of the rich and famous, most of whom were probably just getting out of bed. Looking in the rear-view mirror there was nothing unusual. I had paid little heed to the speed limit, but a fine was the least of my troubles right now. I’d much rather put as much distance between myself and the chateau as possible.

There was no speeding ticket on earth that was going to do as much damage as whatever was hunting me. But as mile after mile rolled by, I started to ease off the gas. I’d only seen a handful of other vehicles on the road, and I didn’t want to risk being detained. That would only make me a sitting duck for whoever was hunting me. 

If the assassin was tracking me, it didn’t really matter how fast or slow I went. He would find me when I stopped. And I realized that if I continued on my current course, I was going to lead him right back to my safe house. That would put everyone else in danger. While the added backup would be nice, I couldn’t risk putting them in the firing line again. 

I toyed with the idea of trying to lure the assassin into an ambush. He might know where I was, and if I could get him focused on the chase, perhaps I could lure him into my team. But that required me to be able to coordinate with them, which was a no go until I found a phone. 

It also required me to be the bait, and with the skill of the practitioner hunting me, that was a potentially terminal proposition.

I tossed the plan. It was too much risk until I knew who or what I was dealing with. The safest course was to work out how they had been tracking me and neutralize it. It had to be something I was wearing, or something on my person. They had followed me too precisely for it to be anything else. 

If it wasn’t, I was in way over my head, against an arcane practitioner more capable than any I had ever met.

I passed a large park with a handful of walking trails and picnic areas. There was also a dog run, but no one seemed to have been willing to brave the winter morning just yet. The park offered me plenty of cover, and hopefully a chance to work out how I was being tracked.

Rolling into a parking space, I killed the engine, climbed out of the car, and locked it behind me. This might be millionaire’s row, but the DB5 was also a thief’s wet dream. 

There was still an inch or two of snow on the ground, which was unusual for Long Island, but New York was experiencing one of the coldest winters on record. In February, it ought to have been waning, but winter maintained its bitter grip on the city.

The sun was rising but it was cold out. If I hadn’t spent my life living in London and New York, I might have considered it freezing. The cool winter air rolled over me and I regretted the fact I was missing my jacket. But there were worse things in life than being cold. Being dead, for one.

Wandering across the picnic area, I started down a hiking trail. I didn’t want to go too deep in case I needed to make a dash for the car, but I also needed the quiet to concentrate. After heading down the track a quarter mile, I went off trail, pushing through the brush to find a secluded grove. 

I couldn’t see anyone tracking me, and the park was silent. Given the glamours the assassin had been employing, I hoped I’d have ample warning of anyone crunching through the ice and brush to find me.

I was wearing khaki pants, a loose fitting long sleeve shirt, boots, and a belt. There were few places someone might secrete a tracker. I pulled off my belt and checked behind the buckle, but there was nothing. I sat in the snow and pored over my boots. Nothing in the sole was unusual. There was no hidden compartment or tracker concealed beneath the soles.

I patted myself down in case something had been slipped into my pocket, but they were empty. I’d been expecting something foreign or a GPS tracker to explain the assassin’s pinpoint precision in finding me.

I wasn’t wearing any jewelry but my watch, and it hadn’t been out of my possession for days. Nonetheless, I took it off and checked it thoroughly, but nothing seemed out of place there either.

There was nothing I could see that gave me any indication as to how they might be tracking me.

That was when the penny dropped.

“Seth, you idiot,” I muttered, “nothing you can see.” 

I was being hunted by a practitioner that was gifted with working in glamours. I needed to be more concerned with what I could not see. Drawing on my power, I stilled my mind and channeled my will to augment my natural senses. 

“Vista Arcana.”

I closed my eyes and then opened them once more. Everything seemed a little sharper now. I could see rather than just sense the arcane energy flowing through the park. Nature tended to be a far better conduit for arcane energy than a sprawling cityscape.

Here, it presented as hues of multi-colored light turning the somewhat bleak park into a landscape of blues and purple. Looking down, I studied myself. Golden light played around my hands as it often did when I used my wizard sight. My gift for transmutation seemed to be reflected in the coloring around my palms. They could turn an object into solid gold or reduce a stone to dust. I found it fascinating that it manifested in gold.

Was that the natural order of things? Or was that simply my mind’s interpretation of what it was seeing? There was still so much about my talents that I didn’t understand. 

Looking down at my palms, I caught something else in my peripheral vision. A thin wisp of sapphire energy had been woven around my right ankle. It was tiny, barely as wide as a strand of hair that flickered as it moved, giving off the faintest whiff of power.

How had it even got there?

I pointed my hand, palm down, at the tracer wisp and chanted, “Disipar!”

The sapphire band fractured into a thousand pieces and fell into the snow. I shook my ankle, ensuring none of the fragments remained on me.

The sapphire residue fizzled and went inert. I took a few steps through the snow and checked over my entire body to make sure there was nothing else. 

Content that I’d removed the trace, I pulled out the keys and ran like hell back to the car. The assassin would know I was here. Or at least that this was where his spell had whiffed out of existence. I didn’t want to still be here when he arrived. Releasing my wizard’s sight to conserve my waning strength, I hurried back to my car. 

I was crossing the picnic area when I first saw the movement. Drawing on my magic, I sighed, realizing it was just an old man out walking his dog. And I’d almost reduced him to cinders. I slowed my pace a little to avoid suspicion, but made a beeline for my car, never taking my eyes off him. 

The man looked up as I drew nearer. His eyes met mine and he cocked his head to the side. A tingle ran down my spine. Something wasn’t right.

The old man stooped down to scoop up his dog’s poop even as the creature strained at the leash. It was an old animal, but still it almost pulled him over.

The dog’s dark coat was shot through with gray and it was a breed I couldn’t place. Perhaps it was one of those strange boutique breeds that seemed to become far trendier than they had a right to be. Something with a bizarre name like shidoodle or some nonsense like that, but this thing looked like it had more wolf than toy poodle in it.

I made my way toward the car as quickly as I could. For all I knew, the assassin had pinched a vehicle from Lynch’s ruined garage and he could be only a minute or two behind me.

My eyes were drawn back to the old man who was fussing with the animal’s leash. I couldn’t work out what was bothering me. The old man walked with a cane and looked like a stiff breeze might blow him over. 

My eyes went back to the dog sitting in front of him. That was when I saw the impressions in the snow made by the creature’s paws. They were far larger than they ought to have been for a creature his size. Things weren’t adding up, which could only mean one thing. 

My eyes were deceiving me again. 

I regretted releasing my wizard’s sight, but as the man unleashed the hound, I no longer needed it. 

The creature bayed as I sprinted for the car; the beast coming from the opposite side as me. It had to be the assassin. Only now he’d brought some kind of possessed wolf with him. The wolf howled as it loped forward, snapping its teeth at me, its paws sending up snow as it went.

The old man followed behind it, only now he wasn’t limping; he was running, his cane raised like a sword. My heart pounded as I sprinted across the parking lot, but the wolf was far quicker. 

I ran for all I was worth, but with each stride the wolf closed the gap. The wolf cleared the hood of the DB5 in a single leap, its red tinged eyes fixed on me as it charged. It was now between me and my ride, and it was almost on top of me.

The wolf opened its jaws, saliva dangling from its teeth as it considered his next meal: me.

The creature bent down, coiling its strength as it prepared to launch itself at me. I tried to dart sideways out of his path, hoping the creature couldn’t pivot quick enough to change its direction. I was wrong, at least about my own agility. My boots struck a smooth patch of ice and shot out from beneath me as the timber wolf launched itself into the air.

I went down hard on the frozen ground, the impact of the ice jarring my tailbone as I skidded across the icy ground. The wolf snapped his jaws at me as he sailed clean over the top of me. I came to a halt as the wolf landed in the snow a good eight feet behind me. 

The wolf turned quicker than he had any business doing and I knew he was no ordinary creature. I could sense the arcane emanating from him and not just the glamour that had concealed him. It came from his very nature.

This was no mortal predator. This wolf came from beyond the veil.

In a heartbeat, I picked my brain for what little I knew of the creatures of Faerie and summoned the one element I hoped he might fear.

Fire, and a lot of it. 

I called down everything I could muster as I channeled my will through me. I threw out my hands, one towards the hound, the other toward his charging master. “Fuego!”

Great gouts of fire spewed from my hands as I swung them around me. The wolf’s eyes flashed in recognition of the threat, as the fire cratered into the snow before him, driving him backward.

Emboldened, I channeled the fire closer.

I looked to his master, whose progress had been halted by the wall of fire I had sent his way. I just needed a moment. I was only feet from the car now.

I channeled more of my will into the spell, whipping the flames into a conflagration as I dropped my hands and reached into my pocket for the keys. It took me a moment to find them, and I had that sinking panic that they had fallen out during my run through the woodlands.

My fingers struck metal, and I yanked the keys out of my pocket. Fortunately, there was only one key on the ring as I had no time to get it wrong.

My heart hammered as I opened the door. Sliding into the driver’s seat I fired up the Aston Martin. Dropping it into reverse, I started to back out of my parking space.

The wolf backed up and with a running leap, cleared the wall of fire. It landed on the hood of the DB5, his claws doing a real number on the paint work as he tried to find purchase.

I ran my hand apologetically over the steering wheel. 

“Better you than me, my friend,” I said as I stepped on the gas and yanking hard on the wheel, reversed about ten feet in an arc. The wolf scrambled and slid off the car.

Swapping from the accelerator to the clutch, I shifted into first and was back on the gas, letting out the clutch as the quality of the car’s engine picked up the slack in my shoddy gear change. The Aston Martin hurtled forward. There was an almighty clang as something struck the car somewhere behind me and I hoped to heaven that I’d somehow managed to reverse into the old man.

My gut told me that was optimism on steroids, as I doubted this particular geriatric was what he appeared to be.

I raced out of the car park, panting and gasping for air. 

In my mind’s eye, I could still see the baying wolf with the glowing red eyes. It gave me flashbacks to the hounds circling the Scylla’s waist in the Arena of Poseidon. Not an image I particularly wanted to have playing across my mind right now.

What on Earth had that creature been? And how had it crossed the Veil? 

My mind was in overdrive. The icy assault at the airfield. The unseen assassin at Lynch’s chateau who was hiding beneath one of the finest glamours I’d ever seen, and now he was using the guise of an old man walking a freaking timber wolf. And not one from our plane, but from beyond the Veil.

There was only one conclusion to be drawn. The forces of Winter were after me. But why? I’d had precious little to do with the Winter King or his domain. I’d known little of the Sidhe until I had encountered their champions in the Grand Trial. Was this payback for my victory there? 

Oberon had been eager for Ares’ favor and I had deprived him of it. By winning the trial, I’d gained for Edward Knight the strength the Winter King had wanted for himself. Would that really be sufficient reason for him to send assassins after me?

I’d won it fair and square. Did such things even matter to the Sidhe?

I had no idea. Once again, I felt way out of my depth, but I had no choice but to paddle as hard as I could and try to stay afloat. With three attempts on my life inside a day, it felt like the Winter King had no intention of giving me a chance to catch my breath. 

At least I had got rid of the tracking spell. Now I should be able to at least lose the assassin. Good luck trying to find me in a city the size of New York. Here, I was a tiny needle in an enormous haystack.

I sped through Long Island until a grating noise like a saw blade cutting through steel started up behind me.

Searching in the rearview mirror I caught the motion at the back of the car. Turning in my seat for a better look, I saw the old man clinging to the back of the Aston Martin, his walking stick buried deep in the body of the car. His right hand clung to it with a vice-like grip as he dangled from the back of the car at 80 miles an hour.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I groaned.

With inhuman strength, the old man clung to the sword with one hand and reached forward as if he was going to pull himself up the back of the car. In spite of my speed, I jerked at the wheel. Not enough to send the car into a spin, but enough to whip the back of the car around in a violent fishtail.  The assassin abandoned his attempt to climb forward as he wrapped both arms around his cane.

“Suck on that,” I shouted. 

The old man’s head snapped up, locking eyes with me through the rearview mirror. They were a brilliant sapphire blue. In them there was no fear, only seething hatred.

I gripped the wheel. I needed him off the car, but I didn’t want to blow the entire back out of the DB5. As I weighed the spells at my disposal, I sensed it.

The growing wave of arcane power as the assassin channeled his will.
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The assassin held onto his cane with his right hand in a death grip while his left was stretched out toward me. Maybe it was just everything that had happened, or perhaps it was the insanity of the moment, but something about his hand just didn’t look right. A shard of crystalline ice was floating in front of his hand, pointing straight at me.

I stole a glance at the road ahead. It was straight for the most part as it threaded between two rows of pricey estates.

The assassin unleashed his will. I ducked as the arcane power surged toward me. I managed to keep one hand on the wheel to prevent the car from veering as I lay myself sideways against the passenger seat. The icy shard blasted through the rear windshield of the DB5, sending glass spraying everywhere. I closed my eyes against it, but unfortunately jerked a little on the wheel as I did. There was a shearing sound before something heavy hit me in the back, followed by a second window shattering.

I forced my eyes open and sat up. Something lumpy was wedged between my back and the seat, and the front windshield of the car was entirely gone, blown out by the frozen missile the assassin had hurled at me.

He was powerful, persistent, and a right royal pain in my ass.

I pulled on the wheel to correct my course. It wouldn’t do much good to evade the assassin’s attacks only to wrap my new car around a tree at 80 miles an hour. With snow on both sides of the road, a little off track would soon turn into an uncontrolled slide.

Reaching behind me, I grabbed at whatever had wedged itself between my back and the seat. It was my headrest. Whatever spell the assassin had used had sheared straight through the supports holding it in place. Holding the headrest in my right hand while my left gripped the wheel felt as unnatural as it did ridiculous. 

I couldn’t rely on dislodging the assassin by swerving about. The only option left to me was returning fire.

I stole a look in the rearview mirror and sure enough he was still gripping his cane and clinging to the back of my Aston Martin. Not your ordinary octogenarian. No doubt this, like the other glamours he’d employed, it was simply a glamour designed to lull me into a false sense of security. His invisibility hadn’t worked. This had to be Plan B, though why he continued with the ruse was beyond me.

Between the glamours and the timber wolf, I was growing increasingly confident that I was dealing with a Sidhe assassin. From experience, I knew the one thing Sidhe hated more than anything else in this world was the touch of iron. Much as I wished Lynch would have something to work with, it seemed the DB5 didn’t have any weapons stashed about, and I couldn’t really go rifling about in the glovebox in my current state. Besides, I doubted I’d be able to reach it before the assassin could put his not-cane through my very human stomach. 

I was going to need a plan B of my own. Drawing on my power, I willed it into the headrest, transmuting that plush though admittedly rather battered leather into a solid lump of iron. 

“Planchar!“ The headrest grew heavier in my hand as the transmutation took hold.

The iron felt cool against my skin, but behind me, I could sense the Sidhe building up for another assault.

I didn’t like my chance of him missing twice. Turning, I held the headrest out toward him and whispered, “Acelerar.” 

My spell launched the headrest through the car like a lightweight ballistic missile. The Sidhe, mid conjuration, didn’t have the opportunity to react. The headrest smashed into his right shoulder. If I was lucky, it had busted his collarbone and judging from the howl of pain he emitted, I wasn’t far off. The Sidhe abandoned his spell as he was thrown free of the back of the DB5. There was a screech as the not-cane pulled itself free of the car’s bodywork and shot after its master.

“Direct hit!” I shouted as I punched the air.

I watched with pleasure as the assassin struck the asphalt and rolled across it at close to 80 miles an hour. I hoped he broke every bone in his body, though the pessimist in me told me I couldn’t be that lucky.

With a sigh of relief, I tore up the street like a senior on the last day of high school, not slowing until I’d put two suburbs between me and the assassin. 

Paranoid that he might still be tracking me, I pulled the vehicle to the side of the road and got out of the battered Aston Martin. I drew once more on my wizard’s sight and ran over the vehicle, not once, but twice, careful to ensure that I didn’t leave an inch of the car unexamined. 

I found nothing. 

Perhaps he hadn’t had the time. He’d been so intent on turning me into a popsicle he hadn’t considered what he might do if he failed. Content that I’d shaken my pursuer at last, I climbed into the vehicle and made my way back to Manhattan.

Cold sweat ran down my brow. I was lucky to be alive, but it had certainly been a close call. Far too close for comfort.

I had nearly made it to the Queensboro Bridge crossing into Manhattan when a familiar and entirely unwelcome sound filled my ears. Courtesy of the utter lack of a rear window, the blaring of the police sirens filled the car. One look in the rearview mirror was enough to spot the flashing red and blue lights that had pulled in behind me.

That was just what I needed right now. The DB5 looked like it had been through a war, and there was a part of me that was very aware that I was technically driving a stolen vehicle.

I’d broken enough laws without resisting arrest, so I pulled the DB5 to the side of the road, rested my hands on the wheel, and waited.

What did they want? I guessed it depended on how long they had followed me. How was I going to talk my way out of this one? 

Trying to get out of a ticket while driving a stolen car without lying was going to be a feat. One I wasn’t entirely confident I could pull off. Some days, I wished I had Neil’s silver tongue. I hadn’t seen the con man since the day we’d robbed Lara’s museum but now that I was back in town, I should probably check in on him. If I didn’t end up arrested, that was.

One officer waited in the vehicle, while the other stepped out and approached the battered Aston Martin. He was tall, a shade over six feet, with a scalp that was clean-shaven. His hazel eyes worked their way over the vehicle, not missing the hole in the trunk where the not-cane had pierced the car’s body. 

Bending down a scratch, he looked through the broken rear window and noticed the corresponding damage in the front windshield. A smile formed on his lips.

I couldn’t begrudge him that. I was a traffic officer’s wet dream right now. Who knew how many laws I had broken in the last hour? My count was at least six. The real question was, what did they know?

I lowered the window in anticipation. The officer made his way up the side of the vehicle, stooped down, and rested one hand on the car. A little presumptuous perhaps, but he could hardly do more damage than had already been done. He had a casual confidence about him, and I suspected I knew why.

“I would say that’s a lovely vehicle you have here,” the officer began, “but it seems like it has seen better days.”

The words implied a question. One that I wanted to avoid, if at all possible.

“Certainly has, officer. Both it and I have had a long day.”

The officer looked down at his watch. “Really, here I thought it was just getting started. Run into some trouble on the road?”

“Sure did,” I replied. “It did a real number on my car.”

That wasn’t technically a lie. As far as I was concerned, this was now my car. Lynch had blown up mine, so I had borrowed this one permanently. Seemed like a fair trade to me, though I hadn’t been any easier on it than the bomb had been on mine.

“Mind explaining what happened?” the officer asked.

“Not at all,” I replied, drumming a slow rhythm on the wheel with my fingers. I was trying to act calm and unfazed. I was also trying to buy time to come up with a compelling reason for him to let me go as swiftly as possible.

“Well, officer, I hate to say it, but someone tried to carjack me.”

“Carjack you?” the officer asked, his eyebrows rising.

“Sure did, about ten or fifteen miles back. Stopped to stretch my legs in the park. Fellow came out of nowhere. Tried to steal my ride. But I wasn’t letting her go without a fight.”

The officer glanced sideways at the car. “She’s a nice ride, but she isn’t worth your life. Should have called it in.”

“I wasn’t thinking that clearly,” I answered. “You know how it gets when the adrenaline kicks in. The thug blew out my windows, damn near took my head off, but I managed to get out of the car park and once we hit the open road, I left him in the dust.”

“I suppose that explains why you are running twenty over the limit?” the officer asked.

Only twenty? I was lucky they hadn’t clocked me earlier. I was pretty sure I’d doubled the speed limit leaving the park.

“Certainly does, officer. I’d love to say I wasn’t, but I’ll be honest, I had other things on my mind. Could have used you guys about a half hour earlier. Might have saved me getting shot up a little.”

“Well,” the officer began, “we’ll look into that. Where did you say he hit you again?”

I gave him the name of the park and a description of the octogenarian. Not that I thought it would help. The Sidhe assassin would be long gone before he got there.

The officer dutifully took as many notes as he could before leaning against the car.

“Well, I must say I’m sorry for the inconveniences you’ve suffered this morning, but I’m going to have to add one more to them. We didn’t see the carjacking, and while the vehicle’s been shot to hell, boss will have my hide if I don’t write you a ticket for being over the limit. Camera caught you fair and square. So, I’m gonna need a license and registration.”

I nodded along as if commiserating with him. “You do what you gotta do,” I replied. “Let me get you my wallet.”

I reached into my pocket, slowly drew out my wallet, and took my license out of it before handing it to the officer. Then I went across to the glove box and flicked through it for the vehicle’s registration paperwork. As I handed it to him, I figured it was best to preempt his discovery of the car’s former owner. 

“The car is actually registered to a friend of mine.”

Friend was certainly stretching the truth a little, but Lynch had welcomed me into his home, made me breakfast, and offered me a job. Associate just sounded too formal. Associates don’t lend you an Aston Martin for a morning drive.

“Friend?” the officer repeated, his voice clearly conveying that single sentence had undermined the rapport I’d been building for the past few minutes.

“Just run the plate, officer,” I added, trying to sound confident. “It belongs to Andrew Lynch. Run it through the database and feel free to give him a call. He’s a busy man, but I’m sure he’ll verify my story.”

Every conman will tell you the trick to most ruses is a plausible story and a great degree of confidence. Part of me was hoping he wouldn’t call, hence why I had offered it up as a solution. If he were lazy, he would run the plate, discover the owner, and realize that no one would be foolish enough to steal from Lynch. Worst case scenario, I would be back at Lynch’s explaining why I had taken his instructions to get out of there so very literally.

If anything, Lynch should be grateful. I had taken the assassin off his hands.

“I’ll do that,” the officer replied. He ambled his way back to his squad car, climbed into it, and sat there for a few minutes. 

I waited patiently for both men to get out of the vehicle, a sure sign that the game was up, but it never came. Which meant they either believed me, or they had reached out to Lynch and he’d given the go-ahead. In any event, the officer made his way back to my window, leaned in, and handed me a ticket.

“Sorry about the ticket. Looks like everything else checks out. You’re free to go. Take care now.”

I couldn’t believe it. I took the registration papers and my license, jammed the latter into my wallet, and nodded to the officer. 

“From your lips to his ears,” I replied, borrowing a phrase out of Murdoch’s book.

“Stay safe, officers. All sorts of crazy is out there today,” I added.

The officer made his way back to his squad car. Checking my mirror, I flicked on my blinker and pulled back into the street. 

That could have gone far worse. I had half expected to be detained, on suspicion alone. The officers either had bigger fish to fry or Lynch had told them to let me go. If it was the latter, I was curious as to why. Was Lynch really as genuine as he had seemed? If so, he had to have his concerns about my intentions in the city. 

He seemed to believe I was here to do something about the vampire court, an assumption I’d been happy to let him believe, though it was reckless, even by my standards. But if he’d known I was planning to rob Kasey Chase, I doubted he would have let me out of the house.

I wove through the slow moving morning traffic and made my way to lower Manhattan.

I’d chosen this particular location for my safe house years ago, on account of the fact that it was the last place anyone would think to look for me. Most people tended to pick actual houses for their hidey holes. That was where they went wrong.

I liked to pick commercial office spaces, preferably in a semi-occupied building. Ideally with tenants both above and below my safe house. Abandoned buildings were easily broken into. I’d picked an office suite in the Financial District. The rent was incredibly expensive, but money was really no issue. The lease was in the name of a dummy corporation and anyone that bothered to do the research would find that Business Systems Analysts and Consulting had lodged its tax return on time, every year, for the past eight years.

I pulled into the parking lot and was greeted at the gate by a security guard I hadn’t seen in the better part of six months.

“Terence, good to see you,” I called out.

The aging man leaned forward in his chair, adjusted his glasses with one finger, and smiled. “Seth, haven’t seen you in months. Was beginning to think you had left us.”

I let my accent shine through a little as I replied, “No, just a quick trip over the pond to visit family. Took a little longer than I would have liked, but you won’t get rid of me that easily.”

“Well, it’s good to have you back,” Terence said, leaning in close, “and thank you for the, ah, Christmas bonus.”

Busted. 

“How did you know it was me?” I asked.

Terence chuckled in that deep, throaty laugh of his as he looked at me. “I didn’t, but you just told me it was.”

I had slipped a grand into an envelope and left it in his booth while he’d been on break.

Terence had two kids in college and was struggling to make ends meet at a job with unforgiving hours and little hope for promotion. The least I could do to spread a little Christmas cheer.

“My pleasure,” I replied, “though I was hoping to go undetected.”

“You did a good job slipping past the cameras. A darn good job. I checked them twice. They never caught a thing.”

It was a side effect of my vocational choices. Being aware of and avoiding security cameras had become second nature.

“Well, you’ve always been good to me, Terence. Just thought I’d repay the favor.”

“Appreciated,” he replied as he thumbed the button to open the gate. “You have a good day, now.”

“Same to you, my friend,” I replied.

Terence didn’t ask many questions. It was one of the things I liked about him. That, the fact he was a good dad and that he always took the effort to remember my name. It was the little things in life that mattered. He was going to get a bigger bonus this year. If I lived to see Christmas.

I parked the battered DB5 in my space and made my way to an elevator that took me right to the forty-eighth floor. Stepping out into a tiled atrium, I was met with wall-to-wall glass. The signs in the window read ‘Business Systems Analysts and Consulting’ and ‘Appointments by referral only.’

That glass was Lexan, two inches thick and bullet-proof. The only way in was a small keypad at the door. Indicating that appointments were by referral only, was a clever way to ensure no one ever knocked on the door. After all, with no real clients, there was nobody to refer me. Everyone else who showed up here by accident knew better than to bother knocking, which was just how I liked it.

I entered the code and pushed open the door. There was a furnished receptionist’s area to maintain the illusion, along with a large sign on the wall behind it. Reinforcement for the ruse for anyone who took the time to take a closer look. I walked past the desk and down the hall where the balance of the office itself had been converted into a safe house. 

I had everything I might need here: several rooms including an armory, a study, a kitchen, guest quarters, and a lounge room. I found Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch sitting in the lounge room. Dizzy had a bowl of cereal in hand. She must have done a run for supplies, because the fridge was hardly what I would have called well-stocked. Anything in it would have been well out of date.

Murdoch was napping on the couch and Lara was typing away at a laptop. Hers would have still been on the jet, which meant she was using one of mine from the safe house. Which also meant she had cracked my password. 

One of the perks to being a spy, I supposed. Not that it would have been difficult given it concerned her.

Dizzy looked up at me and grinned. “So, boss, want the good news or the bad?”
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Most days, I was a bad news first kind of guy. Following it up with the good always seemed to take the sting out of it a little. Given the morning that I had just had along with the look on all their faces, I was beginning to rethink my philosophy.

I let out something between a yawn and a sigh as I wandered over to the empty seat and slumped into it.

“Forget about the news. You’re not looking so hot,” Lara said. “What happened with Lynch?”

I fended off the question. I didn’t want to get bogged down talking about the Brotherhood, particularly when I hadn’t had the time to process the conversation and its repercussions. I’d asked for a month and Lynch had given it to me, but that was it. I was going to need to make choices. Choices I had been avoiding for the better part of a decade. Choices that could determine the rest of my life.

“It went better than expected,” I replied. “At least until an assassin tried to kill us.”

“What?” Lara bolted upright. “You didn’t think to lead with that?”

“I was getting there,” I replied. “I’m fairly sure it was the same guy from the airport. He tried to kill me at Lynch’s and when I ran, he ambushed me again on the way back. Fortunately, I worked out how he was tracking me so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“He was tracking you?” Dizzy asked. “How the hell did he pull that off?”

“Magic,” I replied. “A faint tracer spell around my ankle, so fine it couldn’t be seen with the naked eye, though I would love to know how someone got close enough to place it.”

“You’re worried that it was someone in your parent’s household?” Murdoch asked.

“The thought had occurred to me,” I replied. After all, someone there had placed the bomb on my DB5. “But then I remembered the Grand Trial. Trouble seemed to follow me wherever I went there as well. It’s possible that one of the Patrons there could be responsible, perhaps even Ares.”

The room went silent. The possibility that the God of War was sending people to finish the job was a bitter pill to have to swallow. Ares and I had parted on good enough terms, and part of me wanted to believe that if he was trying to track me, he wouldn’t need to rely on such a spell. After all, he had given me a gold coin when I’d emerged victorious. I’d swept it for magic repeatedly and found nothing. As far as I could tell, it was just an odd coin.

If it wasn’t Ares, it could have been any number of agents acting on behalf of any of the many in attendance. 

The Trial had been a veritable who’s-who of the supernatural world. And while I was now confident it was a Sidhe of the Winter Court trying to kill me, I had no idea whether he was acting on his king’s orders, or someone else’s. I certainly didn’t want to spend all morning diving deeper down that rabbit hole. It wasn’t why we were here.

“I believe it was a Winter Sidhe,” I replied. “Why they are chasing me, I have no idea. I gave them something to think about. And they can no longer track me, so worst case scenario, they are starting from scratch and New York is a truly massive city. We just have to play a little hide and seek with him while we do what we came here to do. Perhaps we’ll get lucky and the vampires will take him out.”

“Seems a little optimistic,” Murdoch replied, “particularly when dealing with the Sidhe.”

“It’s better than the alternative,” I answered, not wanting to wallow in the misery of my predicament. “Speaking of, I’ll take the bad news.”

I’d had enough of it so far to last me a lifetime but knowing there was some good news on the horizon made it a little easier to bear.

Lara glanced down at her screen. “Well, we know Kasey is alive but no one has seen her in public since an attack on a church the other night. She did a TV interview there, then disappeared.”

“So how do we know she survived the attack?” I asked. “She could be dead for all we know.”

“Because the Feudal Court put a five million dollar bounty on her head and no one has claimed it,” Lara replied with a smile. “If someone had done her in, they would have collected the cash.”

“Makes sense,” I replied, lifting my feet onto the coffee table and using it as a footrest. “So she’s gone underground. Any idea where she’s hiding?”

“Well,” Dizzy replied, “knowing that she is trying to keep herself off the street and out of harm’s way limits things considerably. At first, we thought she might be hiding with her friends at the police precinct. But we put out feelers through the network and discovered she isn’t there.”

“So where does that leave us?” I asked. “Hit me with the good news. I could really use it right about now.”

“Well, we figured she might have gone underground, and be hiding out somewhere in the city. After all, someone with her reputation has to have powerful allies, right?” Lara said.

“It makes sense,” I replied. “It’s hard to imagine someone being able to accomplish everything she has without some sort of support around her.”

Dizzy clapped her hands together. “Exactly. So, we watched back the footage of her killing that mad wizard last year and found the other person in it. Turns out that was her partner from the Ninth Precinct, one Diane Bishop. Turns out, she is a lot easier to find than Kasey is.”

“And you followed her to Kasey?” I asked, my excitement starting to return. It was a good angle and they had certainly been busy.

“We haven’t had a chance yet, but I was able to talk to some old friends and get the GPS tracking info for her squad car. It turns out the last few days she’s spent a lot of time in a structure not too far from here. One Wall Street. It’s the old Cocoa Exchange that was turned into luxury residential units,” Lara answered.

“And you think that’s where Kasey is hiding out?” I asked, my heart beating a little faster. “What makes you so sure?”

“Just a feeling I have after discovering who owns the building,” Dizzy said. “Bad news is, we’re not going to be able to just bust in there and take it, Seth. She is connected and her friends have deep pockets.”

I shrugged. Sounded like good news to me. “Are they as deep as mine, because I’m willing to throw everything I’ve got at getting that book.” 

Dizzy smacked her lips. “I was afraid you’d say that.” 

“Who owns the building, Dizzy?” I asked, her concern starting to unsettle me. “What are we up against? The mob? Government? Is that a WITSEC safe house?”

“None of the above,” Lara replied. “It’s all owned by one person. I used my access at Section 9 to pull the building’s ownership information along with the construction and renovation plans recently filed with city council.”

I looked from Lara to Dizzy, unsure of what I was missing. “You got the plans? That’s not good news—that’s great news.” 

Dizzy set down her bowl of cereal onto the end table. “The owner is Kendra Harrington.”

The announcement punctured my hopes. There were nations with less resources than Kendra Harrington had access to. We Caldwells were certainly a healthy British dynasty, but the Harringtons were American royalty. Lester Harrington had been one of the richest men alive until his untimely passing last year. Kendra had emerged from the chaos in control of both the family’s wealth and the industrial powerhouse that was the family business, Harrington Industries. While the circumstances surrounding the sudden disappearance of her siblings had not been published in any media, I had the sinking suspicion they had met the same fate as Lester.

Whatever had happened, Kendra coming out on top spoke to both her cunning nature and killer instinct.

Lester Harrington had been a member of the inner circle of the Brotherhood. While his daughter wouldn’t have inherited that particular role, on account of the misogyny still alive and well in the twenty-first century, she was nonetheless a powerful adversary. We’d gone to school together. She was as cunning as she was beautiful and had a talent for getting her way. I wouldn’t have willingly crossed paths with her.

Unfortunately, now it seemed like I had no other choice.

“Perhaps if she’s hiding out at Kendra’s, you could reach out and—“ 

I never got the rest of the sentence out as Dizzy cut me off. “Not this side of Hell freezing over.”

“Whoa, Dizzy, relax. I was just asking,” I said.

Dizzy applied pressure to the spoon and it started to bend. “You’re not using my relationship with Kendra to steal your damned book.”

I knew better than to argue with her when she was upset. I hadn’t meant to, but I’d run right over a raw nerve. 

An awkward silence settled over the room.

“I wasn’t asking that, Dizzy,” I said, trying to diffuse the growing tension. “I thought perhaps you could organize an introduction.”

Dizzy bent the spoon clear in half. “And when the witch fails to give you the book, what are you going to do? You’re going to try to steal it. And where does that leave me? Whether I’m a part of it or not, we all know how that’s going to look, and I’m not going to do that. If you want the book, fine, I’ll do whatever else I can to help, but I won’t leverage my relationship with Kendra to do it. Understood?”

I nodded slowly, not wanting to say or do anything that might push her over the edge.

“Got it,” I replied, leaning back in the seat. I didn’t like my chances of prevailing with Kendra anyway and I certainly wasn’t going to risk hurting Dizzy to try. Kendra Harrington had a habit of getting her way. The fact that she’d clawed her way past her siblings to inherit the family fortune only proved my point. If we wanted the book, we were going to have to go head-to-head with one of New York’s most powerful women. Kendra’s resources were vast, both in the supernatural community and in the normal world. Turns out, money and power were good currency in both.

Another problem was that we had no idea just how long Kasey would seek refuge under Kendra’s roof. With a bounty the size the Feudal Court had placed on her head, I didn’t want to risk her going to ground and losing her completely. We needed to move fast. If she disappeared, I might never get the book.

“Okay. Talking to Kendra is out, but we are pretty sure that Kasey is in there. We need to find out whether or not the book is in there with her. She might have stashed it somewhere else. We need to get eyes on that building as soon as we can. I say we stake out the building, confirm that both she and the book are in there. If we can get confirmation, we go in tonight.”

“Madness,” Murdoch replied. “The place is going to be a fortress. We need more time.”

“The longer we wait, the greater the chance she disappears for good. The Feudal Court is after her. If they get her before we get the book, then it’s all over. We’ll never get it back. They’ll hoard it like they do their other spoils.”

Trying to steal something from a castle full of vampires was a suicidal errand I had no intention of participating in. My curse would kill me eventually; they would kill me immediately.

Lara flipped around the laptop. “One Wall Street is the old Cocoa Exchange. If they are holed up in there, then we have a few things going for us.”

“Like what?” I asked, pulling my feet off the table and leaning toward the laptop.

“Well,” Lara replied, poking an image of a map that filled the screen, “in its day, the Cocoa Exchange might have been one of the taller buildings in that neighborhood, but now it’s been dwarfed by more recent constructions. It might be difficult to get in, but it won’t be hard to get eyes on the building to do surveillance. There has to be a dozen buildings around it that we could use for a stake out. I’ll call around and blow smoke at a few commercial landlords. I’m sure we could get access to premises on practically any side of her little fortress. If you’re willing to let us take that surname of yours out for a spin, I dare say we could organize a few inspections on short notice and find one that suits our needs. If we can keep eyes on her, we can snatch the book while she’s out. Minimize the chances of being caught.”

“Or brutally murdered,” Dizzy replied, devoid of her usual enthusiasm.

“That too,” Lara agreed.

It was a good plan. Certainly better than anything I could have come up with on-the-fly.

So that was how we spent the afternoon, cold calling estate agents with listings around 1 Wall Street. Lara masqueraded as my secretary and booked as many inspections as we could. Murdoch and Dizzy played the role of my construction crew and together we looked at more office spaces than I cared to see in a lifetime. It was on the seventh office that we finally struck pay dirt.

It was a large vacant commercial space in the building behind the Cocoa Exchange. It had a clear view to the top floor which, from what I had gathered from the blueprints, was Kendra’s private penthouse. The security team stationed on the roof above certainly reinforced my conclusion. 

A woman stood in the penthouse. Brunette, she was a good six or so inches shorter than I remembered Kendra being but at this distance it was difficult to tell for sure.

Something in my gut told me we had found exactly who we were looking for, but I had to be sure, and for that I needed some privacy. 

I turned to the agent, Wilson, a man in his forties wearing an open necked button-down shirt and blue dress slacks with polished black oxfords. 

I reached out my hand to shake his. “Wilson, my man, I think you’ve done it. This is just what we need.”

Murdoch made his way over to the window and set down his toolbox.

“You like it?” Wilson asked, a little surprised. The office had been stripped back to the drywall and needed some serious work to refurbish.

“Like it? I love it,” I replied. “It will take some work, but the location is spot on. We’re right where we need to be.”

Wilson looked a little confused. “Even, with, you know...the murder?”

I had to be careful not to overplay my hand. I didn’t want him to grow suspicious. Clearly, he hadn’t expected us to be interested.

“Absolutely. The facing is just perfect and what’s a little murder here in New York? Character? Am I right? I’m sure the cleaners will be able to get the last of the blood out of the carpet in no time. So, have you got the lease?”

“The lease?” Wilson asked, still a little off balance. “Um, sure, I’ll just need some time to polish up the paperwork.”

I pointed to him and grinned, “My man.”

Wilson reminded me of every frat boy movie I had ever seen, but I’d found a little enthusiasm went a long way. “You go take care of the paperwork. My crew and I can get to work taking some measurements and organizing the details for our fit out. When can we move in?”

“Ah, I’ll have to speak with the owner, get the paperwork processed, but I’m sure we can get you in here by Monday.”

I scowled at Wilson. “Wilson, buddy, I thought we were friends. Friends don’t make their friends wait five days to get started in their new office. Not when it needs this much work. What do you say we throw in a little signing bonus for you, and you let us take the rest of the day to get ourselves organized?”

Wilson looked at the four of us, his eyes lingering on Dizzy who was carrying a pair of duffel bags that looked like they weighed as much as she did in her overalls. Perhaps they were a little too clean for a construction worker, but it was the best we could do on short notice. Besides, if we were covered in sawdust, I doubted they would have wanted us inside half the spaces we’d been in this afternoon.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Wilson said, looking out the window.

I pulled out my phone and opened my Internet banking. 

“What’s the number going to be? Ten thousand, or should we make it fifteen?” I punched the numbers into the screen and held it up for Wilson to see. “All you’ve gotta do is tell me where to send it and leave the key on your way out.”

Wilson’s eyes glimmered as greed trumped common sense.

“Here, let me,” Wilson replied, taking the phone. He typed in his bank details for the transfer, then handed it back to me. I looked down at the screen and noted the payment confirmation.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Wilson. I expect the lease on my desk Monday. Twelve months, with an option for another twelve, and don’t you even think about lifting the rate.”

Wilson grinned like the Cheshire cat. “You will have it first thing Monday morning.”

“Great. Where is the key?”

Wilson dug into his pocket, fished out the key, and handed it to us. I wrapped my hand around the key, but he hung on to it. 

“Remember,” Wilson added, “you’re not officially the tenants until Monday. No wild parties. No drawing any unwanted attention. No getting me fired.”

I slapped him on the back. “You worry too much, Wilson. I hold all my parties in the Hamptons at our family estate.” 

Which would likely be true if I held parties or knew where the estate was. “We’ll have to have you out sometime. I’ll let you know.”

Wilson grinned like a man who just been told he had front row seats to the Victoria Secret fashion show.

“Wouldn’t miss it. You all have a lovely evening.” Wilson let himself out of the office, no doubt already working out how he planned to spend his windfall.

No sooner was he out the door than Murdoch locked it behind him. 

Dizzy opened the duffels and pulled out a set of binoculars. “You found her?”

“I think so,” I replied. “Looks like she has the use of the penthouse.”

“Oh, does she now?” Dizzy muttered darkly to herself as she studied Kendra’s penthouse through the binoculars.

I walked up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “May I?”

Dizzy slammed the binoculars into my hand. “Sure, hero of New York. This town is impressed too easily, if you ask me.”

I had seen Dizzy in many moods over the years, but jealousy wasn’t a look I was familiar with on her. I might have said something, but with her stormy temperament, I was more concerned she would try and put me through the window.

I raised the binoculars and studied the top floor. The view only confirmed what my gut had already told me: Kasey Chase was hiding out in Kendra’s penthouse.

It raised the question, how did the two even know each other? Kasey hadn’t come to the Academy, so they didn’t know each other from school, and I highly doubted she moved in the same social circles as Kendra did. It was an interesting, albeit unlikely, alliance. Perhaps Dizzy had it right. Maybe Kendra had developed an infatuation for the young heroine. Wouldn’t have surprised me. She wouldn’t have been the first and I doubted she would be the last. 

Kasey made her way through the apartment and picked something up off the counter. It was black, with runes that glowed red with an inner light.

“That has to be it,” I whispered. I’d seen my share of ancient tomes and while I couldn’t sense its power at this distance, the aged leather and glowing runes led me to believe we’d found exactly what we were looking for. 

Kasey carried the book into the bedroom and set it down on the bed before making her way to the windows and closing the curtains.

So much for keeping eyes on the tome. At least we knew the book was in there.

“What’s she doing?” Dizzy asked over my shoulder.

I wasn’t quite sure that I wanted to answer that. Or that I wanted to be the one standing next to Dizzy when she got the news.

“She appears to be getting ready for bed,” I replied. “She just closed the curtains in the bedroom.”

“Getting ready for bed?” Dizzy asked. “In Kendra’s suite? I’ve changed my mind, Seth. I’m coming with you.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “Afraid not, dear. Whatever else she might be, she is the key to whatever the vampires are doing in New York. You can’t murder her for making a move on your ex.”

“I can, and I will,” Dizzy replied.

Both Dizzy and I knew she would never do a thing like that, but her reaction to discovering Kasey in Kendra’s suite took me a little off guard. When things had ended between them, I’d thought it had been Dizzy that had pulled the plug. Clearly, things weren’t as over as I had supposed.

“So, what’s the plan?” Murdoch asked.

“Well, we’re going to have to break in there and take the tome,” I replied. “Tonight.”

Murdoch was holding a second set of binoculars and he pointed at the roof lines above us. 

“And what exactly do you expect to do about those?” he asked.

I looked up at the buildings around us and noticed the long barrels of rifles poking off the rooftops of the adjacent buildings.

I shook my head. Kendra’s security was already in commanding positions on each roof top.

“Bloody snipers,” I groaned as I lowered the binoculars and turned away from the window.
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It was well after midnight when Dizzy dropped into a squat beside me at the window.

“Are you just going to sit here all night?” she asked, one palm resting against the glass.

“If that’s what it takes.” I set the binoculars down and turned to find her biting her lower lip. Her usual cheery disposition was noticeably absent, which I was fairly sure had something to do with our current intelligence gathering. Dizzy’s mood seemed to have suffered as a result of discovering New York’s resident hero had moved into her ex-girlfriend’s penthouse.

“If it’s any consolation, Dizzy, there is still no sight of Kendra.”

No one had entered or exited the penthouse since Kasey had shown up. I hadn’t taken my eyes off the penthouse in hours.

“Yeah, but Kendra is a workaholic. Midnight would be an early night for her,” Dizzy replied.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what happened between you and Kendra? Things seemed to be going so well.”

Dizzy and Kendra had reconnected at a function celebrating alumni from our finishing school. The party had been the kind of hobnobbing snooze fest I preferred to avoid but Dizzy had dragged me along. Something about me being antisocial. Which in my book was probably just about the right level of social.

But as she often did, she prevailed and we went. It was every bit the disappointment I had anticipated, but we had crossed paths with Kendra, she and Dizzy had rekindled their old flame. Which made the evening worthwhile.

“I don’t know,” Dizzy replied. “We were having a lot of fun but she kept asking about the future and I don’t know, I guess I wasn’t ready for that. Then out of nowhere, six months ago, she went off the grid. Wouldn’t answer my calls, return my messages, nothing. Totally ghosted me.”

That had to be a new experience for Dizzy. With her infectious smile and love of life, she was the kind of company people loved to have around. I didn’t ask, but I got the distinct impression she wasn’t turned down often. 

Dizzy and I existed at different ends of the dating spectrum. Until Lara, I had crashed and burned more times than I could count and had been singularly unsuccessful in building a relationship that lasted longer than a few days. When I filtered out those who were obviously after the family fortune, well, there were more retirement resorts on the moon than there had been significant love interests in my life.

Dizzy, on the other hand, had no shortage of suitors, but where I had been looking for a future, she always seemed far happier in the present.

“Why do people always have to rush to put a label on things?” Dizzy asked as she crossed her legs beneath her.

“Let me guess. The second she wanted to put a label on things, you wanted to run a mile?” I asked. “What is it about commitment that scares you so much?”

Dizzy stared out the window. “I don’t think it’s the commitment that scares me,” she replied. “I think it’s just that as soon as someone wants to put a label on the relationship, I feel like they are trying to own me. I have seen what that kind of relationship did to my parents. They were miserable for years, and look at them now. He’s living the society life in London, and she’s retreated home.”

When she put it like that, it was easy to understand her fear.

“That’s one way to look at it, I suppose.”

“Oh, really, Dr. Phil? Tell me more from your vast experience,” Dizzy teased.

“Oh, stop it,” I replied. “We both know that my love life was a dumpster fire on a runaway train. At least it was, until Lara.”

“You say that like it was your decision to change things,” Dizzy replied, “and not her overwhelming patience in the face of your poor decision-making and self-sabotage.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “Until Lara, I had always told myself the same lies and sabotaged myself. I told myself, I can’t have a future, therefore I won’t try. You see your parents’ relationship and fear turning into them, but it wasn’t all bad.”

“How would you know?” Dizzy asked. “You didn’t have to put up with it like I did.”

“You’re right. I only see what came out of it, and without their relationship we wouldn’t have you, and the world would be a poorer place for it.”

Dizzy’s dark eyes welled up as she turned away. 

I picked up the binoculars. “Have you considered that perhaps Kendra doesn’t want a label because she wants to own you, but rather because labels help her make sense of a world full of unknowns? Labels help people understand their place and the world around them. Sometimes they’re right, sometimes they’re wrong, but if there is anything that scares the hell out of people, it’s the unknown.”

I looked at the dark penthouse across the street. Inside it was a witch with powers I could scarcely comprehend, sitting on a forbidden relic that might or might not be able to help me cure my curse. The outcome of this insane plan was unknown, and it scared the hell out of me.

“That might be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me,” Dizzy answered, her voice soft and quiet. “I can’t say I ever thought about it like that.”

“Well, once we finish robbing your ex-girlfriend, why don’t you give her a call and see if she isn’t willing to hear you out?”

“Oh, yeah?” Dizzy replied, as she stood up and stretched her legs. “True love always starts with a little larceny.”

I shrugged. “It works for me. It shouldn’t have, but every day I wake up, I’m grateful that it did. If you don’t make that call, you’ll be kicking yourself forever.”

Standing up, I looked down at my watch and noted the time. Almost 2 a.m.

“Time to go?” Dizzy asked.

“Yep, the shift change is likely our best bet, but it’s a tight window,” I replied. 

Our stakeout had indicated that guards changed every three hours. Any minute now, the snipers on the adjacent buildings would thin out and I would have the best opportunity I was going to get for breaking into the penthouse.

Dizzy reached up and pulled down my balaclava mask before placing her hand on the side of my face. 

“Try not to get yourself killed,” she whispered.

“I’ll do my best. You stay here and watch that window. If anything happens while I’m inside, it’s your call,” I said, lifting my bag and heading for the door.

“I’ve got your back,” Dizzy replied.

I smiled. Not that she could see it through the mask. “I know.”

When it came to friends, Dizzy Alasa was as good as they came. Who else would be willing to join me in this seat of your pants and possibly suicidal expedition?

I made my way up to the roof, black duffel in hand. I reached instinctively for my ear, making sure the piece was fitted correctly. I needed to be sure Lara and Murdoch could hear everything I was saying.

“Lara, Murdoch, are you two in position?”

“Indeed, I am,” Murdoch replied. “Ready to help that lookout take a nap on your command.”

“Lara?” I asked.

“I’m here, my dear. It’s a good thing these idiots never look up. He’d need a new pair of trousers.”

With her training, there was no one I trusted more to take that shot. 

“Okay, my love, just like we planned. Your man is the only one overlooking my rooftop. I’m going to need you to drop him as soon as the guards at the penthouse head inside.”

I put my hand to the rooftop service door. If we timed this well, we would have a clear but brief run at the penthouse. If we messed it up, we would never get another chance at this. Hell, we would be lucky to get out of here alive.

“Guards are changing now,” Lara replied. “It’s go time in three, two, one.” 

I pushed the service door open, and it swung outward on well-oiled hinges. 

Lara’s voice filled my ear. “Target down.”

“Good shooting, Tex,” I whispered, easing the door closed behind me. 

Only two more shooters had a view of the penthouse: mine and Murdoch’s. Murdoch couldn’t make his approach until I knocked mine out. 

I made my way quietly up behind the lookout. The poor sniper was on his stomach at the edge of the building, intently surveying the buildings below; he never looked up. He probably figured his team had his back. Shame mine was better. 

I was almost on top of him when my foot kicked a loose stone. It skittered across the roof. 

The sniper whipped his head around, but I’d already gathered my power. 

“Dormir.”

The wave of power rolled over him, his muscles relaxing even as he fought to stay awake. All he managed was to collapse over his rifle.

“Number two is down,” I said. “All up to you, Murdoch.”

“Moving now,” Murdoch replied. 

I crouched down and ejected the magazine from the sniper rifle. I reduced it to steel filings with my power and dispersed it to the winds. If he came around, I didn’t want him shooting me in the back. 

Looking through the scope, I watched as Murdoch snuck up behind the sniper on the lower building and with a tranquilizer, fired it point-blank into the back of the man’s neck. Murdoch moved like a ghost, even quieter than me on a good day. I supposed it was something he had picked up in the military. 

I couldn’t help but grin as the man went down. Things had gone smoothly, far more smoothly than I had expected. 

I set down the duffel as the guards on the penthouse below disappeared from sight. There had only been three, which was a darn sight lower than there had been earlier in the day, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 

I unzipped my duffel and loaded up my grappling launcher. It was hard to say which part of this plan I was least excited about. I was driven by my overwhelming desire to cure my curse, but I was absolutely terrified by what lay ahead of me. There was zip lining between two buildings in downtown New York City, hundreds of feet off the ground, and then trying to burgle New York City’s most prominent witch. Both filled me with dread, and unfortunately both were equally inescapable. 

There was no doubt in my mind whatsoever that all the manpower Kendra Harrington could muster was holed up in that building. If New York City was under attack and vampires were roaming about plucking eligible billionaires up for ransom, she would be at the top of their list. 

The Feudal Court had taken their shot at me; no doubt she had similar advances. 

Security on the ground floor looked entirely impenetrable. I’d paid scouts to scope out the lobby. Between the reinforced doors and the .50 cal machine gun nests pointing toward the door, this was no hotel as much as it was a fortress. 

Coming in from the roof was the only choice and I hated everything about that. I lifted the gas-powered launcher to my shoulder and set my sights on the Cocoa Exchange. There were men who might have done it with a base-jumping parachute, but I still had far too much to live for. Jumping off tall buildings with only a parachute was an act of desperation I hadn’t quite reached yet.

I fired the weapon and the gas propelled head rocketed between the buildings, embedding itself deep in the roof of Kendra’s penthouse. I pulled on the line to test the head’s purchase and it went taut. I secured the weapon and the line, and tested it once more for good measure, before attaching the zip line. At this distance and difference in height, it was really guided falling, but the genius was in the molded grip with a brake device that would prevent me from face planting into the side of Kendra’s balcony at terminal speed.

After fitting the pricey piece of equipment over the secured wire, I hung off it to ensure nothing slipped. The last thing I wanted was to be suspended in midair between these two buildings, one with a witch that was more than capable of murdering me, and the other with a sniper recovering from a most unwelcome nap. Or worse yet, it could give out entirely and leave me plummeting to the street some twenty floors below.

Besides, if all went well, once I got to Kendra’s balcony, I planned to trigger a charge that would separate the wire from the launcher to allow me to use the freed cable to make it from Kendra’s balcony to ground level. It had been the best answer I was able to come up with on short notice, given I couldn’t fly.

Slinging the duffel over my shoulder, I grabbed the mechanism. It seemed to hold and what was more, it was taking my weight with minimal movement.

“Here goes nothing,” I told myself as I pushed off the roof. 

I flew off the building far quicker than I had anticipated, both gravity and the smooth carbon fiber line assisting in accelerating me across the gulf between the buildings. It was all of a second before I was applying the brake to arrest my descent. There was a slight shriek as it engaged and my pace slowed from Angry Bird being fired out of a cannon to Usain Bolt in his prime, only I was headed for a brick wall, not a finish line.

Still, it was as good as I was going to get. As my feet crossed over the rail of the balcony, I let go, landing on my feet like a cat, before dropping into a roll. I knew better than to try and let my ankles take all the abuse. In spite of my care, my sore ankle still sent a jolt of pain that went straight through me.

I groaned as I rolled across the balcony and came to a stop. My breath returned in short, ragged gasps.

I’d made it.

Dragging myself to my feet, I set down the duffel and took long deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

“That looked uncomfortable,” Lara whispered into the mike.

I gasped and panted as I tried to get my breath back. 

“Let’s just say it’s a good thing these pants are black,” I replied. “But I made it. Let’s go radio silent while I get the book. If you need to keep those snipers down, do it. Chances are, I’ll have to leave here in a hurry and the only way is down. I’ll need cover for at least a minute.”

“I’ve got your back,” Lara replied. “Always.”

I triggered the small charge that released the wire from the opposite end and pulled the lightweight cable to my side, before stashing the spool behind a potted plant on the balcony. It wouldn’t stop anyone from seeing the wire buried in the roof above, if they got close enough, but at least it would make it more difficult. 

I also turned around my braking mechanism in case I needed to leave in a hurry. 

I reached into the duffel and drew out my lockpicks, before hiding the duffel behind the same plant. 

Making my way to the door, I listened for any indication that anyone inside had heard my approach, but there was no movement. Opening the case, I selected a pick and a torsion device.

I could use magic to open the lock, but I was robbing Kasey Chase. Any hint of the arcane might trigger wards or safeguards she had in place, or give away my presence. So, I opted for the silent but mundane approach. The lock took the better part of a minute before the keyway turned. I tested the door and it slid open, a little louder than I would have liked.

I reached out with my senses, searching for any indication that the door had been tampered or trapped with magic, but got nothing. I pulled it open the rest of the way and slipped inside the apartment before easing the door shut behind me. 

The apartment was dark and still. Fortunately, I could move quietly when I needed to; I’d swapped my boots for a soft pair of sneakers which were less likely to scuff the floor as I slowly made my way around the apartment.

I searched the living room and kitchen, but I was confident I knew where the tome was. I had last seen her carrying it into the bedroom before shutting the curtains, but I searched anyway just in case. Maybe I was being thorough, or maybe I was procrastinating the most dangerous part of this heist: sneaking into the room containing the sleeping form of New York’s resident bad ass.

When my search came up empty, I was left with no other choice. I reached out with my senses, looking for any arcane presence in the apartment. It didn’t surprise me one bit when I felt two signatures. 

The elemental power coming from the bedroom was like a small inferno. I couldn’t miss it. The second was more subtle, but there was a malignant presence to it that was similarly impossible to ignore. I had dabbled with enough relics in my time to feel the Forbidden, even at this distance. Something about the tome or its creation had invoked practices that would get a wizard killed nowadays. 

Unfortunately, there was no shortage of practitioners seeking to increase their access to the arcane. Many would go to dangerous lengths to imbue relics with power. If this book was what the Director had claimed, it would surely reek of the stuff, and it did.

Both traces of power were coming from the bedroom. I made my way quietly to the door and placed my hand on it. 

Gingerly, I twisted the handle and pushed the door open. It swung in silently and in the semidarkness, I saw the tome resting on the end of the bed, its red runes casting an eerie light through the room. It was less than ten feet away. Unfortunately, it was also less than two feet from the curled-up form of the sleeping witch.

Sleeping with the tome? Clearly, she had trust issues. Though, given I was sneaking into the penthouse in the dead of night, I could hardly blame her. 

I stalked quietly across the room and picked up the tome. The power in it surged through my hand as soon as I touched the leather-bound manuscript.

I panicked. What if that woke her?

I studied the sleeping form, but it didn’t move. 

But something behind me did.
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Chapter 13
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My heart leapt straight into my throat as I whirled around, the Libro Sanguis still clutched in one arm. 

In the darkness, I barely had a moment to register the shape of a woman charging at me. I lowered the tome and tried to brace myself for the impending tackle. I didn’t realize the fake out until it was too late. Her right fist hurtled into my jaw with a deafening crack. The tome fell from my hands, the world turning black as I collapsed.

A woman’s voice roused me from my unconscious haze. “Good morning, sunshine. You seem to have gotten a little lost.” 

My head lolled to one side, accompanied by the embarrassing sensation of what I was pretty sure was my own drool running down my chin.

I blinked as I tried to adjust to the light in the room. I was in the living room of the penthouse, sitting in a chair, and from the feel of the cold steel against my wrists, they’d been handcuffed behind my back.

As my senses returned, I could make out the distinctly recognizable face of Kasey Chase sitting in the chair opposite me. She was a little shorter than the TV made out, and her caramel brown hair ran down well past her shoulders. There was a hint of sweat on her brow, but it was the glimmer in her hazel eyes that I found a little disconcerting. She sat drumming a rhythm on her thigh with her fingers.

Sure, I was strapped to a chair and arguably at her mercy, but I’d also snuck into her apartment in the dead of night. She didn’t even seem rattled. I guessed having the Feudal Court put a five million dollar bounty on your head was one of those sink or swim moments. 

Boy, did I know about those.

“Oh, good, it’s you,” I muttered.

Kasey abruptly stopped drumming. “I don’t know who else you were expecting, given you broke into my room.”

My handcuffs clinked against the back of the chair as I tested them. The last time I’d been in handcuffs had been an altogether unpleasant experience. The Inquisition had been hellbent on sacrificing me to usher in the Apocalypse. They had known who they were dealing with and had used a set of cuffs that inhibited my abilities. These, on the other hand, felt like standard police issue cuffs. They would hold me for all of a second should I decide I needed to be free.

“I don’t understand,” I muttered. “You were in the bed.”

“Something was in there, but it wasn’t me,” she replied.

“A decoy,” I replied with a nod. She was anticipating something. But why? “Clever. But why were you expecting me? Are you just that paranoid, or did somebody see me?”

“It’s not paranoia when everyone is actually trying to kill you,” Kasey replied. “As for you, I saw you coming.”

We had been meticulous in our approach, careful to ensure that none of Kendra’s security detail would see our surveillance efforts. As for the office suite we’d been using, its windows were tinted, making it difficult for anyone to see inside. It was half the reason we’d chosen it.

“It’s just not possible,” I replied as I tried to work out where we had gone wrong.

She shrugged. “I’d say you picked the wrong apartment, my friend, but given what you’re after, we both know that’s not the case. You’re either desperate or a fool. Which one is it?” 

I willed the most minuscule amount of power toward the cuffs, just in case. Not enough to start the transformation, but enough to test whether she could sense it. 

She didn’t bat an eyelid. Good.

“You don’t know the first thing about me,” I began.

“You’re right,” she answered with a smile. “Let’s start with that. What’s your name?” 

“I don’t think so,” I answered, looking around the apartment for any sign of CCTV or internal surveillance. Kendra had upped her security game; the fortifications of the hotel itself were clear evidence of that. I figured she might have done similar to her penthouse, but there were no visible signs of cameras. Not that that meant much. There were a thousand places they could be hidden in the richly furnished space.

“Alright, how about you tell me why you’re after the Libro Sanguis?” Kasey asked.

My jaw throbbed from the savage right hook she’d given me, and I leaned my head to one side, stretching the muscles and then regretting it. She hit like a heavyweight boxer. That, I had not expected. Magic, it seemed, was not the only dangerous bit about her.

“What makes you think I wanted that?”

Kasey laughed. “You had a five million dollar bounty laying on the bed in front of you and you didn’t give me a second thought. You wanted the book so badly you didn’t even care that I was there. That’s interesting. Most people would have taken the money.”

“That’s the problem with the world,” I replied. “Everyone is looking to make a quick buck.”

Kasey leaned forward in a chair, studying me intently. “How did you even know I was here? Are you an agent of the Feudal Court?”

I looked around the room, making sure we were alone. “I don’t work for anyone, let alone the vampires, and I’m certainly not chasing their bounty. You have nothing to worry about from me.”

She laughed, something between a scoff and a chuckle. She believed me about as far as she could throw me.

“You’re handcuffed to a chair in my penthouse, and you think I’m worried about you? You might have greatly misread your situation.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so, and it’s not your apartment, is it? This particular penthouse belongs to one Kendra Harrington. You’re simply a guest.”

She clenched her fists. “Look, I have had a long couple of days, and you’ve just cost me hours of much-needed rest. So, either you become a whole lot more helpful and forthcoming, or I’m going to send you out the way you came in—straight over the balcony.”

I kept my expression deadpan. Her temper was showing and while I might have been doing my best to appear unconcerned, I had seen her in action. She had killed Akihiro the Shinigami in single combat, and I could feel the raw arcane power that seemed fit to burst from her at any moment. I didn’t want to push her over the edge. Besides, my chance of escaping with the tome was dwindling by the second. I had a far better chance of talking my way out than making a run for it. 

So, I changed tack.

“We appear to have gotten off on the wrong foot,” I began.

She didn’t give me a chance to finish my sentence. “Oh, so you didn’t break into my apartment in the dead of night to steal something from me?”

“Oh, I most certainly did that, but like I said, I didn’t mean you any harm. You said I’d have to be an idiot or desperate. Well, I’m not the former.”

“What would make you desperate enough to risk breaking in here?” she asked, crossing one leg over the other.

“That would be my business, now wouldn’t it?” I replied. I wanted to cooperate, but I didn’t want to give her anything she could use as leverage over me.

“I have a low tolerance for stalkers at the best of times,” she answered. “The last one was burnt to cinders along with what was left of my apartment.”

I leaned back in my chair. “You have problems with anger management, clearly.”

“You’re about to have problems with gravity.” Her gaze shifted from me to the windows behind me. 

I turned to look at them. Unfortunately, the drapes were still drawn, which meant that while my team could hear everything I was saying, they couldn’t exactly see the position I was in. I didn’t want to risk alerting Kasey to the reality that our conversation was being listened in on. I trusted them to back me up. They just needed time.

“I’m not here for you,” I replied, raising my voice a little. It wasn’t an effort to intimidate her but to distract her from the power I was willing into the cuffs. Given the latent power she was exuding, I highly doubted she would notice, but I thought it best to be sure. 

A subtle transmutation from steel to dust ought to do the trick. After all, I didn’t want the sound of the cuffs hitting the ground to alert her. The dust from what was left of them dispersed as it floated silently to the floor.

“Prove it,” Kasey replied, holding my stare.

I sat in silence, wanting to see if she would notice the subtle arcane working on her own, but she was far too concerned with staring into my soul. 

“Easy,” I replied, raising my hands, “I’ve been free of the cuffs for minutes and I haven’t made a move. I just want to talk.”

Her gaze darted from my hands to the chair and back, her eyes widening.

Now she knew how I felt when she got the drop on me. I brought my hands together, in the hope they would seem less threatening.

Kasey raised her palm toward me, the power distilling in an instant. “Dwrn o Aer!”

Her spell was like being kicked in the chest by a mule. The force shattered the chair I was sitting on as it sent me rolling backward, ankles over earlobes.

The wind was knocked clean out of me and as I lay on the floor gasping for air, she charged straight at me. Somewhere in the penthouse, a phone started ringing.

I raised my hand, trying to reassure her but no words came out. She dove on top of me.

We grappled our way across the penthouse floor. I had the advantage of size, but she was small and lightning fast. As I wrestled her hands to her side, she pushed off the floor, driving her head into my already bruised chin.

I groaned as she got her hands free. She summoned her power, but before she could get the words out, I kicked her in the chest. The spell died on her lips, and I’m not going to lie, it gave me a great degree of satisfaction.

When injured, combatants tended to disengage almost instinctively. Kasey Chase did not. She lunged forward, driving her fist into my chest, where it found my Kevlar vest. My vest did more damage to her hand than she did to me. 

She reeled back, shaking her injured fist. There was every chance she had broken a bone.

“What kind of thief wears body armor?” she asked.

“One who knows exactly who you are.” I wrapped my hand around her exposed ankle, drawing enough power she couldn’t help but notice it. 

She grabbed my shirt with both hands. “You cast that spell, and I will turn you into barbecue.”

I stared right back at her, not even blinking. “Try it and you’ll spend the rest of eternity a statue.”

She had no idea the extent of my power, but I doubted an elementalist had any notion of how to counteract transmutation. I hoped she took the threat seriously because I truly didn’t want to deprive New York of someone who cared about both the city and the people in it. 

We wanted the same thing. We just had different paths for getting there. She had the luxury of not having a curse to deal with.

We were locked in a stalemate where neither of us was willing to make the first move, but she didn’t seem like she was in a hurry to back down either. 

The penthouse doors burst open and a woman in a white pant suit that did surprisingly little to hide her figure strode into the room. I would have known her anywhere.

Kendra Harrington.

“Kasey, let him go,” she shouted.

Kasey glanced sideways at Kendra, her hands never leaving my chest. “What? He broke in here. But don’t worry, it’s not a problem—I can take him.”

“Questionable, given your position,” I replied, my power at the ready.

Kendra ignored me, looking only to Kasey. “I don’t doubt you, but you can’t kill him. I need you to relax.”

I sensed my opportunity. “You’re going to want to listen to her,” I whispered. “When I get nervous, I get a little twitchy. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Relax?” Kasey said, sweat running down her brow. “He tried to steal the tome.”

Kendra raised a hand to reassure her. “It doesn’t matter. That’s Seth Caldwell. Let him go.

I tried to sit up, but Kasey shifted her weight, pinning me down. 

“Seth who?” she asked.

“Seth Caldwell,” Kendra repeated. “And if you harm him, you’ll have more problems than the Feudal Court.”

Kasey shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t care who he is. He tried to rob me.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Kendra answered as she towered over Kasey. “There are some fights you can’t win. He is one of them. Consider him a protected species.”

“More like an endangered species,” Kasey replied, tightening her grip. “Soon-to-be extinct if I don’t get some answers. Protected? By who?”

Kendra looked at me. We both knew the answer to that question. I knew for a fact the Harringtons had been a part of the Brotherhood’s inner circle. Or at least Kendra’s father, Lester, had held a seat at the table. The fact that he’d been succeeded by one of his daughters, rather than one of his many sons, would have put the organization in a difficult position. Sexism still dominated the clandestine organization. While women in prominent families knew of its existence, they were not given a seat at the table. 

Fortunately for me, she had little idea about my tumultuous relationship with the Brotherhood. That ignorance was playing in my favor as she was clearly concerned at what hell Lynch might rain down should anything happen to me, particularly in her home. Had she known the truth of my status, she might not have held back.

Unfortunately for Kendra, she couldn’t tell her guest about the organization without incurring their wrath.

“I... I....” Kendra’s cheeks turned red. 

Seldom was the silver-tongued heiress stuck for words.

“I can’t say,” she managed at last.

The witch’s grip on my shirt front only tightened, and I shut my mouth. She was a tinderbox waiting to explode and I did not want to push her over the edge.

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Kasey said. “You know him, how?”

“We went to school together, Kasey,” Kendra replied. “Now can you let him go?”

Kasey paused. “I will let him go the second you tell me who is protecting him.”

Kendra pushed her hair back out of her face in frustration. “I want to tell you, but I can’t. They’ll kill you.”

It wasn’t entirely true. The Brotherhood didn’t murder everyone who discovered their existence, particularly not those who’d acquitted themselves as well as she had in defending the city. Given Kasey was a member of the supernatural community, there was every chance they would let it slide, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud. I was more interested in watching the exchange before me.

“Many have tried. None of them of lived to talk about it,” Kasey snarled.

I had to give it to her; she had more grit than a sheet of sandpaper.

“This is not the same, Kasey,” Kendra said. “Please, just let him go. Keep the tome, but let him go.”

Kasey’s eyes roved from me to Kendra and then settled back on me. “What is she talking about?”

Kendra didn’t seem likely to discuss the Brotherhood, but given Kasey’s interest in it, I thought perhaps I might be able to trade the knowledge for something useful. Or at least not be reduced to ashes before breakfast.

I took a deep breath. “I believe she is referring to the Brotherhood.”

Kasey’s jaw dropped. Her recognition of the name surprised me as much as my mentioning it had shocked her.

Kasey looked to Kendra. “What do you know about the Brotherhood?”

Kendra backed away slowly. When she spoke, it was in a soft voice, barely more than a whisper. “Enough. What do you know?”

Kendra was going to great lengths to fulfill her family’s obligation to maintain secrecy. One I didn’t care a great deal for, not when there was more to be gained. Kasey had had dealings with the Brotherhood. Was she aware of Akihiro’s affiliation or was this something else? 

“As fascinating as this little party is, would you mind letting me go while you sort yourselves out?” I asked.

Kasey shoved me so hard my head bounced off the carpet. “You’ll shut up if you know what’s good for you.”

“You don’t understand, Kasey,” Kendra begged. “They’re dangerous. If you know their secrets, they’ll kill you for them. I don’t want to be responsible for that.”

“Are you one of them?” Kasey demanded.

“No,” Kendra replied, her voice pained. “But my father was.”

“Your father was, but you’re not?” Kasey asked. “You expect me to believe that?”

“Yes,” Kendra replied. “I do. I’ve never lied to you. The Brotherhood is a boys’ club. I couldn’t join even if I wanted to, which I don’t. I know of their existence only because my father was a member, but they were sorely disappointed when it was me, and not one of my brothers, that became my father’s successor.”

“And he is one of them?” Kasey pointed at me.

I wanted to respond but Kendra didn’t give me the chance. “One of them? He’s a Caldwell. They are the Brotherhood.”

Kasey’s eyes shot back to me. I could feel the raw elemental power coursing about her. She was like a dam ready to burst. 

What had the Brotherhood done to her?

“I think there has been something of a misunderstanding,” I said, getting to my feet and taking a slight step back and hoping she would recognize the gesture as one of non-hostile intent. For added measure, I released my own pent-up power, trusting and hoping she wouldn’t see it as an opportunity to make good on her threat. “My father is a member of the Brotherhood, but I’ve never been much of a joiner.”

“What nonsense,” Kendra interrupted. “You want me to believe that the Brotherhood hasn’t secured the Caldwell family fortune? I don’t believe that for a minute.”

I held up my hands, hoping to slow her verbal onslaught. “Don’t get me wrong. They have tried, but I have refused. I’ve got my own problems to deal with and I don’t feel like spending my life bound to their agenda. Just because I was born into this family doesn’t mean I want to perpetuate the sins of my father. It is a sentiment I would have expected you to understand.”

Kasey looked down at her ankle where I had grabbed her. I had had no intention of hurting her; I’d just been hoping to defuse the situation.

“I honestly mean you no harm. I swear it on my power. I am many things, but a liar is not one of them.”

Kasey’s jaw dropped.

Sworn oaths were rare among wizards. Failing to abide by them could compromise one’s connection to the supernatural world. It was the one thing I could think of that would clearly convey my intent. It was also an oath I knew I could keep. I wasn’t going to harm her, even if it cost me the tome and a chance to save my life.

Kasey rose to her feet and pushed her hair back out of her face. “Then what the hell is going on here?”

I turned to Kendra. “It’s been a while. How did you know I was back in town?”

I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.

“Dizzy reached out to you, didn’t she?”

Kendra nodded. “When you didn’t come out, she feared the worst. She called me on my cell, and I got here as fast as I could.”

Kendra strode to me and shoved me hard. “What were you thinking, breaking into Kasey’s room? She could have killed you.”

“It’s complicated,” I muttered, not entirely sure how much I was willing to share with them. I pulled another chair out from the table, as the one I had used earlier was little more than a pile of shattered fragments on the floor.

“Then un-complicate it before I let Kasey finish what she started.”

I dropped into the chair, the timber creaking a little as my back hit the support. “Can you keep a secret? Because I’ve grown tired of bearing this one alone.”

All my life I’d been dealing with my family’s curse, terrified to share the reality with people who might use it against me. Dizzy, Murdoch, and Lara were the precious few I had opened up to.

“What’s one more?” Kendra asked with a sigh.

I turned to Kasey. “What about you? You have a reputation for recklessness. Can you keep your mouth shut?”

“I have kept more than my share,” Kasey replied, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

“Swear it,” I replied.

Kasey took a deep breath, clenching and unclenching her fists. She turned away from me. “Your secret is safe with me.”

“That’s not what I asked,” I replied. “The secret has been in my family for generations. I cannot speak about it unless you will swear to it.”

Kasey looked to Kendra, but the heiress simply shrugged.

“I swear it,” Kasey whispered and I could feel the trace of the will behind her words as the apartment went quiet.

“As do I,” Kendra added. “I swear it.”

I took a deep breath. “I need the tome because I am dying.”
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The penthouse was silent as I considered just how much I was willing to share with them.

“Since when?” Kendra asked as she paced.

“Since forever. I was born this way, but my parents didn’t tell me about it until I turned eighteen.”

“Born this way? Is it a birth defect? I mean, a heart problem would make sense. I’ve seen your luck with women,” Kendra replied, looking me over.

It was a good one, but I was hardly in the mood for levity. There were days when I felt like Lady Luck had my back and others when it seemed like she had forgotten I existed, or worse yet, had thrown in her lot with the enemy. The last twenty-four hours was far more of the latter than the former.

“Savage,” I muttered, “but I’ll have you know, I’m engaged.”

Kendra’s eyes almost fell out of their sockets. “You? Engaged? I don’t believe it.”

“Nice to know there are some secrets Dizzy can keep,” I answered, rubbing my bruised jaw. “Let’s just say my views have evolved somewhat in recent times.”

“This is all very exciting,” Kasey interrupted, “but can we get back to the matter at hand? You said you are dying, and that you need the tome. Why? What’s going on?”

“You might want to take a seat.” I pointed to the table. “It’s hardly a short story.”

“I’m good,” Kasey replied. “I need to stretch my legs anyway.”

Kendra pulled out a seat and sat down, crossing one leg over the other.

“It all started when my ancestor stole something from a coven of witches in Panama.” I took it from the beginning, hoping the context would help Kasey understand the plight I was in.

“Nice to see larceny runs in the family,” Kasey replied.

I nodded. “Yes, something of a profession. He was Francis Drake.”

“As in Francis Drake, the privateer?” Kendra asked.

“One and the same,” I answered. “He stole a great deal from the Spanish, but what most people don’t know was that he found something else during his time in Panama. He found love. A woman named Ellawaya, who was a member of a blood witch coven that ruled the local region. Both of them were tired of their obligations—his to the crown, hers to the family dynasty. So, they faked his death and fled the country. Together, they made it back to England and with the wealth he had accumulated, combined with her gifts, they forged the Caldwell Dynasty.” 

“On second thought, I need something to drink.” Kendra rose from her chair and grabbed a set of glasses from the cupboard and a pitcher of water from the fridge. I’d kind of expected her to go for something a little stronger, but she set the water on the table and poured three glasses. “That still doesn’t explain how you’re dying.”

“I’m getting there,” I replied. “When the High Priestess, Ellawaya’s mother, discovered her daughter was missing, she was furious. Fortunately, or unfortunately, Ellawaya’s flight coincided with the Spanish conquistadors attacking the temple. As the coven fell, the High Priestess gathered what power she could muster and used it to place a curse on her own bloodline. She killed herself in the process, but that curse has passed from generation to generation, affecting the oldest living Caldwell heir.”

“How does it work?” Kasey asked, as she rubbed at her arm. “What does this curse do, exactly?”

I took a sip of water out of my glass, and as I did, my mind wandered back to the temple in Panama. I could still remember the sound of Aleida’s taunting. 

“It’s a voice in our mind that slowly drives us to insanity. Most of my ancestors have taken their own lives, rather than endure it any longer. As we speak, my father lingers under that influence, but its hold over him grows stronger every day. He is doing his best to hold out, but...”

“You will be next,” Kendra replied, her voice going quieter by the word. “When your father dies, you will be next.”

“Exactly,” I answered. The thought of having Aleida as my constant companion was horrifying. “That’s why I’m here. The Libro Sanguis is meant to be one of the oldest records of blood magic anywhere in the world. I am hoping it can help me understand my curse so that I can find the key to breaking it.”

“What I don’t understand is how you found out about the tome,” Kasey said, interrupting me again. “It’s not exactly common knowledge that it exists, let alone that I have it.”

“The Caldwell dynasty is old money, Kasey,” Kendra said, brushing her palm across the table. “They make us Harringtons look like paupers.”

“That’s hardly fair,” I replied, “but not wholly inaccurate. Kendra’s right. Our family has vast resources, which is how we located you. As for the existence of the tome, that particular bit of knowledge was passed to me by an acquaintance in the CIA.”

“The CIA?” Kasey asked, shaking her head. “What business is it of theirs?”

“None,” I answered, “but since when have they cared? You put magic on the map, Kasey, and now they have a whole division doing nothing but tracking these things. The tome is a powerful relic. They knew about it as soon as the police did, and you can see why they’d be interested.”

Her eyes darted to the windows. She seemed to note the drawn curtains before her attention returned to me. “But how did they know I have it?”

I took another drink. “They weren’t positive, but they knew it didn’t make it back into evidence, and when I learned that it had been stolen from the Council, I put the rest together myself. There are plenty of people looking for you right now. It wasn’t hard to track you here. You’re holed up in the one place only an idiot would attack.”

“Didn’t stop you though, did it?” Kendra asked, with a laugh.

“Hey, I didn’t attack it,” I replied. “I just stopped by, and I was simply looking to borrow the tome. You said it yourself. I had a clear shot at you, at least I thought I did. You were laying on the bed, out cold, but did I even consider it? Not for a second. I don’t mean you any harm. If anything, I want to help, but I need to cure my curse and everything I’ve done has led me here, to this book. Have you read it? Do you know what it contains?”

Kasey mulled the question over quietly before replying. “I haven’t had it for long, but I am making some headway.”

An answer that wasn’t really an answer. She was filtering what she was willing to share. Given how I’d entered her life, I could see why she would.

“Would you consider lending it to me?” I asked, figuring it couldn’t hurt to try. “I know what you’re thinking. I don’t want to keep it. I just want to see if there’s anything in it that might help save my life. Name your price. It’s really no issue.”

She looked down as if she were considering my offer but shook her head. “I can’t lend it to you, I’m sorry.”

I was so close; I could feel it. I gripped my glass so tightly I worried for a moment I might shatter it.

“I get it. I really do. But as you can see, I don’t really have a lot of options.” 

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t help,” she replied, leaning closer. “Just that I can’t lend you the tome. You see, what most people don’t know about me is that I’m a Druid. A Welsh Druid.”

What? They certainly hadn’t mentioned that on the evening news. No wonder she was such a gifted elementalist. The Druids had an affinity for both nature and magic, particularly elemental magic. It seemed to run in their blood. “A Welsh Druid? That’s not in your file.”

“I keep that pretty quiet,” she replied. “I changed my name years ago, and with everything that’s happened in the city, I’m trying to keep my family safe.”

“I see,” I answered, my mood picking up. I’d looked for Druids in the past, but public scrutiny and persecution had driven their order underground. It was no accident that she’d recovered the tome. Perhaps there was something in the subject matter that was secret or significant to her people.

“You should see her work elemental magic,” Kendra added. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Kasey grinned. “We are an elemental people, to be sure, but that’s not what we were infamous for, is it Seth? Your family is an old English bloodline. You can tell her what we’re known for, what we’re feared for.”

I planted my fist in my palm. “The Druids practiced blood magic. At least that was the rumor, though the Druids never speak about it.”

“The rumors aren’t wrong,” Kasey replied, “but they aren’t right either. We certainly know our share about blood magic. We simply use it for a different purpose to other Forbidden practitioners. I’ll tell you what. I am willing to forget the fact that you broke in here, and I’m willing to use both the tome and my family expertise to help understand and cure your condition.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. It was more than I’d hoped for.

“On a number of conditions. One, Kendra vouches for your character. I’m not going to waste time trying to help you if you’re spending your life stealing from those less fortunate than yourself.”

My heart stopped beating. Kendra and I had never been the greatest of friends at school, so she had no need to go out on a limb for me. Everything rested on her. 

“You know me well enough by now, Kendra,” I began.

“He’s a thief and a rogue,” Kendra told Kasey, and my heart sank. “But one with a good heart. He tends to take dangerous relics from those who would do harm with them.”

Kasey nodded; hopefully that was a point in my favor.

“Two,” Kasey continued, “you have to use the considerable resources you mentioned earlier to assist us against the vampires.”

As far as asks went, I’d expected more. “Well, that’s easy enough. It’s one of the reasons I’m here. I was in England when I heard about the mounting pressure from the vampires, and I came as quickly as I could. I brought my team with me. We aren’t many, but we consider New York our second home. We’re happy to do anything we can to help.”

“And the third condition,” Kasey replied, standing over me. “I want to know everything you know about the Brotherhood.”

There it was. I’d worried the offer was too good to be true, and there was the proof: a demand that could get us both killed if we didn’t play our cards right.

“Why would you want something like that?” Kendra asked. “My awareness of their little boys’ club causes me no end of trouble. You don’t want any part of them, Kasey. Trust me.”

“She’s not wrong,” I added, refilling my glass from the pitcher. “They guard their secrets jealously. If they have any idea you know, or worse yet, that you might take a threatening position against them, it could cost you your life.”

“Many have tried,” Kasey answered. “I’m willing to take the risk.” 

“I don’t understand your death wish.” I drained the glass as I considered the stakes. “It will be my death too if they learn I shared their secrets. Why do you want to get involved with the Brotherhood anyway? They’ll never let you join.”

“I don’t want to join,” Kasey replied. “Let’s just say I’ve had previous dealings with them.”

I placed the empty glass back on the table. “Oh yeah, and what were they?”

She’d faced off against Akihiro, I knew that much, but he was a rogue agent. I doubted she was even aware of his membership in the organization.

Kasey scratched an itch on the back of her scalp. “They tried to have me killed. They sent the werewolf Danilo Lelac to do the deed. He killed half a dozen innocent people before I put an end to him.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Why would they have done something like that? I thought back to Lynch’s comments this morning. If what Kasey was saying was true, he was blowing smoke and telling me what he thought I wanted to hear in the hope he could sway me to their cause.

“They tried to kill you, and they sent Danilo Lelac? Why would they do that? And how did you manage to stop the Golden Wolf?” I asked, though after seeing her moves, I could guess.

“Trade secret,” Kasey replied. “But it didn’t work out for them. I shish-kebabed him and I have been a little concerned that they might come back to try and finish the job. What I want to know is why they tried to kill me in the first place. I suspect it has something to do with the attack on the city.”

It was Akihiro that concerned her after all; that was promising. If she understood his status with the Brotherhood, perhaps she could be diverted from whatever crusade she seemed intent on embarking upon.

“What is it?” Kasey asked.

“You haven’t heard from them since the attack, have you?” I asked, tapping the table.

“Not a word,” she replied. “Not even a ‘you foiled our insane plan; here’s a gift basket and a pipe bomb’. It makes no sense at all. Why try to kill me one day, and leave me alone the next?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “That’s because you’ve been attributing the actions of one insane individual to an entire organization.”

Kasey shook her head. “No, I heard Danilo say it himself. The Brotherhood hired him.”

I leaned forward in my chair, resting my elbows on my knees. “I don’t know what to tell you. He probably thought that was true. But he likely only ever spoke with Akihiro the Shinigami. That’s who you’re talking about, right?”

Kasey nodded. “I know he was a member of the Brotherhood.”

“You’re right, he was,” I said. “One of the inner circle. But his plan to attack the city never gained widespread support. After all, some of the Brotherhood’s highest-ranking members are American. There is no way they were going to condone the destruction of the country’s financial system and millions of lives. It was an extreme plan proposed for his own gain. The Brotherhood washed their hands of him the moment he died. That’s why you haven’t heard anything from them. In their eyes, you probably did them a favor.”

Kasey paced around the table. “You know an awful lot for someone who isn’t a member.”

“Straight from the source,” I answered, folding my arms. “My father’s a member of the inner circle, like Kendra’s father was. But if you believe that Akihiro is the norm for the Brotherhood, you’re mistaken. Don’t get me wrong, they do terrible things, believing them to be for the greater good, but they didn’t sponsor the attack on New York and they probably haven’t given you a second thought since it happened. No offense, but if they had, you might already be dead.”

“What else can you tell me about them?” Kasey asked. “And why should I believe you?”

I shrugged. “Well, first, I don’t lie. Second, I’m not on great terms with them myself.”

Kendra’s head swiveled from Kasey to me. “Oh, really? And how did you manage that misfortune?”

“Life choices,” I answered. “I have been so busy chasing cures for my curse that I haven’t shown any interest in joining their little cabal. Normally, membership is optional but when your father is a member of the inner circle and your forebear helped found the initiative, it’s less optional, more obligation.”

“Helped found them?” Kasey asked, her jaw dropping. “And you didn’t think to mention that until now?”

I waved it off. She was focusing on the past, not the present. “I figured you’d overreact. You have to understand, when the Brotherhood was formed, its founders, Drake included, had spent a life either at war, or on the brink of war. By bringing together men of power and influence, they sought to avoid the continued loss of life. They haven’t always been successful but for much of the past four centuries, they have tried to use their power to better the world.”

“But they’re losing ground,” Kendra chimed in. “First Akihiro gets taken out, then my father dies. Now your own father is suffering the effects of this curse. They have lost access to the Harrington fortune, and the Caldwell dynasty is slowly slipping out of their grasp. They’re losing control and want to shore up their financial woes by dragging you into the fold.” 

“That’s about the measure of it.” I sighed as I stood up. “They’ve been trying to bully me into their ranks all my life, but I don’t subscribe to their philosophy, and I have no interest in being an errand boy. So, if you really want to engage in some crusade against them, go right ahead. It’s no skin off my nose. Hell, you’re probably even doing me a favor. Just understand that I won’t be joining you. I happen to like my life and plan to keep living it. While I might not want to be a part of their club, I’m not foolish enough to set my hand against them either.”

“Give me a name,” Kasey asked, stepping into my space. “Everyone you mentioned is dead or dying. I want a name, someone in this inner circle.”

“You have a death wish,” I answered, wondering how she could focus on the Brotherhood while the vampires were tearing apart the city.

“No, I have a memory. In the event they do make another move, I need somewhere to start. Out of respect for our arrangement, I have no desire to bother you or your father, but I need someone,” Kasey said. Her tone concerned me but when it came to horse trading, I would take a cure over keeping their secrets any day of the week. I hoped Lynch could see past it if it meant I wasn’t going to die and take our gifts with me.

“Knock yourself out,” I replied. “Andrew Lynch. He’s the chairman. He is also the Director of Clandestine Operations for the United States Government and one of the most powerful men in the country, so please, consider your next move very carefully and whatever you do, don’t drag me into it.”

Kasey’s countenance changed. It was like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders.

I knew the feeling. The need to get answers had driven me since my eighteenth birthday. I just hoped she didn’t do anything reckless or insane with the knowledge I had given her.

“Alright, Seth,” Kasey said, “you’ve held up your end with the Brotherhood. Help us with the Vampire Court and I promise, I will do everything I can to help you with your curse.”

“How can you make that promise?” I asked, not because I didn’t want to help, but I also wanted some sort of assurance she wasn’t just dangling some optimism in front of me to get me to dance to her tune. “What do you know about curses?”

Kasey shrugged. “Your family are thieves, mine are Druids. If this curse is blood magic, they will know something that can help you.”

“Druids have a reputation for not sharing their knowledge with outsiders,” I replied, leaning against the table.

“In this,” Kasey spoke slowly and purposefully, “I’m willing to make an exception. But when the time comes to deal with the Feudal Court, we need all hands on deck. It’s going to be a war.”

“It already is,” I replied. “If the reports I’ve read are anything to go by, people are turning up missing every day, and there are brazen attacks against the police. It’s unprecedented.”

“And we’re hunting for them,” Kasey said. “In the meantime, is there anything else you can tell me about your curse? Anything, no matter how small or insignificant, might help.”

I scratched at the nape of my neck, as I tried to condense all the pieces of the puzzle that I had managed to put together so far.

“I know it passes from parent to child, always affecting the oldest living Caldwell. I know that in casting the curse, the blood witch priestess used a dagger that tore her spirit out of her body. I have the blade and I have seen it in action.”

“You mentioned that it drives people insane. How exactly does that happen?” Kasey asked.

She was going to think I was already mad, but if it helped, it was a risk I was willing to take. “I know it sounds crazy, but they hear the voice of the old High Priestess in their mind. Day and night, she won’t shut up. I have heard her once, and trust me, she’s infuriating.”

“That’s something to work with at least. I’ll look into it for you. In the meantime, you’ve already cost me most of my beauty sleep. Any chance you’ll let me catch a few z’s so that I can stay on my feet tomorrow?”

I smiled apologetically. “I’m not going to try and rob you again, if that’s what you’re asking. If you’re willing to help me with the curse, I don’t need the tome.”

“Can I count on you to help with the Feudal Court?” Kasey asked. 

“You have my word,” I replied. “My team and I will be here.”

“Speaking of your team,” Kendra interrupted, “where are they?”

“They’re outside, keeping watch on the building.”

Kendra shook her head. “That won’t do. Bring them in where they’ll be safe. I’ll make room for them here.”

“We wouldn’t want to impose,” I replied. I’d already put Dizzy in a pinch with Kendra; I didn’t want to obligate her to stay here if she was going to be uncomfortable.

“Nonsense. Besides, we have a lot of catching up to do,” Kendra said.

I stood up and followed her to the door.

“You see this, Seth?” She pointed at the door. “This is how normal people enter my home.”

“Haha,” I answered. “Normal is boring.”

Kendra guided me through the door, calling back over her shoulder. “Get some rest, Kasey. I’ll see that you’re not disturbed.”

The penthouse doors swung shut behind us. They might have been painted white, but I couldn’t help but notice they were made from reinforced steel.

“What happened to you to make you this paranoid about security?” I asked as we approached the elevator.

Kendra considered the question as she pressed the call button.

“Let’s just say it’s been a long few months,” she replied. “You’ll learn for yourself one day what it means to inherit a dynasty. There is no shortage of ill will or opportunists who think I might be a softer target than my father. They need to be shown the error of their ways.”

I didn’t doubt her for a moment. 

“So not just the vampires then?” I replied as the elevator doors parted.

Kendra stepped inside and pressed the button for the lobby. “Unfortunately not. These measures have been a necessary precaution for some time.”

“Sorry to hear about your father,” I offered. I had never really spoken to Lester, but he had met with my father on several occasions. The two men had been eerily similar in nature. At least that was how it had appeared to me. They were two very rich peas in a pod. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s complicated,” Kendra said.

I guessed there were some secrets we weren’t sharing. The elevator chimed and the doors opened into the lobby. Kendra stepped out and I followed her.

“I presume you have the means of reaching your team?” Kendra asked.

“Sure do,” I said, not wanting to play my hand just yet.

“Then get them in here, now.” 

I looked to her for an explanation and she placed her hands to her hips. 

“The city is overrun with vampires and it’s after dark. What were you idiots thinking, running around out there? Get them in here before they are all killed.”

She had a point. My dogged pursuit of the tome hadn’t really given much thought to the Feudal Court.

I cleared my throat. “You heard her, folks. Come on in.”
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Kendra and I waited silently in the lobby. I considered trying to make small talk, but my captor-turned-host clearly had other things on her mind. Something was troubling her and I would have asked if I thought there was any chance she might tell me. I couldn’t blame her; I hadn’t really built up much of a trust bank since breaking into her stronghold. 

The fact that I had made it undetected into her penthouse and passed through her layers of security could well have rattled her.

Fortunately, we didn’t have to wait in the awkward silence for long. The stronghold’s doors opened and Murdoch, Lara, and Dizzy strode through them. I couldn’t help but notice that Dizzy lingered in the back, behind the others. As far as reunions went, I was pretty sure this wasn’t how she had pictured it. I was going to have to make that up to her later.

Kendra looked down at her watch, a simple but elegant Rolex. “Good evening, or rather good morning, everybody. Welcome to my home. I dare say you’ll find it more comfortable as guests than prisoners, so please, if you can avoid harassing any of my other guests, it would be greatly appreciated.”

“Go easy on them, Kendra. After all, they were just helping me. Breaking in here wasn’t their idea of a good time,” I said, more for Dizzy’s benefit than for the others. “Allow me to make the introductions.” 

Taking Lara’s hand, I squeezed it gently. “This is Lara, my fiancée.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Lara began, “though I do wish it were under different circumstances.”

“If you’re marrying this one,” Kendra replied, nodding in my direction, “you best get used to it. I dare say this won’t be your last B&E.”

Lara flashed her a smile as she gripped my hand. “I expect not. Wherever he goes, I go.”

“Seth engaged. I never thought I’d see the day,” Kendra said, shaking her head. “I imagine there is more to you than meets the eye, Lara.”

Murdoch leaned forward and extended his hand. “Murdoch, ma’am. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Kendra, please. Ma’am only makes me sound older than I already feel.”

“You can’t be a day over twenty-one,” Murdoch replied with a coy smile, his Irish charm managing to bring a smile to her lips.

“And of course,” I began, stepping out of the way so that Dizzy, who seemed intent on hiding behind everyone else, had nowhere to go.

“Dizzy,” Kendra said, her voice soft, “it’s good to see you again.”

“I’m sorry about all this,” Dizzy muttered. “It’s not how I hoped to run into you.” 

Dizzy was clearly nervous as hell, but to be honest it was cute and a little fun to watch. Social awkwardness was not something I was used to seeing in her.

“This,” Kendra replied, “is the best thing that’s happened to me in months.”

I may be slow at times, particularly when it comes to the fairer sex, but I was fairly confident Kendra wasn’t talking about my attempted burglary. I fought to suppress a smile. I didn’t want to spoil their moment.

The lobby went quiet, and I had the distinct impression that I was no longer needed. None of us were.

“We appreciate you putting us up for the evening,” I said to Kendra. “If you don’t mind, we might call it a night and reconvene in the morning.”

Kendra signaled to some of her security personnel loitering by the elevators. “These men will show you to your quarters. They are on the second floor, which you can’t help but notice is the furthest point in the establishment from Kasey. I’d like to think we are past this but in case I have not already, let me make myself abundantly clear. My guest has been harassed and hunted across the city. She is my friend and a close friend of the current Arcane Chancellor. If you make any other attempt to harm her, the protection of my house will be withdrawn and I will leave you to your fate. Am I clear?”

“Crystal,” I replied. “We’ve made a bargain and I’m good to my word. You have nothing to fear from us.”

“Good,” Kendra replied. “These men will take you to your rooms and see to any other needs you might have. Get some rest. I’ll send for you in the morning.”

We went to follow the two men to the elevator, but Kendra called after us. 

“Dizzy, do you have a moment?” Kendra asked, and then added, “Alone?”

I leaned in close to Dizzy and whispered, “Go on, you’ve got this.”

Dizzy loitered behind, staying to talk with Kendra, and the rest of us stepped into the elevator. The security detail escorted us to a series of suites on the second floor. 

“Rooms 208 and 209 are yours. If you need anything, we’ll be stationed outside. Just give us a holler,” one of the guards said.

“Are we guests or prisoners?” I asked, wondering why Kendra was bothering to leave us with a babysitter.

“Guests, certainly,” the guard replied. “Ms. Harrington doesn’t keep prisoners. She has asked that you remain in your rooms until breakfast, as you aren’t the only guests in the establishment.” 

“Confined to quarters,” Lara said with a grin, “whatever shall we do?” 

Her voice was mischievous, but the guard had no sense of humor.

“Sleep,” the guard replied. “With everything that’s going on, you’re going to need it.” 

“Killjoy,” Lara muttered.

“I’ll take 208,” Murdoch replied. “I need all the beauty sleep I can manage. I’m not getting any younger.”

“Night, Murdoch,” I called after him as he pushed open the door to his room.

Lara took my hand and led me into our suite, then locked the door behind us.

“You really did have rotten luck with women until you met me, didn’t you?” Lara said as soon as the door was closed.

“Oh, you heard all that, did you?” I replied, taking out my earpiece and switching it off. “There are times I really wish I wasn’t wearing one of these. Like when all my friends and acquaintances decide to discuss just how bad my luck with relationships has been.”

I set the earpiece on the kitchen counter.

“It saved your life tonight,” Lara said, placing hers on the counter beside mine. “Besides, what are you afraid of?”

I leaned on the counter. “Perhaps I’m afraid that one of these days you’ll realize just how much you have settled.”

Lara laughed. “If it hasn’t happened yet, I think it’s safe to say you’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

“I’m constantly getting you into danger. I hid the truth about who I was for most of our relationship, and my life expectancy is an actuary’s worst nightmare. What is it you see in me? It has to be the money, right?” I teased. 

I knew better, but I was an insecure nerd who liked to hear her say the words.

Lara poked me in the chest hard. “I loved you when we were poor, scraping together money to pay the rent on our apartment here.”

“But how? After everything I put you through.”

Lara folded her arms. “After you fled the country, I went home, sat in our bed, alone, and thought about that very question. And you know where it led me?”

“No,” I whispered. I’d been too busy horse trading with Edward Knight and chasing the lost temple to give it the consideration it deserved. “But I want to.”

“All I could think about were all the memories we had made there. The nights we would spend together reading and studying. You would listen to me talk for hours on end about magic, how I thought it might work and what that meant for the world. All the while you knew. You knew and yet you sat listening to my endless ruminations. You didn’t have to do that. But you did. I must’ve bored you to tears. People don’t do that unless they care.”

“I was never bored when I was with you,” I replied. “Those months we spent together in our apartment were the happiest memories I have in my life. Why do you think I’m fighting so hard for this, for us? I want to go back there. I want that life, with you.”

“I know,” Lara said as she took my hand and dragged me toward the bedroom, her lips curling up into a smile.

“I’m not getting any of that beauty sleep, am I?” I asked, feigning resistance.

Lara planted both hands on my chest and shoved me backward onto the bed. “Not a chance.”

***
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The steady clacking of fingers against a keyboard roused me from my slumber. I forced open one eye, and then the other, before I rolled over and found Lara sitting at a small table working away on a laptop.

“Where did you get that?” I asked. “And what time is it?”

Lara looked up from the keyboard. “Hey there, sleepyhead. It’s still early. No need to panic.”

“No need to sleep either?” I asked, wondering just how long she had been awake.

“I got a fair bit yesterday while you were staking this place out. My sleep schedule is all over the place, though I still didn’t beat Murdoch up. He’s already done a run to the safe house and cleaned out the office across the street. He brought me the laptop on the way back to his room.”

“That was good of him,” I replied, “though sometimes I think that man is a machine.” 

I rolled out of bed. My black slacks were still on the floor right where I’d left them. At some point, I was going to need to get some more clothes.

“Yeah, what’s with that?” Lara asked. “The man seems to be able to run on fumes for days on end.”

That, I was sure, was just one more part of the story Murdoch wasn’t telling me. I had asked him before, of course. Long flights had given us plenty of time to talk. From time to time, he let me spell him but most of the time he would fly through the night. He’d always told me he didn’t sleep much on account of his time in the military. And I’d believed him. I’d seen him wake up at night in a cold sweat. I knew enough about trauma to recognize it in my friend. But now I suspected there was something more to it. Maybe Lara would have more luck getting that out of him than I had.

“That’s Murdoch for you. Feel free to ask him about it. See if he’ll share his trade secrets with you.”

Lara watched me as I slid on my slacks and wrinkled up her nose.

“You didn’t seem to think that last night,” I replied, with a grin.

“The nose isn’t for you, idiot. Those clothes stink and so do you. In the shower with you. There are some fresh clothes in the cupboard. Murdoch brought it with him. For that alone, the man deserves a medal.”

“Oh, he has some,” I replied. His time in the military had not gone without recognition, at least until it had ended abruptly. 

I headed for the bathroom. A shower was just what the doctor ordered. I trudged into the shower and flicked the jet on high and hot. The steam felt good against my aching muscles. I’d say that jet lag was getting to me, but to be honest it was more the last three days that were getting to me. The pace had been relentless, but the most difficult path still lay ahead. 

I had promised Kasey to help with the Feudal Court. That was her price. One I was happy to pay but tangling with vampires on half a night’s sleep and three days of having the snot kicked out of me was feeling like a losing prospect.

I took my time, letting the hot water drive away my fatigue. I noticed a few new bruises. Some from the assassin, others no doubt a result of my brawl with Kasey. She hit fast and hard, something I hadn’t expected, and my jaw was still paying the price for it.

When I eventually climbed out of the shower, I felt like a new man. A sixty-year-old man, with gummy knees, severely bruised ribs, and an aching jaw, but a new man, nonetheless. I found the change of clothes and slipped into them. My usual wardrobe of khakis, cotton shirts, and boots would do fine, but Murdoch had even found me a leather jacket. I was convinced the man was a saint, or something close to it.

As I made my way back out to Lara, my stomach rumbled like a stampede was passing through me.

“Is there any food in this place? I am dying to eat,” I said, looking about.

“Apparently there’s a cafeteria downstairs,” Lara replied, not looking up from her screen. “I haven’t been down yet. Too busy checking out what’s been going on here in New York while we’ve being gone. It’s a hot mess.”

“Oh yeah, like what?” I asked, pulling up a chair next to hers.

“There’s been brutal spikes in organized crime,” she said, “not to mention bounty hunters crawling all over the city looking for our friend upstairs. Then there’s the Feudal Court. They seem to have the run of the place at night. Come sundown, even law enforcement is blockading themselves inside their precincts. Local stations are grouping up two or three precincts to a building, to show some strength in numbers. Anyone out on the streets is at risk. More than a handful of patrols have just vanished entirely. Several have shown up with the officers massacred in their squad cars. They might have started subtle, but the Feudal Court is ramping up their aggression.”

“The director seems to think they bought an army,” I replied, recalling my conversation with him at Ares’ ball. “The creatures need to feed, and they seldom show any restraint. I hate to think of how many people have already gone missing. With more than a thousand vampires, the death toll is going to be horrendous.”

“The Director?” Lara asked. “You spent three days with my boss, and you didn’t manage to get his name out of him? You need to up your spy game.”

“No, I didn’t,” I replied. “Not to diminish your employers, but with half of Olympus and a host of other supernatural powers present, he was a little fish in a very deep pond. Speaking of your boss, have you heard from him lately?” 

I was trying to be casual about it, but I wanted to better understand her standing with the agency.

“I touched base with them yesterday,” Lara replied. “I let him know I was in town working on something with you.”

“And he was okay with that?” I asked. “He didn’t summon you to the office for an emergency debriefing?”

“You could say there is a high degree of trust between us,” she said, looking up from her laptop. “Until you stole from the museum, I had a flawless track record at the agency and my loyalties had never been questioned.”

“Am I ever going to hear the end of that?” I asked, though what I was really concerned about was why the agency was so willing to let her gallivant around town with a known thief.

“Not likely.” She grabbed a cup of coffee off the table and took a deep sip. “I ought to be able to dine out on that one for years to come.”

“I’ll make it up to you some day.”

“Some day? More like as soon as we get through this mess,” she said, her eyes fixed on me.

Clearly, I was tired and not connecting the dots as quickly as she would like, because she continued.

“It might be a different wedding to the one we had originally planned, but you are going to put on a suit, rather than those worn-out khakis, and you are going to be waiting at the altar when my father walks me down that aisle.”

“Oh, so I’m finally going to meet your family?” I asked. I’d always looked for the opportunity, but Lara had been busy at the museum and they lived out of state; Washington, DC, if my memory served. 

“Sure will,” Lara replied, “but until then, I thought you might be interested in who else Section 9 has picked up entering the city.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked. “Who might that be?”

“Edward Knight,” Lara replied, her face not giving any hint of emotion.

That announcement woke me up like a bucket of icy water to the face.

“Knight?” I groaned. “What the hell is he doing here? I thought he was in Spain.”

“So did I,” Lara replied, “but Section 9 spotted him downtown yesterday. Wanted to know what we knew about his movements.”

I shrugged. “Nothing I haven’t already told you. He must have finished dealing with the Inquisition, though why he has come here is anyone’s guess.”

“Are you going to reach out to him?” Lara asked. “Find out what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully, leaning on the table. “Last time I dealt with Knight, it almost cost me and—“ 

Three sharp knocks at the door cut me off mid-sentence.

“Yes?” I called, eager for any chance to change the topic. I didn’t want to tangle with Knight, and I certainly didn’t want to do Section 9‘s work for them.

“It’s Murdoch,” he called through the door. “They need us downstairs.”

I turned to Lara. “Are you ready to roll?”

Lara looked down at her screen and back at me.

“I’ve still got some work to do here. I want to find out what Section 9 is doing about our new vampire friends. You go on ahead. I’ll catch up later.”

“Behave yourself,” I said over my shoulder. “I’ll see you soon.”

“I ought to say the same thing to you,” she replied. “You manage to find trouble wherever you go.”

“I love you too,” I called back as I pulled open the door. I stepped into the corridor, only to find Murdoch leaning against the wall. Closing the door behind me, I asked, “What’s up?”

“There was an attack during the night. From what I can tell, some of Kendra’s allies were hit. The wounded are downstairs, and she’s called an emergency meeting. She wants you to be there too.”

“Any sign of Dizzy?” I asked.

Murdoch shook his head. “Not since last night, but she’s a big girl. She can take care of herself.”

I nodded. Hopefully that meant things had gone well with Kendra. I wasn’t checking up on her as much as I was excited at the prospect of her finding happiness. She was a source of so much positivity in the world; she ought to experience some of that joy herself.

“Anything else I ought to know?” I asked as we headed for the elevator.

Murdoch nodded toward his room. “I brought the armory, all of it. If those creatures come back here, they are going to be in for a helluva shock, but in the meantime, we probably will want to avoid any other eyes making their way into my room. Pretty sure half of it is illegal and our host has pretty close relationships with the local precincts. So I’d avoid bringing anyone upstairs if you catch my drift.”

“Loud and clear,” I replied. The contents of my armory would be enough to have us branded arms dealers, not to mention what the Council might do if they got their hands on some of the artifacts I’d accumulated over the years.

“Also, I don’t know how she got so much pull,” Murdoch began, “but I believe we’re expecting someone from the Arcane Council.”

Damn. Kendra and Kasey had clout. The Arcane Council was the governing body of magic in North America. They handled supernatural affairs and their headquarters were here in New York City. Kendra Harrington wasn’t simply a player in New York City arena. She was the hub, and she seemed to be using her status to organize the resistance against the vampires’ incursion.

“Well, we best not keep them waiting,” I replied. “Let’s roll.”

We made our way downstairs where the security personnel ushered us through the lobby, which was filled with people everywhere. It looked like an emergency triage center, blood and bandages everywhere. There was no shortage of wounded, but from what I could see, there were no dead among them. The guards guided us past the security checkpoint and down a hallway, then pointed toward a conference room. 

“Head on in there and take a seat,” the guard said. “Ms. Harrington and the other guests should be here shortly.”

I pushed open the door and found it was as heavily reinforced as the doors to her penthouse. We made our way into the conference room. It had a large central rectangular table, and one wall of the room was covered in monitors. It looked more like a situation room than a board room. 

There were two people waiting for us inside.

Kasey Chase sat, looking somewhat fresher than she had at 2 a.m. this morning, and at her side stood an olive-skinned man whose dark hair was cut at his shoulder. He dressed in an open collared button-down black shirt, black slacks, and suspenders. The only part of his ensemble that wasn’t black were the gold accoutrements that went with it: a set of golden cuff links, his belt buckle, and the clasps of his suspenders. 

His hard brown eyes followed me as I entered the room.

I met his gaze and recognized the probing look. The man was a natural hunter, a dangerous predator, and the last kind of individual I’d expected to see in Kasey’s company. He had a look about him that exuded confidence and vanity in equal measure. It warned of danger for those who found themselves in his way. There was little doubt in my mind he was a criminal. Not my kind of criminal; the dangerous kind.

“Morning, Seth. I must say I much prefer it when you use the front door,” Kasey replied as her gaze flicked to Murdoch. “And you must be Dizzy.”

Murdoch burst out laughing. “Oh no, dearie, I’m Murdoch, but I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

He held out his hand to shake hers. Kasey hesitated before taking it. As she shook his hand, Murdoch leaned in and whispered something in her ear that I couldn’t make out. She backed away a little as if she’d been stung.

“Murdoch is a friend. He can drive anything that moves and has saved my life more times than I can count,” I added, hoping to ease her concern and confusion.

“Ah, the muscle then?” Kasey asked as she studied Murdoch. 

Part of me wondered if that was a jab at me from last night. Normally, I considered myself a capable brawler, but she had taken me by surprise and sucker punched me. The second time, she had hit me with a spell before crash-tackling me to the floor. It wasn’t exactly a fair fight, but I had to hand it to her, she was fast, tenacious, and could pack a wallop. The side of my jaw still smarted from the blow that had dropped me.

“Oh no,” Murdoch replied, “just a humble driver. Dizzy is the muscle and I expect she’ll join us shortly.”

Kasey’s companion extended his hand. “You must be the luckiest thief in all of New York, trying to break into this one’s apartment, and you’re still alive.”

“Luck had little to do with it,” I replied. “We simply found some common ground. Seth Caldwell, pleased to meet you.” 

I was polite but wary. We were the guests here, but I couldn’t shake the feeling we were swimming in deep and dangerous waters.

“Caldwell?” the man replied, shaking my hand firmly. “Intriguing. We’ve fenced a few of your relics over the years if I’m not mistaken.”

That got my attention. I seldom did business with those I hadn’t met. My trust issues ran pretty deep, which made his announcement all the more unnerving. “And you would be...?”

“Hades, Lord of the Underworld. Pleased to meet you in the flesh.”

My heart rate spiked. The time I had spent racing for my life through the Underworld hoping and hunting for an exit to the maze still haunted me. The entire feeling of the place had been unsettling and that was without consideration for its occupants like Eurynomous, the flesh-eating Demon. But all of that paled in comparison to the brother of Zeus and Poseidon who had shown up to Ares’ ball. Hades’ entire being had exuded an aura of death. It was as if having been surrounded by it for so long, it had become a part of his very being. Hades, that Hades, scared the hell out of me, but the man before me was no Olympian. The fact he knew me and believed he had fenced my relics left only one possibility.

Somehow, seated beside New York’s pre-eminent hero, was the Lord of New York’s criminal empire, the self-appointed Hades.

It was a disconcerting contrast and one that caused the hair on my neck to stand on end. What was he doing here? I dealt with him and his organization by necessity, not by choice. Selling arcane items in New York City, under the nose of the Arcane Council, left one with few choices, none of them desirable.

At least it seemed my gut was on point. It had identified the threat the moment I had laid eyes on him, and it wasn’t wrong. Hades was a stone-cold killer who ruled the city’s underworld with an iron fist.

I scoffed a little, hoping to knock him off balance. “A grandiose title to be sure, but after meeting your namesake, I’d recommend against usurping his identity.”

Hades’ hand tightened around mine, but I didn’t back down. My knuckles turned white as I gripped his hand.

He cocked his head to the side. “You’ve met Hades then? Medium height, pasty skin with blue fire burning where his eyes should be?”

Everything about the man’s description was wrong, which meant he either had no idea what he was talking about, or he was testing me.

“No,” I replied, “but his eyes burned like balefire. I’d never seen anything like it.”

Hades’ eyes bulged like he’d licked an electric fence. “So you have met him. Interesting. I’d love to hear how that happened.”

“I don’t think so,” I replied, “and I’d reconsider masquerading as him, when he could crush you with a thought.” 

Hades let go of my hand. “Oh, he is very aware of me. The big guy and I have had an understanding for years now. No need to fret on my account.”

The crime lord offered his hand to Murdoch, who ignored it, pulled out a chair, and sat down. There were many things I loved about Murdoch. His exceptional sense of judgment was one of them. Hades ran his hand through his hair as if that had been his intent all along, and sat down. 

As I sat down next to Murdoch, the doors swung open. It was the woman from the video. The one who had helped Kasey against Akihiro.

Detective Bishop.

Her blonde hair barely reached her shoulders, and she wore a black pant suit with a small bulge on the right hip. If I had to guess, I’d bet that was where her service weapon was. If the video was anything to go by, she was a hell of a shot. The modest suit, polished shoes, careful attention to her appearance; even if I didn’t know better, everything about her said law enforcement, but in the right way. She was someone who spent her days making a difference.

Behind the detective was a man my age. He had a thick five o’clock shadow, with dark bags under his eyes and a mop of sandy brown hair that was doing its best to hide a boyish face.

The man moved with a confidence born of authority. Ignoring us, he looked to Kasey and smiled.

Kasey returned the grin, much to Hades’ visible discomfort. The man pulled up a chair opposite her at the briefing table. The final two participants, I knew well. Kendra Harrington, wearing a dangerously slim-fitting silver dress that I was confident would encourage men everywhere to make horrible decisions, not that they would get anywhere. Beside her, looking in a noticeably better mood, was Dizzy.

Happiness agreed with her.

Murdoch turned to Kasey as he pointed toward the door. “That is Dizzy.”

Kendra made her way to the head of the table, set an envelope down, and with a smooth motion sent it sliding down the table toward Kasey.

Kasey looked at the torn envelope, reached in and pulled a piece of heavy card stock out of it. It appeared to be an embossed invitation.

“I’m sorry,” Kendra said. “The security team opened it for your safety.”

I leaned a little closer out of curiosity. The invitation bore a mask that reminded me of the Phantom of the Opera and had an inscription in gold script that read:

Rhain Vladislav cordially invites you to a ball held in your honor, this night at 7:00 pm at the Prince George Hotel. We look forward to seeing you there.

There was only one problem with that. 

I knew the name well; everyone in my world did. Rhain was vampire, and not just any vampire—he was the first of his bloodline, the supreme patriarch of his family. 

Rhain Vladislav was the King of the Feudal Court.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 16
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I stared silently at the elegantly embossed invitation. No one was asking for my opinion, but the voice of Admiral Akbar was shouting loudly in my mind, and he had only one thing to say.

“They can’t possibly expect me to attend this?” Kasey said. “They put a price on my head, hunted me relentlessly, and even incited a mob. Surely they can’t expect me to walk into such an obvious trap?”

“You’re not going,” Bishop said. “I know what you’re thinking. If he is actually there, you can end it all, but we both know it’s a trap.”

Kasey laughed out loud. “Of course it’s a trap. It’s just a variation of the same dirty ploy Marius tried in the nightclub. At best, it’s a distraction; at worst it will be terminal. Of course I’m not going.”

Clearly, I didn’t know the half of what had been going on around here. I’d heard about the bounty hunters, but angry mobs? No wonder she was on edge. Given how little I knew about the situation in the city, I thought it best to sit back silently and soak in as much as I could.

Kasey stared at the invitation. “We aren’t going to play their game. Let them have their ball. We’ll find out what they’re really up to. I think it’s safe to say they’re using this as a cover for something else.”

The young man sitting opposite her spoke up. “They slaughtered a significant portion of the city’s Lycan population last night. I believe that was an attempt to cripple our allies so they can move more freely through the city. There is no way a thousand vampires could evade detection with three packs roaming the city.”

“I agree,” Kasey replied, “but if our indications are accurate, two of them were almost entirely destroyed. The remaining members of those packs are scattered to the winds. What’s left of Cal’s pack is holed up here. The werewolves going to ground means the city is open to them.”

“That’s not all they’ve been up to,” Detective Bishop said. “They firebombed the Thirteenth precinct in the early hours of this morning. Fortunately, there were no casualties, but a dozen vehicles were destroyed and fifteen officers are in the hospital being treated for burns and smoke inhalation.”

“Not to mention a dozen instances of their venom empowered thralls rampaging through the city. Midtown, Upper East Side, Harlem, Hell’s Kitchen. They’re everywhere,” the man added, while I tried to do the math on his identity. He hadn’t bothered to introduce himself; which meant everyone else here was expected to know who he was, but I had never met him before.

“The ADI took the thralls down but there have already been civilian casualties and there are going to be more,” he said.

The ADI was the Arcane Defense Initiative, the Arcane Council’s law enforcement division. If he was apprised of their movements, he had to be the representative of the Arcane Council, though he seemed a little young to hold such an appointment.

“They are trying to divide our resources; stretch us thin while they maneuver into position,” Kasey replied, drumming a beat on the table with her fingers.

“Well, they’re succeeding,” Bishop replied. “It’s death by a thousand cuts. While we are running around putting out fires, they are busy starting the next one. Sure, we’ve killed a few thralls and a vampire here or there, but people are starting to notice and they’re panicking. Some have started leaving the city. Just this morning, the Lincoln and Holland tunnels were choked with traffic heading west. I can’t help but wonder if they aren’t the sane ones.”

I had to question my own decisions. With everyone fleeing the city, we were the only ones mad enough to fly into it. Perhaps that was why we had been so easy to find. Perhaps there hadn’t been many flights into Teterboro the day we had arrived.

“We can’t just give up the city,” Kasey said. “Hades, what do you think?”

I tried to stop my jaw from hitting the table. Somehow, the city’s most notorious crime lord not only had a seat at this table but a say in the city’s defense.

What was the world coming to?

“Well, they have hit the underworld. The vampires thrive on darkness and fear, but they don’t do anything by chance. They’re weakening the power structure of the city, leaving us exposed. They aren’t trying to destroy the city—they are trying to conquer it, spreading fear and misdirection as they build their numbers. Make no mistake, even now they’ll be turning others to their cause. We need to root them out and end them before this army turns into a plague that can’t be stopped.”

“What about the military?” Bishop asked. “If we need more manpower, surely we should look to them for help.”

“Two problems with that,” Hades replied. “First, we are going to need the mayor onboard before calling in the National Guard, and for him it’s admitting defeat. It’s conceding that the situation has gotten out of his control. If he does, he’ll never see re-election. We need to do the opposite of what is currently occurring. We need to seal the city while we cut out the cancer before it can spread.”

“You’re not wrong, but sealing the city will raise a panic. We need time just to manage the logistics. In the meantime, how did we go with canceling events?” the Arcane Council member asked. “Gatherings are dangerous, both for the populace at large, and for us. The potential for large populations to be turned cannot be ignored. We can’t afford to give the vampires any more strength.”

“Chief West spoke with the mayor last night,” Bishop said, her voice dropping an octave. “It didn’t go well.”

“What do you mean?” I burst out. I couldn’t help myself. “Surely he can see the danger?”

“You would think so,” Bishop said, “but he’s in denial. He didn’t believe a word about the vampires and refused to use his office to help. We reached out to as many venues as we could, citing every excuse under the sun. Some are canceling, but others are holding out. New York is a city that entertains, and these business owners are just trying to make a living. Without the mayor’s help, we don’t have a chance.”

What kind of mayor could feed his people to the threat that was the Feudal Court? It made no sense.

Kasey stood up and placed both hands on the table. “So, what’s on tonight?”

“Pardon?” the council’s representative asked.

“What events are on in the city this evening?” Kasey replied. “If the ball is cover for something, then it’s going down tonight, and we need to be ready for them. We can’t be everywhere, at least not in sufficient numbers to stop them, but if we can narrow it down, we can concentrate our forces. What events will not close?” 

The detective pulled out her pad. “We have a preseason game with the Blue Jays at Yankee Stadium. Plenty of people will turn out for that. There is also a matinee and evening show of Hamilton on Broadway, along with a dozen smaller shows in venues around it. But the biggest risk has to be the Knicks versus the Heat at Madison Square Garden. They’re sold out and while we tried both the venue and the team owners, their exact words were, over our dead bodies. Ironic, really, given the circumstances.”

My mind boggled at the thought. Any of those events could make for a horrific target. They would all be sold out, or close to it, but Madison Square Garden was a disaster waiting to happen. The Knicks versus the Miami Heat in a sold-out arena. Twenty thousand people stuck in a confined space. If the vampires hit the arena, the death toll could be catastrophic. If they turned their victims, rather than feeding on them, we’d be dealing with an instant plague of the creatures.

The problem was, such a dangerous target would require massive manpower to defend, leaving other targets exposed and under protected.

Yankee Stadium also made a very serviceable threat. If the vampires wanted, they could stir up trouble downtown and strike at the baseball stadium before emergency responders could react. The situation was far worse than I’d considered.

Kasey’s brow was furrowed as she studied the map. “The best we can do is scout all three locations today and try to determine where they’ll strike. If we keep the bulk of our forces in reserve near Midtown, we will be in a position to defend either Madison Square Garden, Broadway, or with a little bit of advance warning, Yankee Stadium.” 

“It’s a good start but we need better intel,” Hades replied. “These creatures are masters of subversion and stealth. We need to know where they’re going to be before they get there. I’ve put every man I’ve got on the street, but it will leave me precious few for whatever action we have planned tonight.”

“Who exactly are we?” I asked, eager to know exactly whose hands I was putting my team’s lives in. Was this an isolated exercise, or did we have the support of the city behind us? Nothing was clear, and it didn’t seem like Kasey or Kendra were in a hurry to enlighten us. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m in. But we’re up against an army of vampires and there are only a dozen of us in this room, two of whom I brought with me. So, who exactly is we?”

“For one, the combined might of the Arcane Council and the Arcane Defense Initiative will be there,” the Arcane Council’s representative said. “I will see to it.”

Oh, you will, will you? I didn’t voice my skepticism aloud, but for him to be that confident, he couldn’t just be a Council lackey. He would have to be on the Council himself, but the Council members were usually far older, political animals mired in bureaucracy. His age combined with the confidence he had in the Council’s co-operation told me exactly who he was. He wasn’t just any member of the Council. He was Noah Sanders, the Arcane Chancellor and rumored to be the youngest to hold the office in centuries. I’d heard stories of him, from when he had led the ADI, but it had been my life’s work to stay off their radar. I walked close to the line at times, but I never crossed it.

Sanders was supposed to be brilliant, ruthless, and gifted. He was one of few Council appointees who had blazed his way to his seat purely on merit. And he was one of the many reasons the ADI had been rightly feared by warlocks and others who would break the Council’s laws.

“Well, that’s a little more reassuring,” I replied, glad he was on our side.

“Every man and woman I can muster will join them,” Kendra added.

“My Helldrakes and I will be wherever Kasey is,” Hades said. “Criminals though they might be, they aren’t bad in a fight.”

Kasey looked right at me. “All told, we should be able to muster as many as the vampires can, perhaps more if we can convince others sitting on the fence to join us. But we need to be in the right place at the right time. Are you with us?”

I looked at Murdoch and Dizzy. Both nodded.

Leaning on the table, I met Kasey’s eyes. “We’re all in. My fiancée is reaching out to some old contacts. We might be able to bring a few more to the party. Are you going to be in a position to make good on our deal?”

There was no guarantee Section 9 would be able to render assistance, but I couldn’t believe they would stand by idly while everything went to hell, either. Best case, they could add some firepower; worst case, they could hopefully use any assets at their disposal to aid in our information gathering efforts. It seemed everything was going to come down to being in the right place at the right time. We were going to need all the help we could get.

“I have not forgotten. I’ll do everything I promised. You have my word,” Kasey answered, meeting my eye. She seemed sincere enough, though I could sense in her reply the same hesitance I had, and it stemmed not from an unwillingness to help, but a concern for whether or not we would survive the night.

“Then you have us, such as we are,” I answered. “We might be few, but we pack a punch.”

“May the Almighty smile upon us all,” Murdoch said, bowing his head. 

“We’ll take any help we can get,” Kasey replied with a smile. “Speaking of help, I’m going to reach out to some other interests and see if I can persuade them to help share the load.”

“And who might that be?” Kendra asked from the head of the table.

“Let’s just say they have a vested interest in Yankee Stadium,” Kasey replied.

It seemed she was holding this particular card close to her chest. The question was, why?

“Where to from here?” Kendra asked. She directed the question at Kasey rather than the Arcane Chancellor, which I found interesting. He ought to have been in charge, but he seemed content to follow the other’s lead.

Kasey pointed at a map of the city flashing on a large screen mounted on the wall. “Let’s place scouts around the locations we’ve discussed. Bishop, use any influence you can muster within the force to close as many other venues as we can. Kendra, Seth, and I are going to go have a little chat with the mayor, just as soon as I can gather a few things.”

“The mayor?” Kendra asked. “I thought West already tried that angle.”

Kasey sighed. “He did, but I figure that two of the wealthiest people in his city might be able to persuade him of the merits of our position. We need him on our side to narrow the field. Perhaps he’ll see things more clearly when he realizes whose requests he is ignoring. Let’s meet in the lobby in an hour and we’ll head out.”

“An hour?” I asked, rising to my feet. Maybe I’d get some breakfast after all. 

Kasey nodded. “I need to make a few calls and talk to an old friend. In the meantime, you should all get some rest today. Tonight is going to be a long night.”

She was right. The vampires would struggle to move about in the daylight, but come sundown, I had a sinking feeling that all hell was going to break loose.

“You haven’t mentioned the ball,” I ventured. “Are you just going to ignore it entirely? What if the vampires try something there?”

It was clearly a trap, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be innocent people at stake there. If New York’s socialites turned out in response, there would be a lot of money and power in that room. Turning the attendees could be the vampires’ quickest means of gaining power and traction in the city. 

Kasey let out a sigh. “I don’t know. I know I can’t go, and I seriously doubt we can afford the manpower to deal with it.”

“Mind if I borrow the invitation, then?” I asked, reaching for the piece of paper. I knew someone who just loved to dress up for occasions like this, and if the vampires decided to take a shot at him, they were going to be biting off far more than they could chew.

“Not at all. What are you going to do with it?” Kasey asked, handing the invitation to me.

I slipped it into my jacket pocket. “I’m going to give it to a friend. He’s a roaring gossip who loves to party.”

“He could be walking into a deathtrap,” Kasey replied, frowning.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s no less than he deserves after everything he’s put me through. I’ll see if he’s interested in attending. If he is, it will be one less location we need to worry about.”

“Who is this friend?” Bishop asked. “That can wander into a nest of vampires and save us the trouble?”

I looked around the others at the table. There was a hero, a billionaire heiress, a criminal mastermind, an NYPD detective, and the Arcane Chancellor himself. To say they were unlikely bedfellows was the understatement of the century. At least two of them would want me in cuffs if they knew more about me, and that was without revealing who I had spent the last week of my life working with.

But trust had to be earned and I’d started on the wrong foot by trying to rob them, so I figured the truth could hardly put me in a worse position. Besides, with the firestorm I’d be unleashing on the ball, they had a right to know what was going to happen.

“Well, he’s more of an acquaintance than a friend, really,” I replied. “His name is Edward Knight.”

“Yeah, because that’s just what we need,” Bishop said. “Another criminal in our midst.”

I raised an eyebrow. Clearly, some lines were less blurred than others.

“You seem perfectly content for me to help when you need it, detective,” Hades said, “but despite our differences, I agree with you. Knight is a menace who shouldn’t be allowed in the city.”

Bishop shot Hades a glare that could have frozen the Hudson. “Do you really agree with me, or are you just concerned he might be after your turf? After all, his criminal empire makes yours look like a start-up.”

“Yes, and he is one of the most wanted men in the world,” Hades replied, raising his hands. “My empire will endure long after he’s been captured or killed by the authorities. Not a lack of ambition on my part. It’s simply a clear understanding that the tallest blade of grass is first to be cut by the mower.”

“Enough,” Kasey said, slamming the table. “If you don’t have something useful to add, simply be silent. We don’t have time for you all to measure your collective egos.”

Kendra cleared her throat and the room fell silent. “Command, bring up Knight’s dossier.” 

Edward Knight’s dossier appeared on the large panel of monitors running along the conference room wall. One half of the screen was dominated by a list of his suspected activities. But it was the image on the left that I knew all too well. It was Knight in a sharply tailored three-piece suit, his hand gripping the edge of his favorite fedora as he tried to avoid the security camera that took his picture.

“How well do you know him?” Kasey asked. “Can we trust him to side with us against the vampires?”

“He’s pro people. He’s not going to throw in his lot with the Feudal Court,” I answered, though I wasn’t entirely sure I’d be able to get him to agree to the plan in the first place.

“How can you be sure?” Bishop asked. “It wasn’t random acts of kindness that got him on the most wanted list.”

“He’s ruthless to be sure,” I replied, noting the detective’s concerned expression, “but he has a code, and we have an understanding. If you want some extra muscle, he’s the man for the job.”

“But he’s just a normal, right?” Kasey asked. “You want to send him and his thugs into the ball. It will be a massacre.”

“Ah,” I mused, tilting my head to the side, like a child unsure if he wanted to own up to doing something his parents would frown on. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 

Knight had gone through the Inquisition’s strongholds like a cyclone through a rice paper wall. He might be mortal, but with the Bracers of Ares, he was a force of nature, or at least he would be until his week of grace ran out.

“Fine, have it your way. I wish him the best of luck,” Kasey replied.

“I doubt he’ll need it. Have you seen the news the past few days?” I asked.

Kasey shook her head. She seemed distracted, as if she were already wrestling with the next problem the Feudal Court would throw at us.

“There have been a series of attacks through Spain. The world thinks the Catholic Church is under attack, but it’s not the case. If you look closely, you’ll find those locations are owned and operated by an extreme sect known as the Spanish Inquisition.”

“The Inquisition?” Kasey’s face twisted up in distaste. “As in...”

“As in, the witch hating zealots? Yes, those ones. I’ve met them and they are a delight, let me tell you. Fortunately for us, they are suffering retaliations for recent actions they have taken against Knight. The man has a five-hundred-year-old organization on the run. If you need help with the vampires, it seems it might be wise to send him in your place.”

“What makes you so confident he can deal with vampires? They aren’t human and they aren’t going to give a damn about his street cred,” Kasey replied.

I scratched at an itch at the nape of my neck. “It’s not his street cred they’ll need to be concerned about. It’s the blessing Ares gave him.” 

“Ares,” Hades muttered as he sat up in his seat. “That’s how you met Hades. You were at the Grand Trial. It all makes sense now.”

“Trial?” Kasey asked. “What Trial?”

A gloating smile crossed Hades’ lips. “From time to time, as he sees fit, Ares the God of War hosts a Grand Competition. Twenty champions compete for the ultimate prize. The winner receives Ares’ blessing, at least for a time. You’re telling me Knight has it?”

I nodded. “If the reports in Spain are anything to go by, he’s putting it to good use while he can. If he’s willing to throw down for the city’s defense, it would be in our best interest to let him. Who knows what he’ll get up to otherwise.”

That particular comment got a rise out of Bishop, who was just about to say something when Kasey cut her off.

“Fine,” Kasey answered. “He can have the ball, but he works with us. If he crosses us, or harms our people, he will earn my undivided attention.”

“I imagine he’ll find this acceptable,” I answered. “After all, he does so like to dance.”

“Organize yourselves and gear up,” Kasey said. “As soon as we know where the Feudal Court is, we’re going to hit them with everything we have. In the meantime, we’ll go see the mayor. See if we can’t prevail on him to see reason. Give me an hour, and I’ll meet you in the lobby. Until then, behave yourselves.” 

She rose from the table but was met by Sanders before she could leave.

An hour wasn’t much time, but I had planned on breakfast and while I was at it, I figured I’d give Edward Knight a call. I’d managed to live through the last forty-eight hours; why not push my luck a little more?

“Hey Murdoch,” I called as we headed for the door. “Any chance you were able to grab my phone when you emptied the office?”

I’d left it behind for the heist. There were times you really didn’t need a distraction. Robbing Kasey Chase was one of them.

He slipped his hand into his pocket and drew out the phone. “I certainly did. Though your willingness to work with Knight is beginning to concern me.”

“Not work with,” I replied. “I’m just going to pitch him the idea and see if he bites. I’m not trading favors with him for this, or ever again for that matter. Not after the Trial. I figure if we can save some lives, we should. Reaching out to him gives us that chance.”

“How are you going to convince him to play ball?” Dizzy asked, catching up to the two of us as we headed through the door.

“I’m still working on that,” I replied. “I don’t suppose you know where the cafeteria is? I’m famished.”

“You’ll want the other hall,” a voice called after us.

I turned and found the direction had come from one of Kendra’s security guards stationed by the board room door.

He pointed toward the lobby. “Head back to the lobby and to the left. Look to the end of the hall. You can’t miss it.”

“Thanks,” I replied, grateful for both the directions and the reminder that here there was always someone listening.

“I take it things went well last night then?” I asked, turning to Dizzy.

Dizzy nodded. “We talked for most of the night. We were still up when the refugees showed up.”

“Who are they?” I asked, my voice dropping to a whisper as we approached the lobby. “They look like they’ve been through hell.” 

“Friends of Kasey’s,” Dizzy replied. “Local werewolf pack. They’ve been instrumental in tracking the Feudal Court. Or at least they had been until they were ambushed last night.”

I looked at the dozens of people spread out across the lobby and things made a lot more sense. A lot of blood, but no visible casualties. Among other things, werewolves had powerful regenerative qualities. If they made it this far, chances were they would live. 

I moved carefully through their midst, both not wanting to disturb them, and a lot more aware of the potential danger posed by the group of resting forms on the floor.

They looked so peaceful lying there, though I was sure my perspective would change the second they shifted.

“Where did she recruit a pack of werewolves?” I asked as we found the other hallway. It had noticeably less security but a series of closely spaced doors that reminded me more of dorms than they did hotel suites or office space. The lack of security here would make sense if this was where her security was bunking. 

“Apparently the pack’s leader works with Kasey. The two are close,” Dizzy replied. “How they got that way, I’m not sure.”

Reaching the end of the hall, we pushed open a set of aluminum doors and found a cafeteria with a buffet style breakfast set out. 

A handful of security personnel were scattered around the room, eating their morning meal. Few of them bothered to look up. 

“This might be my favorite room in the whole place,” I mused as I looked at the impressive spread.

“Nothing smells as good as freshly cooked bacon,” Murdoch added, picking up a plate.

Grabbing a plate and a set of utensils, I heaped on the bacon and scrambled eggs. 

“Easy, tiger.” Dizzy sidled up beside me. “It’s breakfast, not your last meal.”

“I don’t know about that,” I replied. “You were in the same meeting I was. Whatever is going down, it’s happening tonight and we’re going to be right in the thick of it.”

“Cheer up, Seth,” Murdoch replied, looking around for a table. “We’ve been through hell before. If anything, it’s familiar terrain. There’s no need to spoil my breakfast with all this negativity.”

Picking a seat, I set down my plate and dropped into the chair. Dizzy and Murdoch sat down and wasted no time plowing into their breakfast.

“Not hungry, chief?” Murdoch asked, pointing at my untouched plate.

“I’m starving,” I replied, pulling out my phone. “But thinking about Knight is killing my appetite.”

I set the phone on the table and dialed a man I’d hoped never to see again.
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The phone call wasn’t answered until the fifth ring, and when it was, the line was filled with the sounds of gunshots and screeching.

“Knight, is that you?” I called as more gunshots and rapid breathing filtered down the line. “What the hell is going on?”

“Seth,” a steady voice replied, “it’s not a good time.”

I would have recognized Tan’s voice anywhere. He was Knight’s bodyguard and most trusted confidant. He’d accompanied us to Delphi and the Areopagus, and while he was a man of few words, he was seldom more than ten feet from his employer. Which meant Knight was in the middle of whatever hot mess was filtering through the call.

“Tan, what’s going on?” I asked. “Are you in trouble?”

“Not as much as they are,” Tan replied before squeezing off another few shots. “We do have our hands full, though.”

“No kidding. Is this something we can help with? I heard you were in New York.” I asked, before I had really thought it through. I had no idea what they were even up to but provided they weren’t massacring innocents, it wouldn’t hurt to have him owe me a favor for a change.

“We’ll be fine,” Tan replied. “We’re just about done here.”

That wasn’t concerning at all. What were they finishing up? I found myself wrestling with conflicting feelings. While someone taking out the criminal mastermind would remove one potential problem from my plate, at the same time, if we could harness his resources, it might help us save lives.

“Well, I need a few minutes of his time,” I replied. “Any chance we can get together today?”

A shrill shriek split the air followed by Knight’s unmistakable chortle.

“I’ll text you the address. It’s lunch or nothing,” Tan replied, matter-of-factly.

“That will do. See you then.”

I hung up the phone and drummed my fingers against the table as I processed what I had just heard. Knight was still making moves, that much was clear.

“I’m still not sure why you’re willing to meet with him,” Murdoch said. “After last time, who knows what he’ll do.”

“Nothing at all,” I replied. “I made good on our deal in the Areopagus. I don’t owe Knight anything, and with the power he’s gained from Ares, he ought to be well disposed towards me. You heard Kendra and Kasey. We’re short of manpower and the vampires are only gaining strength. The longer this goes on, the more New Yorkers become unpleasant, pointy-tooth, nocturnal creatures feasting on the blood of innocents. The ball is clearly a trap, but it will also be well attended by the city’s rich and powerful. You know vampires as well as I do. They turn those at the top and feed on those at the bottom. Whether Kasey shows up or not, the people who attend that ball will never be the same again. We will have saved the masses only to have the city’s elite turn against them. We’ll have won the battle and lost the war. He might not be our kind of person, but our interests are aligned and I much prefer him to those creatures that attacked the plane yesterday.”

“They are an abomination,” Murdoch replied, “but the thought we share any common ground with a man like Knight concerns me gravely. What if Knight wants something from you in return? You are going to have to turn him down. You can’t afford to be beholden to him again.”

“I know, I know,” I replied, the aroma from my untouched breakfast wafting into my nostrils. “I have a plan.”

The meal looked so good, I was salivating. I shoveled a spoonful of eggs into my mouth and followed it up with half a rasher of bacon. It was heaven on my empty stomach.

“And what exactly would that be?” Dizzy asked, her plate already half cleared.

“I’ll put it to him that attending the ball is in his best interests,” I replied. “Not as a favor to me. Think about it, all of the city’s elite in one place. Knight is one of the most wanted people in the world. Saving that sort of crowd from an unpleasant fate will curry him some favor. And that is the sort of currency Knight cares about. A roomful of powerful people owing him something ought to be enough to move him to action.”

I pushed my breakfast around my plate. “And like I said, he does really like to dance. I mean, he actually gets excited about it.”

“It’s difficult to imagine,” Dizzy replied. “Is he any good?”

“I’m going to be honest, I was a little distracted at the time,” I replied, thinking of Hera waltzing me around the ballroom. There were some parts of my trip beyond the Veil I was yet to share, and for good reason. I wasn’t exactly sure how Lara might react, she and Dizzy were clearly in cahoots.

“With what?” Dizzy probed as she bit into a piece of toast.

“That room contained the who’s who of the supernatural world, and Knight was the least interesting person in it. Or perhaps the second,” I replied, thinking of the obnoxious champion from Section 9.

“That wasn’t an answer.” Dizzy stood up to get seconds.

“I’ll take that one to my grave,” I replied.

Dizzy laughed as she headed back to the buffet. For someone of her stature, she had an appetite that would put professional eaters to shame. I suspected it had something to do with the energy her body burnt when shifting. It was a working theory. It was either that or somehow she’d managed to swallow a black hole.

“Just be careful, Seth,” Murdoch said. “Everybody wants something from you. One man can only serve so many masters.”

“We’re close, Murdoch,” I said, picking up the last of my breakfast. “I think Kasey can actually help us. With the curse, at least.”

“Perhaps,” Murdoch replied, “but we are walking into a trap to contend with these perversions of humanity. You could die there.”

There was silence as Murdoch let his words sink in. 

“I worry for you, that’s all,” he managed at last.

“But you’ll come with me anyway?” I asked.

“Yes,” Murdoch replied without hesitation.

“Why?”

“Because I believe you are meant for more than this,” Murdoch replied, rising from the table. “But if you’re intent on pursuing this course, let me get you some supplies before you leave. Wait for me in the lobby. I’ll be right back.”

Murdoch slipped out of the room, and I looked down at my phone. The hour had passed quickly, and I was meant to be meeting Kasey and Kendra.

Dizzy slipped back into her seat, a second heaped plate in front of her.

“Where did Murdoch go?” she asked, picking up her fork.

“Upstairs to grab a few things. Sorry, but I’m going to have to dine and dash, Diz. I’ve gotta get back to the lobby.”

“To go with Kendra?” Dizzy asked, looking up at me.

I nodded. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say.

“Keep an eye on her, Seth,” Dizzy said. “Make sure she comes back.”

I smiled at her. I knew that aching pit of concern only too well. It was how I felt about Lara every time we walked into one of these situations. For all her skills, she was a human in a supernatural world. 

Kendra, on the other hand, was no normal. She was a witch and more than capable. Which made Dizzy’s request all the more interesting. By all accounts, Kendra could handle herself. Capability had little to do with the fear we felt for our loved ones.

“Of course,” I replied. “I won’t let you down.”

“I mean it,” Dizzy replied. “She might be shrewd and wickedly clever, but she is not like us. She would hesitate, where you or I wouldn’t.”

“I hear you,” I answered, but her words echoed in my mind as I made my way out of the cafeteria.

The lobby had emptied out significantly during the time I’d spent at breakfast. Whether that was because it was light out and the vampires posed less of a threat now, or because Kendra had moved them into available suites in her hotel-turned-fortress, I couldn’t be sure.

The security presence had increased substantially; a predictable response to the vampires’ actions the previous night. If they were willing to attack a pack of werewolves, Kendra’s fortress had to be a tempting target. 

Fifteen security personnel stood spaced around the outside of the lobby. I imagined there were more waiting outside and on the surrounding rooftops as there had been the previous evening. 

I waited quietly, thinking about what lay before me. I had barely had any sleep and in the course of the next few hours, I was set to visit with the mayor, have lunch with Edward Knight, and then deal with whatever the Feudal Court had planned for the city tonight. The situation was devolving rapidly, and we were being swept along for the ride. But if I wanted Kasey’s help, this was the price, and as I had told Lara, there was nothing I wanted more.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to find Murdoch holding a bullet-proof vest.

“You need this, boss. If not for the mayor, certainly for Knight.”

He wasn’t going to let that go, not any time soon.

I slipped the vest over my head and fastened it into place as Murdoch reached into a duffel resting on one of the lobby’s seats and pulled out a pistol and a holster.

“Oh, come on, Murdoch. I’m not a good shot on the best of days. I’d rather not put everyone else’s lives in jeopardy by waving that around.”

“Take the gun,” he replied, fitting the holster to my belt himself. “It’s loaded with something special for our vampire friends. Ought to help pack a little more punch. As long as you can hit them, that is.”

I looked at him and waited for an explanation.

“Blessed ammunition,” he said. “If you can’t take off their head or put a stake through their heart, this will inflict a world of hurt. Nothing like the Almighty to drive away the darkness.”

“How did you get your hands on that?” I asked. I had heard of blessed weapons being a deterrent for vampires, but I’d never been one to put my trust in such things. I preferred things I could see and feel.

“I blessed it myself,” Murdoch replied. “It’ll do the job. If you can’t trust it, trust me.”

“Don’t you have to be a priest for that?” I asked.

“I’ve been many things in my life,” Murdoch replied, “but it’s really more a matter of faith.”

I looked down at the weapon, a little skeptically. “Aren’t you worried I might come up short in that department?”

“Not in the least,” Murdoch replied. “And it’s not just about yours. It’s about mine, and I have enough to share. Just point and shoot. Let the rest take care of itself.”

“Thanks, Murdoch,” I said, placing my hand on the holster. I might not see things the way he did, but his confidence brought me comfort.

Kendra made her way out of the conference room, and as if on cue, the elevator doors opened and Kasey Chase appeared.

“Take your time,” I called to Kasey. “Not like it’s of the essence or anything.”

“Patience, padawan,” she replied. “I was looking into your little problem.”

I tried not to get my hopes up. She’d barely been gone an hour after all. “And?”

“I’ll deliver as promised. Right after you do,” she said. “In the meantime, it would be in your best interest to see that I don’t get brutally murdered.” 

Kendra patted me on the shoulder. “Fair warning. Keeping her alive is a full-time job. I should know. I’ve been doing it for the last week.”

“Are we ready?” Kasey asked, looking toward the building’s reinforced entrance.

Those steel panels, and a little bit of sunlight, were all that stood between us and an army of vampires, and we were about to do away with one of them.

Kendra nodded. “Detail is out front. They’ll take us to City Hall.”

I followed Kendra and Kasey to a convoy parked out front. They were surrounded by a heavily armed squad of Kendra’s private security and each of the vehicles was both reinforced and bulletproof. We loaded up and made our way to City Hall in silence. It seemed they too had a lot on their minds.

On reaching City Hall, we piled out of the cars and climbed the steps. I didn’t need to be clairvoyant to sense something was wrong. The place should have been packed, but it was a ghost town. The security detail brought up the rear as we entered City Hall’s deserted lobby.

Kasey consulted an information panel and pointed to the elevators. “Second floor. Let’s go.”

It took three of the elevators to safely convey our small army to the next floor. 

As the aluminum doors parted, a chill ran down my spine. The second floor was empty too.

“I don’t like the feel of this at all. I’ve been in more lively tombs,” I muttered.

“I’m beginning to have second thoughts myself,” Kendra replied, “but the mayor took the chief’s calls last night and this morning. He has to be here somewhere.”

There were no people anywhere, and as we passed through hallways, I glanced into offices and noticed consistent evidence of a struggle. Chairs that had been kicked over, or furniture knocked out of place. I could tell by comparing its current location to the groove it had worn in the carpet flooring over time.

Kasey and Kendra pressed on, seemingly ignoring the signs of a struggle, or perhaps they were more concerned by what we would find in the mayor’s office.

My hand hovered to the holster on my hip. I didn’t like the feel of this one bit. 

We reached the mayor’s office and found his assistant’s desk deserted but for a blood smear that ran from the desk into the mayor’s office.

“That can’t be good,” Kasey muttered. Walking up to the door, she knocked on it three times.

There was no answer. I reached for my gun as she pushed open the door. 

The room was dark. All the drapes had been drawn and the lights were off.

Kasey stretched out her hand and whispered something I couldn’t quite understand, but I felt the effort of her will as she brought three small orbs of light into being. They floated above her hand before shooting into the office to provide a little more illumination.

From somewhere inside the office, a pained groan reached the door.

I followed the noise to its source, a form huddled in the corner of the room, his suit torn and ripped like it had passed through a shredder. 

“Mayor Telson?” Kasey asked. “Is that you?”

The man hid his head in his hands. “Who wants to know?”

“It’s Kasey Chase. We came to see you about getting some help closing down the city. It’s an emergency.”

“Kasey Chase?” the man asked, his voice a tortured wheeze.

“That’s right,” Kasey replied. “We really need your help.”

The hunched over form of Mayor Telson turned toward us, his head slowly rising to meet our gaze.

That was when I spotted the two orbs of darkness staring out of his pale face. His pale, blood-soaked face.

“Oh, Mayor, what have you done?” Kasey asked.

The man leapt to his feet with a speed that defied belief.

“I had to feed,” he cried. And with that, the once Mayor of New York City ran right for us.
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The creature skulking in the dark before me wasn’t the mayor, not anymore. The fangs protruding from his bloodied maw revealed the truth of his transformation. Mayor Telson had been turned by the Feudal Court. It certainly explained his reluctance to cancel anything. He was not trying to protect the city or win re-election; he was openly in thrall to his new masters.

It was time to put Murdoch’s ammunition to the test. Judging by the blood on his chin and neck, the vampire had recently fed and was at the zenith of his power. I felt Kasey draw on her power as I ripped my pistol from its holster. Before I could line up the shot, Kasey stepped into the door, blocking my aim. There was no way I was going to risk a shot with her standing between the vampire and me.

The newly turned vampire crossed his office in a blur. Before she could muster her power, the creature drove his fist straight into Kasey’s stomach.

The words of her spell faded on her lips as the force of the blow knocked her backward toward me. She landed on her ass, sliding across the carpet of the lobby as the vampire hissed his defiance. 

Dizzy’s words echoed through my mind, and I glanced sideways to find Kendra rooted to the spot. I made my choice and went for her, pushing her out of the creature’s path.

That left her security detail with a clear line of fire to their target. We might have been in the middle of City Hall, but with Kendra’s life on the line, they opened fire. Their high-powered rifles unleashed a devastating salvo that pummeled the vampire. He staggered forward, fighting against the sheer weight of fire. 

One step. Two steps.

Round after round tore into him, bringing his advance to a standstill.

Wheezing, Kasey thrust a hand toward him, “Gwaywffon!”

A lance of crimson arcana in the shape of a spear plunged through his chest, right where I suspected the remnants of his heart might be.

The mayor collapsed to his knees and pitched forward onto his face. 

“Cease fire!” Kasey called. 

The security team obeyed, smoke rising from the barrels of their weapons as the room went deathly still. 

Kasey hurried over to Telson. He was lying face down next to the trail of blood heading into his office. Kasey kicked the body, but he didn’t move. Wedging her boot underneath him, she turned him over and a small breath escaped his lips.

“Help me,” he gasped.

One glance at the gaping wound in his chest told me there was nothing we could do for him. And given what he had done to his assistant, I figured it was better than he deserved.

“I should have known better,” Kasey muttered. “The Feudal Court got to him first.”

“They’ve been keeping us busy. There’s nothing we could have done,” Kendra replied. “You’re right though. Money and influence, that’s their M.O. We should have known they would try something like this. Now that he’s dead, we don’t stand a chance shutting down the city. Short of an order from this office, it’s going to be businesses as usual and with him dead, I don’t see that happening.”

“Me neither,” I replied. We’d wasted precious time on this wild goose chase, and we couldn’t afford to linger. “Nor do I think we still want to be here when the police arrive. Vampire or not, you just killed the mayor.”

The mayor’s office stank like death, but his bullet ridden body was still going to be tied to Kendra’s detail. Something she seemed to realize about the same time I did.

Kendra turned to her men. “Two of you stay behind and clean this mess up. It doesn’t look like there is anyone around to stop you, so find the cameras and wipe them. I don’t want anything that can be tied back to us. The vampires killed him the moment they turned him. We just put him out of his misery.”

We turned to leave, but Kendra grabbed my arm. 

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“The least I could do,” I replied. “Let’s get out of here.”

We made our way back downstairs. My mood, heavy with the mayor’s death, turned my walk into a trudge.  The abandoned City Hall was all the more ominous and dangerous now. What else could be lurking within these halls? Was Telson the only one turned? What had happened to the others?

Kasey’s boots scuffed against the tiles, causing me to jump.

I took a deep breath to try and calm my nerves. I’d spent the past few days dodging vampires and the relentless assassin who had been hounding me since the airport. I half expected him to come charging out of one of the offices, looking to kill me. The real question was, would I notice him in time? He was dangerously good at glamours and had almost killed me three times now. I was starting to worry that my luck would run out.

As we walked, Kasey pushed open doors and glanced into the offices, searching as we went.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

“It’s almost midday in City Hall in one of the busiest cities on Earth. There should be people here, but it’s completely empty.” 

Could the rest of the office have discovered the mayor’s condition and fled? It was certainly a possibility. How many others had he fed on?

As Kasey strode through the hall, her foot slipped. Catching herself, she looked down and found the culprit. She snatched something off the floor. It was a black zip tie, fastened on itself. I would know its use anywhere. It was a ready made restraint.

It didn’t take much searching to find another. Other evidence of foul play emerged as we looked closer. The chairs behind the lobby desk had been knocked over and a pile of paperwork had been scattered across the floor.

The struggle had started here, in the building’s entrance. 

City Hall wasn’t deserted; it had been emptied. After all, that would be the only way for the vampires to ensure no action was taken to change the city’s status quo. If there was no one in City Hall, there was no one who could interfere with their plans. 

The vampires and their cronies had taken everyone. It made me cringe to think what lay in store for those poor souls.

“They have taken all of them,” Kasey replied. “Every single person.”

Kendra shook her head. “We’re talking more than a hundred people, in the broad light of day. How is that even possible?”

“That’s why they hit the Thirteenth Precinct,” I answered, piecing the previous night’s activities together. “Law enforcement will either be taking cover or hunting for those responsible. This isn’t the work of only vampires, though. It’s too clean. They would have slaughtered the place. This will be their minions, too. They’ll have taken everyone at gunpoint. Cleaner and quieter.”

“We’re on our own,” Kasey replied. “But at least we know we’re on the right track.”

“What do you mean?” Kendra asked.

Kasey held up the zip ties. “If they have become this brazen, then we are right about tonight. Whatever the Feudal Court is planning, it’s happening soon.”

She was right. This was a short-term play. There was no way something of this magnitude could go unnoticed for more than a day or so.

Kendra nodded. “We better gather what manpower we have and find their target. We’re not going to get another shot at this.”

“We need to make it count,” Kasey replied. “Let’s head back to your fortress and work out what the others have found.”

With nothing we could do for those who had been taken, we reluctantly left City Hall and made our way back to the armored convoy and loaded up. 

Kendra took the front seat and motioned to the driver. “Back to the hotel. Don’t stop for anything.”

“Roger that,” the driver replied, sliding the vehicle out into the traffic.

As we made our way back to Kendra’s stronghold, I caught Kasey staring at me. 

“You’re looking a little worse for wear,” she said, taking in the heavy bags under my eyes and my posture in the seat.

I could feel the fatigue in my soul as I looked her up and down. “You’re not the only one who missed out on their beauty sleep.”

Kasey took a look at herself in the rear-view mirror and grinned. “I’ve been dodging bounty hunters and vampires for days now, not to mention the occasional robbery.”

I managed a pained smile. “I’m sorry about that, but I didn’t think I had any other option.”

“You’ve been busy too,” Kendra replied, looking over her shoulder. “It sounds like you’ve had your hands full these last few weeks.”

“Have I now?” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “How much has Dizzy told you? Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered. I just didn’t think I’d rate a mention during pillow talk.”

Kendra Harrington flushed red and turned her eyes back to the road ahead.

“The pair of them go way back,” I replied as I turned to Kasey. “Some things, it seems, never change.”

“Yes,” Kendra replied. “Dizzy is still allergic to the idea of settling down. She has more commitment issues than you do.”

“I’ll tell her you said that,” I replied with a grin.

“I will bury you in an unmarked grave,” Kendra snapped back. “Don’t you dare. And stop changing the subject. What was all that business with the Trial and Edward Knight?”

“Desperation and obligation. I was looking for answers to my curse and I needed information. I traded favors with the Red Knight and damn near got killed for it. Now we have reached something of an accord, and that’s about all I’m willing to say about it.”

I rubbed at my aching jaw as I watched the buildings we rolled past. Somewhere out there, a thousand vampires loitered, waiting to unleash hell on New York City, and somehow that was not the worst thing in my week, at least not yet. I’d never seen a thousand vampires so I didn’t have a great gauge on what that might be like. It was hard to picture anything topping the Scylla though.

“Okay,” Kasey replied, “I have to admit I’m still a little curious about you meeting the real Hades. What was that like?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I answered, sliding lower in the leather seat. My dreams were still filled with the faces of those who had died beyond the Veil. So many had perished there, but I’d been closest to Tadashii and Cora. Their deaths still hurt.

“You’ve met an Olympian and you have nothing to say about it?” Kasey asked. “Definitely not one for the gossip, huh?”

I stared out the window and hoped she would let it go, but I doubted I would get off that easily.

“There are things you are better off not knowing. You’re from our world. You know the kind of supernatural beings that exist beyond the Veil. I met many of them, more than I care to mention, and they scared the hell out of me. Zeus, Hera, Hades, Ares, the Sidhe monarchs, and others. I was stuck with them for days. My fate was their amusement. You know what I learned? They all have their own agenda, and they don’t give a damn about us. Not unless it’s in their best interest to do so.”

“You met the King of Winter?” Kasey asked. “What was he like?”

“That’s awfully specific, picking Oberon out of that lineup,” I replied. 

What business did she have with the King of Winter?

“I never spoke to him directly,” I said, remembering his icy gaze and bitter nature. “But I watched him freeze an arena with less effort than you or I take to breathe. He could manipulate magic on a scale that my mind couldn’t even comprehend, and his heart was as cold as his domain. Pray that you never have to meet that cold bastard, or any of his Sidhe. They’ll be the death of you.”

The car went quiet. Turns out, I’d effectively killed the conversation. If Kasey had other questions, she kept them to herself. 

I drew out my phone and texted Tan, letting him know that I was running behind but that I was on my way.

We made it back to Kendra’s stronghold without any further incidents. No sooner were we out of the car than I waved down a cab that was passing by. I could have asked Kendra for a car, but I didn’t want anyone else along for my discussion with Knight. I slid into the back seat of the cab and gave the driver the name of the restaurant that Tan had texted me. Kendra and Kasey stared after me.

I waved as the cab pulled away from the curb. The cab wove through what was surprisingly light traffic for this time of day in Manhattan. I considered what I might say to Knight and rehearsed the speech over and over in my head until the driver pulled over. I looked up and realized we were there. Reaching into my wallet, I pulled out a crisp bill and pressed it into his hand. 

“Keep the change.”

I climbed out of the cab and studied the restaurant.

It was an unusual place for a meeting: a Greek restaurant in the heart of the city.

Pagóni. The restaurant itself was practically deserted but for a few staff who were visible through its small glass windows. The fact no patrons were present might have been remarkable, but I ventured Knight’s influence had something to do with that.

I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The restaurant was a little unusual. Hundreds of clay pots and vases hung from the ceiling everywhere. The walls were white and blue, giving off that unmistakably Mediterranean vibe.

The maître d’ turned as I entered, his face contorting in a mix of surprise and regret as he prepared to deliver bad news.

“I’m sorry, sir, the restaurant is closed for lunch,” he said with a slight bow.

“It’s all right, Alexander, he’s with us,” a feminine voice called from the back corner of the restaurant.

The silky voice sounded strangely familiar. I turned, looking for its owner and found the only other guests in the restaurant, camped out at a small table by the kitchen, well out of line of sight of the window.

I recognized Edward Knight and his bodyguard, but it was the third being at the table that stopped me in my tracks.

Hera, mother of Olympus, sat there with a green olive pressed between two elegant but powerful fingers as she popped it between her lips. A gesture that drew my eye to those luscious, full, and inviting lips.

I swallowed, my heart skipping a beat as I tried to understand what on earth was happening.

“Come along, dear, we don’t have all day,” Hera replied, patting the seat beside her.

In my mind’s eye, I recalled our dance at Ares’ ball and the subsequent terror I had felt when I’d come face-to-face with her husband, Zeus, the God of Thunder, who was able to smite me with a thought. That was the encouragement I chose to remind other parts of my anatomy that the vision of beauty before me was very, very taken. As was I.

Hera was wearing a slim-fitting red dress that would no doubt encourage men everywhere to make poor life decisions.

The maître d’ backed out of my way, and I crossed the restaurant before taking the empty chair beside her.

I bowed my head in deference to Hera. “Goddess, I wasn’t aware you would be slumming it with us for lunch. My most sincere apologies for my tardiness. I didn’t know you would be here.”

I wasn’t blowing smoke. I had learned first-hand the power the woman before me wielded. It paid to show respect to those who could end you with less effort than she had needed to eat that olive.

“Not a worry, my dear,” Hera replied. “It’s given us some time to catch up and get all the foreplay out of the way.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Knight replied. “You make it sound so unpleasant, and foreplay is never a chore, my dear.”

Hera laughed, the sonorous rumble filling the room with mirth. It was a subtle but tangible working, but I could sense the will she expended with little more than a thought. The wave of calm rolled over me, and like a healing balm, the effort and exertion of the past forty-eight hours was simply swept from me as I exhaled. I needed to learn that trick, and I needed to learn it bad.

I glanced at Knight. “You didn’t tell me we were going to have another guest at lunch.”

Knight leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t tell you anything at all. You spoke with Tan and asked for a meeting. This was the only time I had available, and our host was gracious enough to allow you to intrude on our lunch appointment. Don’t ask me why, but it seems the Mother of Olympus enjoys your company.”

“He is adorable,” Hera replied. “And I don’t mind in the least. Our last conversation was abruptly interrupted by my husband, wet blanket that he can be.”

What on earth had I stumbled upon? Edward Knight and the Queen of The Gods sharing lunch in a Manhattan restaurant like they were the best of friends. It was unsettling, but perhaps I could turn it to my advantage. Knight seemed eager to please Hera.

“I’m flattered,” I replied. “I must say I’m surprised to find you this side of the Veil.”

“I go where I’m needed,” Hera replied, “and today that just happens to be here. My husband might rule the heavens, but I like to keep my feet on the ground.”

Pointing to the staff of the restaurant, I asked, “Do they have any idea who you are?”

Hera laughed. “Of course they do. They work for me.”

“This is your restaurant?” I supposed that made sense. Apollo had his museums and exhibits; other Olympians would surely have interests of their own in the mortal world.

“It is,” Hera answered, sweeping her hand through the air. “Shrines and temples are so two millennia ago. I keep trying to tell my children the way to people’s hearts is through their stomach, but do they listen? No. Not one of them.”

It was an intriguing notion, one that I hadn’t really considered since dealing with Apollo. 

“I must say, I was both confused and intrigued by your call, Seth,” Knight said. “I thought you were trying to save your life, not throw it away. Why come here to New York in the midst of all this mess? Is it still self-preservation that drives you? Or is it that naive idealism that’s had you throw in your lot with the city?”

“A little of both, actually,” I replied, eying the table where a veritable feast had been laid out and half devoured. I had to admit, it looked pretty good. “The real question is, why are you here, Knight? Last I knew, you were tearing up Spain.”

“Not tearing up,” Knight replied, “reorganizing. Something that wouldn’t have been necessary if I had turned you away the day we met. But that’s yesterday’s news. Ancient history if you will. Now I’m in town, taking care of a little business for our host here. Nothing for you to be concerned about, though.”

“Are you two working together now?” I asked, my mind reeling at the unusual alliance. It seemed the city was full of them as of late.

“Don’t be surprised, Seth,” Hera answered. “I told you I was looking for capable and talented agents, and while you seem to have ignored my offer, your old colleague here has been more than willing to help.”

Something about that troubled me, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Hera had never done anything wrong by me, apart from almost get me smote by her husband, but the fact that she was willing to work with Knight was a little disconcerting. Then I looked up at Knight sitting across from me and considered the hypocrisy of that particular train of thought. Hera seemed more than comfortable with the arrangement. Knight did too.

“Well, I’m glad to see two of my friends getting along so well,” I said. “I don’t want to intrude on your lunch. I just had something I thought might prove interesting to you.”

“Oh, did you now?” Knight asked, leaning forward and grabbing a piece of baklava off the dessert platter. “And what might that be? Because if it’s an invitation to join this insane little crusade you’re on, you can count me out. I have tangled with the vampires once already and I don’t want to waste what’s left of my time with these babies saving a city that would incarcerate me as soon as look at me.” 

Knight popped the baklava into his mouth, the pastry crunching as he bit into it.

Well, it wasn’t the can-do attitude I was looking for, but then again, I hadn’t exactly expected him to volunteer his cooperation.

“I wouldn’t expect you to. Helping others? Not enough upside in that for you. That’s why I brought you something better.”

Reaching into my pocket, I drew out the envelope and set it on the table. I let his eyes rest on it, piquing his curiosity, before sliding the envelope across the table to him.

“What is it?” Knight asked.

“Open it up and see for yourself. I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

Edward Knight picked the envelope off the table, opened it, and drew out the invitation.

“Hmmm,” he mused, his lips tightening into a smile. “I do love to dance, but it seems this belongs to someone else.”

“She won’t be using it,” I replied, “on account of the fact that it is likely an ambush designed by the Feudal Court to murder her. You’ve no doubt heard of the price on her head?”

“I have,” Knight replied, setting the invitation on the table. “Not that it concerns me. I don’t even get out of bed for that sort of pocket change. Why bring this to me?”

“Well, clearly the vampires are going to be there,” I replied, taking a baklava for myself, “but so are a host of other wealthy and powerful members of New York society.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you bought it to me,” Knight replied. “Miss Chase is more than well enough connected. Why drag me into it?”

“Because Miss Chase, like our friend, Seth, here, is far more interested in saving those who can’t help themselves,” Hera replied, slicing a piece of Haloumi cheese in two before pressing her fork through it. “Isn’t that right?”

I nodded. “That’s about the measure of it. Whatever else it might be, the ball is a distraction and they don’t want to divert resources from more dangerous targets to protect a handful of socialites when tens of thousands of lives might be lost elsewhere. So, I thought of you.”

I popped the desert in my mouth, the pastry crumbling as cinnamon and sugar lit up my tastebuds. It was exceptional.

“What do I get out of it?” Knight asked. “Another favor? You whined so much about the last one, I don’t know that I can bring myself to endure that again.”

I leaned across the table and tapped Knight’s sleeve, indicating the hard gold bracers he was wearing under his shirt.

“The last favor turned out just fine for you, and we both know I did more than my share to earn them.”

Edward Knight moved his arms so that the bracers became visible at the end of his suit coat. “You did precisely what was required, nothing more, nothing less. I don’t owe you anything.”

“No, you don’t,” I replied, “and I don’t owe you anything either. Which is just how I like it. You’re not doing this for me. You’re doing it for them. Garner whatever favors you will in exchange for saving their gold-encrusted asses.”

Edward Knight looked down at the invitation. He talked a big game, but I could see the opportunity dancing in his eyes. He knew, perhaps better than anyone alive, the value of a favor from the right people, but in spite of that, he hadn’t gone for the well-embossed bait.

“This will help the city’s defense?” Hera asked.

I nodded. “It will give us one less target to protect. But whatever is going down, we suspect it’s happening tonight. We need all the help we can get. Otherwise, when the sun rises tomorrow, the city could be entirely overrun with those creatures.”

Hera’s gaze drifted to the invitation. “We can’t have that now, can we, Edward?

Edward Knight turned to Hera. “Of all the cities in the world, I do love New York. It would be a shame to let them have it.”

“Then it’s settled,” Hera replied, picking the invitation off the table. “My knight in shining armor and I shall go to the ball. I’m sure we’ll have a splendid time.”

“You will?” I asked, shocked that she would entertain, let alone suggest, such a course. Hera herself walking into the vampire’s trap. 

What had I set in motion?

“We will?” Edward added. “I mean, of course we will. I couldn’t leave you alone in such poor company, my lady.” 

Knight turned to Tan. “Unfortunately, you’re going to have to bump this evening’s meeting. It seems we now have other plans.”

Tan drew out his phone and rose from the table. “I’ll let them know, but you and I both know they don’t like it when plans change, particularly at the last minute.”

“Tell Sergei to relax. It’s not good for his blood pressure to get upset all the time.”

Tan strode away from the table with a sideways glance that told me that while he’d heard his employer’s instructions, he had no intentions of relaying such a message.

“Oligarchs,” Knight laughed, grabbing another pastry off the platter.

I wanted to dwell on that even less. “Well, if that’s settled, I am sorry to have disturbed your lunch. Let me leave you in peace. Best of luck this evening.” 

“Same to you, Seth,” Knight replied, a smile gracing his lips. “It has all the hallmarks of a very exciting evening.”

I couldn’t say I shared his enthusiasm, but then again, I wasn’t filled with the battle-lust and power of the god-of-war.  

“Let me walk you out,” Hera said, rising from the table and extending her arm toward me.

One does not say no to the Queen of the Gods. I took her arm in mine and we walked through the restaurant toward the door.

“I appreciate your help,” I began. “I didn’t mean to drag you into this. I’m sorry.”

“I’m already in this,” Hera replied. “Like I told you, you might not see the whole picture, Seth, but I do. The vampires are just a new piece in a very old war.”

“New? They’ve been around for centuries,” I replied.

“Like I said, new piece, old war,” she said. 

There were times I had to remind myself who she was, and how little I knew of her that wasn’t rooted in superstition and myth. If the vampires were new to her, just how long had she existed? 

“You must see that they don’t gain any ground here,” she said. “Too much is at stake.”

“I’m doing the best I can,” I replied. “For what it’s worth, I appreciate you helping with Knight.”

“For what it’s worth, you’re on the right path,” she whispered, “but you must save her. She’s the best hope now, for you and the city.”

The door before us opened, seemingly of its own accord, and Hera smiled. “Do that, and we will speak again.”

“Who? Kasey?” I asked. 

What did Hera know of her?

“You have your work cut out for you,” Hera replied, pointing to the door. “Best get moving. You don’t have long.”

“What do you know that I don’t?” I asked.

“Whole books could be written on that subject, Seth.” Hera’s lips tightened. “But now is not the time. Rest; you’ll need it.”

That wasn’t helpful at all. I wanted to pick her brain for more answers, but before I could ask another question, she turned on her wickedly sharp heels and returned to her table. 

Answers would have to wait for another day.

What in the world had I got in the middle of?
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I took the words of the goddess Hera to heart and had a nap. What else was a man to do? I got all of two glorious hours of rest before I was shaken awake.

Reluctantly, I opened my eyes and found Lara sitting on the end of the bed in combat fatigues and a bulletproof vest. Much as she had worn when she’d stormed the temple in Panama.

“It’s time,” she said.

I tried to get my body moving, but all it did was strangle a yawn from my lips. Forcing myself up onto my elbows, I looked around the room and found we were alone.

“Any luck with Section 9?” I asked, hoping she had succeeded in rousing some support from the agency.

“They’ve got boots on the ground, and are gathering intel and feeding it straight to Kendra. As for armed operatives, they are a little short right now.”

“The CIA short of resources. Never thought I’d see the day,” I replied.

“Not the CIA, Section 9,” Lara replied. “The Director doesn’t control the entire agency, and Panama cost us a lot of good men.”

I let out a sigh. The creature Torquemada had summoned had massacred Inquisition and Section 9 forces alike. Lara and I had barely escaped with our lives. 

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and laced on my boots, one at a time. 

“Everything is moving too fast,” I said, unable to shift the uncomfortable feeling in my gut. We were charging from problem to problem, but running out of allies. Hera’s words kept playing over my mind. “We need more people.” 

“I am here, aren’t I?” Lara clasped her hands around her belt.

“You are, and that troubles me for a whole different reason.”

“I’m not some fragile little flower you have to protect,” she said, “so don’t try to treat me like one. You aren’t walking into this alone. We both know I’m coming with you, so don’t you even start with me.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” I replied as the door to our hotel suite opened. Murdoch strode in carrying a set of black duffels. Dizzy was right behind him.

“Kendra says we have movement at all three locations,” Dizzy announced. “It turns out the vampires aren’t content with a little mayhem. They want to hit them all.”

I couldn’t catch the groan before it slipped out. The vampires were trying to divide and conquer. I clenched my fists in frustration. Who knew where their true strength would be deployed? We might end up in the wrong location and if we split our forces, the vampires might easily overwhelm a single target.

I looked at Dizzy. She wasn’t wearing her usual kit. Instead, she was dressed from head to toe in some sort of high-tech composite alloy. It looked like something out of a sci-fi movie, and the chest piece bore the familiar stamp of Harrington Industries. Clearly, Kendra wasn’t leaving anything to chance. She had about the same probability I had of keeping her loved one out of the firing line.

“Nice gear,” I replied as I tightened the underarm strap on my Kevlar vest.

Dizzy did a bit of a turn, holding her bow in place as she did. “I know, right? It looks killer and moves nicely too. According to Kendra, nothing short of a .50 cal is going through it and it’s a lot lighter than Kevlar. I guess it pays to be sleeping with the boss.”

“Or a billionaire heiress with her own industrial conglomerate,” I replied with a grin. “Not going to lie, I’m a little jealous.” 

Dizzy pointed to my felt fedora resting on the table. “You mean to say there’s something we could get you to trade in those old rags.”

I lifted the hat off the table and slipped it on. “Not a chance.”

Murdoch hefted the duffels. “We’re locked and loaded with enough ammunition to fight a war. Good thing too. Kendra seems to think we’re going to need it.”

“Well, let’s get downstairs and make sure they don’t leave without us. Whatever happens, we need to keep an eye on Kasey,” I replied.

“You still don’t trust her?” Lara asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, I trust her just fine. I’m just worried she’s going to do something and get herself killed. We need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

It wasn’t just about me and my curse now. If Hera thought Kasey was a part of something more, I needed to make sure she lived to see it.

The four of us made our way down to the hotel lobby. It was packed by the strangest collection of people I had ever seen. There were police officers and the ADI in their trademark gunmetal gray suits, only now they were dressed for combat. Wizards didn’t pack guns for war, though they were wearing bulletproof vests for good measure. Each of them carried a battle staff and other ornamental jewelry: rings, pendants, bracelets, anything they could store power in and draw on it in a hurry. 

In another corner stood Hades and a good two dozen bodyguards all dressed from head to toe in black body armor and carrying weapons I highly doubted they had permits for. Something the contingent of NYPD officers led by Detective Bishop seemed to be happy to ignore during this unlikely truce. 

I took Lara by the hand and made my way toward Kasey.

“Kasey, you two haven’t met yet, but this is Lara, my fiancée.”

“Nice to meet you,” Kasey replied. “I only wish it was under better circumstances.”

Lara shrugged. “It’s all we’ve got, so it will have to do.”

The ADI agents parted as Noah Sanders strode through their ranks. His staff rapped against the tile floor as he walked, and I could sense the power crackling about him. It made me do a double take. The tired man I’d watched in the briefings was gone, hidden beneath layers of raw arcane talent ready to be unleashed. I almost felt bad for the vampires. Almost.

“It’s on,” Kasey said, lifting her voice over the chatter in the lobby. “We have movement everywhere. I’m headed for Madison Square Garden. We have teams watching the other sites. If anyone wants out, this is your last chance.”

“Not on your life,” a stocky man standing behind Kasey shouted back before he headed for the elevators. “I’ll take the pack. There are too many for the cars. We’ll go on foot. It will be quicker that way.”

The pack? He had to be a werewolf. While short of stature, the man was at least two of me wide. If he was this big in human form, the thought of his wereform sent a shiver down my spine.

“We’re here as promised,” I said. We weren’t going anywhere except where she went.

“It’s time to stand and be counted,” Murdoch replied. “I’m in.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Dizzy replied.

“It’s my city too,” Lara replied. “They can’t have it.”

I put my arm around her, her courage bolstering my own, but I couldn’t help wish she was anywhere else right now. 

Bishop strode through the hall toward us. At her side was a tall man with two days of stubble on his face and his black hair pulled back into a tight bun. He was wearing a NYPD windbreaker that fit him poorly. I knew law enforcement, and he didn’t have that vibe at all. The battle staff in his right hand certainly wasn’t police issue either.

“Good to see you again, Jack,” Kasey said with a smile. “We can use the help.”

“Those creatures should have left my father alone,” he muttered. “Now they’ll pay for it.”

“Take this,” Bishop said, holding an earpiece out for Kasey. “I don’t want you out of reach for a moment.”

Kasey grinned as she fitted it in place. 

“Let’s do this,” she called, pointing to the doors.

We followed the mass of people out the front doors and into a waiting convoy of vehicles flanked by a police escort. With lights and sirens blaring, we tore through the dusk traffic heading straight for Madison Square Garden. 

The enormous arena dominated a city block between Seventh and Eighth Avenue and sat right on top of Pennsylvania Station. We made record time as we piled out onto the sidewalk. Pedestrians scattered as Kasey led the charge straight towards the security cordon.

We were a mismatched army of volunteers and vagabonds, but we were the city’s last hope.

The metal detectors went ballistic as we strode through them. The venue security, a handful of men in black polo shirts, took one look at us and started to sweat.

“You don’t want to know,” Kendra called to them. “And you don’t want to be here. Get out while you still can.” 

The security guards looked at the mass of police with us and used their presence to salve their conscience as they took off running for the street. We entered Madison Square Garden and from the concourse came the roar of fans waiting for the game to begin. Knicks versus the Heat. I’d have much preferred to be here under different circumstances. We made our way toward the seats, shedding duffels and bags as our makeshift army shouldered their weapons. 

We eased open the doors and advanced into the arena.

The crowd’s roar was deafening. The entire arena was filled to capacity; there were people everywhere.

“Vampires,” Kasey said, her voice low as she surveyed the crowded seats around us. Here on the second tier, we had sections of seats between us and the basketball court, as well as banks of seating rising steadily toward the roof of the arena.

“Where?” Bishop asked, looking about.

“Everywhere,” Kasey muttered. “I can feel them. Where the hell is Lender?”

I had no idea who Lender was, but it seemed others were meant to be here too. Maybe Lender was their scout.

The teams’ cheerleaders finished their routine and the buzz in the arena grew. 

The crowd started to notice us. Their eyes went to our weapons and while we were standing in the dark, they couldn’t help but see the polished steel. Even with the police with us, I knew it wouldn’t be long before the panic set in. 

The introductory notes of the national anthem played through the venue speakers, as everyone rose to their feet. 

A lone singer made his way out onto the basketball court. The man was tall, broad shouldered, and had deathly pale skin. He was wearing a perfectly tailored black suit. Something about him seemed out of place. I reached out with my arcane senses and felt the aura of power radiating from him.

My guts twisted themselves into knots as a sickening wave of dark magic seemed to pulse about him. 

This was wrong. Everything felt wrong.

He raised a hand and the music ceased abruptly. Whispers broke out in the stands around us. Fans speculated that this was another protest and voiced their displeasure

“People of New York City, I am Rhain, the undying. I am not here to entertain you. I am here with an offer of immortality.”

Shouts echoed through the arena as angry fans hollered from the stands.

“Get off the stage!” a fan behind us shouted.

Rhain’s lips drew into a tight smile as his dark eyes seemed to settle on us. “None of you are leaving here alive. Embrace death’s kiss and join us, or perish where you sit. The choice is yours.” 

Movement below caught my attention. 

The referees and the men sitting at the scoring table rose and made their way to center court. As they did so, their faces twisted, glamours fading as fangs became visible. The emerging vampires leered at the crowd.

“Get out of here, freaks!” a fan called. “Bring on the game.”

“Very well,” Rhain said. “Let the bloodletting commence.”

In the seating below us, the dark silhouette of a vampire rose up and sank his teeth into the neck of a woman beside him. The woman’s cutting shrieks turned to moans as the vampire’s venom pumped through her veins. Before drinking his fill, the vampire withdrew, turning on another. The first victim, newly acquired fangs gleaming, grabbed the man in front of her and sank her teeth into his throat.

The vampires weren’t killing everyone. They were turning them. My heart pounded as the filled to capacity arena at Madison Square Garden became our worst nightmare. The Feudal Court’s recruitment drive posed a deadly threat to the city.

All around us, vampires set upon the hapless innocents who had been hoping for an action-packed basketball game but found themselves in a horror film instead. The number of vampires grew by the moment, their ranks swollen by their newly turned minions.

The crowd shouted and yelled as they made a push for the exits, creating confusion in the crowded stadium. 

The woman-turned-vampire looked about for her next victim, only for her head to explode.

I turned and found Hades holding a smoking Desert Eagle. 

“What the hell are you waiting for?” he asked.

“We need to get them out of here,” Kasey shouted over the screams. “Kendra, use your forces to shepherd out anyone you can save. Each one out is one less vampire. If it has fangs, take its head off. Heads and hearts, people. You know the drill.”

“You heard her,” Kendra bellowed. “Start getting these people out of here. One by one, bring the undead down. Echo team, head to the upper level. Watch your shots and make them count.”

On the court below, Rhain raised his hands high above his head and began to chant. The vampires around him took up defensive positions around center court. They joined their master’s chorus in a language I couldn’t understand. A wall of dark energy rose from the ground, its shape dictated by the center circle on the court.

It rose rapidly between them and their master, and climbed past the vampire king’s head. 

From overhead, something began to drip. At first, it was a trickle, like a summer shower. Then it was as if an unseen valve had been wrenched open and it began to cascade in surging crimson torrents.

Pouring out of the overhead LED display was a waterfall of blood. 

It landed on the court around the vampire king who continued to chant. The blood glowed an angry red as the puddle turned into a pool and began to rise. Contained by the barrier and his minions, the blood rose inch by inch until the base of Rhain’s boots were submerged and still it kept rising.

The terrified crowd rushed the exits as the vampires in their midst set upon them.

“We need to stop that,” Kasey shouted, pointing at the center of the arena. “Hades, watch our backs. Seth, Bishop, Jack, you’re with me.”

There were vampires everywhere and she wanted to go after Rhain? She was going to get us all killed.

All around us, the walkways and stairs were choked with people trying to flee. There was simply no way to fight the tide.

“We have to go over,” Kasey shouted as she jumped over the rail and dropped into the chairs beneath us. 

The stands before her were emptying out but half a dozen figures spotted her and changed course, charged toward her in the semidarkness. They were far too quick to be human. One of them dropped, felled by a shot from above, but the others surged forward, scrambling over the chairs toward her.

I leapt over the rail after her. We needed to get to her before she was overwhelmed.

Beside me, Detective Bishop raised her MP5 but paused. 

“I can’t fire into that,” she said. “Too many bystanders.”

Hades and his Helldrakes clearly had no such compunction.

Bishop’s companion, Jack, interposed himself between her and the approaching vampires.

We couldn’t afford to get bogged down. The number of vampires in the arena was skyrocketing. All they had to do was grant their kiss to a mortal and the victim would be consumed with the desire to feed and in doing so, complete their transformation. The longer we stayed in the stands, the more likely we were to be surrounded and overwhelmed.

“Dizzy, clear a path,” I called. “Lara, Murdoch, watch our back.”

Dizzy leapt nimbly onto the seats in front of us, her speed taking even Kasey by surprise. As the vampires closed, Dizzy shifted. Her armored form vanished, and a hulking Silverback gorilla was launching itself at the vampires.

Dizzy landed on one of the creatures, breaking every bone in his body beneath her bulk. A meaty backhand sent another vampire cartwheeling through the grandstands.

“The muscle!” Murdoch yelled as he raised his double barrel shotgun.

Kasey followed the path Dizzy cleared, moving quickly and efficiently through their ranks dispatching vampires with short, clean bursts of focused power. The witch moved with a clinical efficiency that reinforced for me that this wasn’t the first time she had faced off against the creatures. 

I raced after her as one of the vampires leapt at her back. The vampire had a knife in his hand and was going straight for her throat. I grabbed the vampire by the throat and unleashed my will. Beneath my hands, flesh turned to stone, paralyzing the vampire, his slavering jaws frozen open forever.

His scream died as the transformation completed.

Kasey looked at me, her eyes fixed on my hands.

The moment was interrupted by the sound of the vampire toppling forward; his stone head crashed into the ground and shattered, sending stone fragments everywhere.

Murdoch opened fire, his shotgun roaring great gouts of golden fire that incinerated a pair of vampires before us. In one smooth motion, he cracked the gun, ejecting the spent shells, and loaded two more into the breach before snapping it shut.

If Murdoch had blessed my ammunition, I had no idea what in heaven’s name he had done to his.

We pushed forward, carving a bloody path toward the basketball court.

“Sanders, come in,” Kasey shouted over the fracas. “How are you faring?”

I regretted not being looped into their comms. Where was the Arcane Chancellor? Why wasn’t he here?

“I can’t do that,” Kasey shouted, heading for the basketball court.

She was making a run for it.

“After her,” I shouted. There was only one section of chairs between us and the court itself, and Kasey plowed through them without a second’s hesitation.

From somewhere above us, a howl echoed through the arena. A second joined it, and then a third. The symphony rose until it was a deafening chorus. 

I searched for the sound and found a terrified mob of spectators charging back into the arena in the stands above. As they parted, a tide of werewolves flooded into the arena. Their leader, his dark coat flecked with silver, made it to the rail of the concourse and let out a bloodcurdling howl. All around them, humans panicked, but the Lycans only had eyes for the vampires, the creatures who had attacked their home the previous night. 

The werewolves set upon them with a vengeance.

The vampire king paused, his eyes rising toward his ancient enemy.

Kasey reached the court. Off to our right, the arena doors at ground level burst open and a group of battered ADI agents charged through it.

More reinforcements!

My spirits lifted as they rushed to our aid. All around us, the werewolves were steadily carving their way through the vampires to the court. 

We were only feet behind Kasey and now the ADI had arrived.

There might be hundreds of vampires in the arena, but Rhain was outnumbered on the court itself and the tide was turning against him.

Kasey pointed at center court. “We need to stop them, Stacey!” 

The leader of the ADI contingent advanced on the vampire, her agents fanning out behind her. The woman lowered her staff toward the circle as Kasey drew on her own power.

Then without warning, she turned on Kasey and bellowed, “Exsequiis!”
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A blazing pulse of emerald arcana hurtled at Kasey as she raised her shield. The hastily erected barrier saved her life, but the force of the evocation sent her flying back through the chairs courtside.

Whoever these agents were, they had betrayed the Arcane Council and thrown in with Rhain, leaving us trapped between them and the descending horde of vampires in the seats above us. My heart pounded as I raced to Kasey’s aid.

The glamour surrounding the traitors waned, revealing them for who they truly were: one traitorous wizard and fifty agents in blood-splattered suits who’d been granted death’s kiss. They weren’t agents at all, at least not anymore. They were wizards who had been freshly turned into vampires.

Fifty of the most dangerous creatures in the supernatural world, with the arcane talent to back up their lust for blood. They stood between us and the king of the vampire court. 

More of the creatures prowled their way toward us from behind. We were surrounded on every side and losing ground quickly. The traitors were the anvil, and the mounting number of vampires in the arena were the hammer that would grind us to dust.

I could feel the growing power of the ritual taking place at center court. Blood made for powerful magic and the King of the Feudal Court seemed to have an endless supply of it. His ritual reeked of the Forbidden and a sickly aura of dark magic saturated the air around us. We needed to stop him, no matter the cost. The lifeblood of one woman had brought my curse into being. I couldn’t fathom the incalculable damage that might be done with the blood being spilt in the arena at this moment.

“We have to get Kasey in there with him,” I shouted to Murdoch and pointed at center court. “Dizzy, Lara, help me keep them off her.”

Kasey faced off against the traitors.

“Give up, Kasey,” the traitor, Stacey, called. “It’s over. We’ve already won.”

“You’re going to regret that,” Kasey shouted. “I can see the future, remember?”

See the future? What was she saying? My mind went back to her words the night we first met. I saw you coming. Was this what she had meant? Could she actually be prescient?

The woman’s laugh echoed over the court. “You didn’t see this coming.”

“Yeah, but you screwed up. You should have killed me while you had the chance. Now, there is no future in which I don’t kick your skinny ass,” Kasey shouted back.

“Kill her,” Stacey shouted at her minions.

The vampire-wizards turned their power on Kasey as Lara raised her assault rifle.

A deafening crack echoed across the court as one of the vampire’s heads exploded. I couldn’t help but smile. Lara was a much better shot than I was.

A second shot rang out, and another vampire went down. The newly turned vampires looked about in confusion. It was as if no one had explained to them that their newfound immortality still required their heads to be attached to their bodies. 

I hurled a bolt of lightning into their ranks as I dashed along the side of the court, hoping to draw their attention away from Kasey.

Kasey raised both hands and bellowed, “Pêl Tân!”

She hurled fireball after fireball into the dense mass of vampires. The traitor jammed her staff against the ground and a sapphire shield rose before her. Several of her agents followed suit, but two of the vampires, their bodies still twitching from my lightning, were incinerated in an instant.

A brilliant golden light flooded the arena. It was as if it was noon and the roof had been torn off Madison Square Garden. I squinted against the haze and could barely make out a silhouette striding along the concourse above. His staff rapped the concrete with each stride, his face totally obscured by an aura of undeniable power. In the dimly lit stadium, he shone like the sun at the height of summer. Light played all around him, and the vampires recoiled.

In his wake, dozens of ADI agents streamed into the arena. 

“Sanders,” I breathed.

“We’re here,” Sanders called, his voice carrying over the melee. “Sorry we’re late.”

“Deal with the king,” a voice shouted behind us. It was Bishop’s companion, Jack. He rapped his staff against the floor and every time he did, he multiplied. First there were two of him, then four, then eight. All of them moved in time, mirror images of himself advancing on Lender and her minions. 

Behind the wall of wizardry, Bishop ducked and wove, firing sustained bursts into the mass of vampires.

“Take that, you bitch,” Bishop shouted over the fray. “They’ve been blessed. Each and every round, courtesy of Vida and the good Father Cleary down at St Patrick’s.”

The undead screamed and hissed as the bursts tore into their ranks. Clearly, Bishop had done some preparation of her own.

One of the vampires made it past Hades and his Helldrakes and tried to leap over the barrier onto the court. Dizzy snatched him by his ankle and hurled him back into the wall, snapping his neck.

“To me, my children!” Rhain’s voice bellowed through the speakers. 

The mindless melee reformed itself into a mass of vampires descending toward the basketball court. Vampires, thralls, and newly turned creatures of the night raced toward him.

“We’ve got this,” I shouted at Kasey. “Go!”

Kasey looked at the traitor, murder in her eyes. I worried that she hadn’t heard me, but as Rhain’s chanting grew in intensity, she changed course, racing at the vampires guarding their master. She bellowed something in what sounded like Welsh and a crimson beam grew out of her clenched fist. It was almost like she was wielding a lightsaber.

The nearest guard collapsed, his head rolling off his shoulders, compromising the integrity of the barrier. 

The wall flickered and blood flooded across the court. Fighting the tide, Kasey leapt inside the central circle, squaring off against Rhain himself.

The barrier reformed, trapping her inside, the level of blood within it rising by the moment.

We’d got Kasey this far. It was between her and Rhain now. 

Shrieking howls filled the arena as vampires flooded down from the stands. There had to be hundreds of them. Some were veterans of the Feudal Court but for every one of those, there were dozens of freshly turned creatures hungry for blood.

“Hold the court,” I shouted racing along the sideline. “We have to buy her time.”

Murdoch strode toward them, his shot gun jammed tight against his shoulder. Each time he fired, great gouts of golden flame reduced the vampires before him to cinders.

Two of the vampire wizards broke off from the group and headed for me. They raised their hands, and orbs of inky darkness coalesced above them. With a burst of will, they sent them hurtling after me. I figured such a barrage was too much for me to try to block, so I dropped into a slide. The closest orb missed me by inches as it sailed over my face, though it did clip my fedora on the way past and a four-inch section of the brim simply vanished, as did the chairs the stray projectiles collided with. Everything in their path reduced to ashes until the energy of the conjuration was expended.

As I got to my feet, I drew my pistol. The pair of wizards summoned another round of missiles. Raising the gun, I squeezed off a handful of rounds. The first went wide but hit a stray vampire behind him. The next four struck the vampire wizard on the right, mid-spell, drawing a bloodcurdling shriek from his lips. The vampire collapsed in a gurgling mess. His companions turned their attention to him right as a golden streak loped across the court and dove at him. Dizzy in the form of a lioness was sowing confusion and terror through their ranks. The vampire’s pitch-black eyes darted back and forth between us. With a leaping bound, Dizzy tore out his throat and was on to her next victim before he hit the ground.

The ADI were battling their way through the arena. Like dawn driving away the night, the Chancellor and his agents dispatched the creatures of darkness. On the other side of the court, the werewolves and vampires were locked in bloody, close quarter fighting.

Ahead of me stood the traitor Stacey, looking about. She seemed to be weighing her options. With the Arcane Chancellor approaching, she surely wanted out of here. As her minions created chaos, she made a break for it. I got my feet beneath me quickly and took off after her. In the chaos, she mustn’t have heard my boots until I was almost upon her. She looked over her shoulder as I launched myself into her, tackling her at the waist. The two of us rolled across the court before coming to a halt against the wall.

She drew on her power, her hand mere inches from my throat. As the words formed on her lips, I grabbed her by her shirt and yanked her towards me, driving my skull up into her jaw.

The head butt sent her reeling and she screamed shrilly, “I am with the Arcane Council! How dare you!”

“You betrayed the Council,” I shouted back, dragging myself to my feet. Sweat ran down my face. “Everybody saw you and we both know they’re coming for you next. The second your master falls, your days are numbered.”

“Foolish mortal, you have no idea what’s coming next. You think Sanders and that little witch stand a chance of stopping it? All my life I have studied what has gone before. This is inevitable. You can surrender to it or be ground beneath it, but there is no stopping it.” 

She drew on her power and a sickly churning permeated the air around us. Darkness coiled around her outstretched hands like snaking tendrils of starless night.

I reached out with my senses, hoping to understand the conjuration so that I could block it. If I could stop it and get close enough to her, I could end her. My sight focused on her, and I saw only swirling darkness and chaos. Spasms of pain shot through my skull, and I felt my knees give out as it sucked me in to a bottomless pit.

“I am inevitable,” a voice far deeper than the traitor’s bellowed, even though it came from her throat.

One of the tendrils of darkness raced at me.

In my periphery, I saw a light and motion as something floated toward me.

I screamed in tortured agony as I fought back against the inky void, forcing it away with an effort of will that left me breathless. When I opened my eyes, I was laying on the ground but my wizard sight was clear once more.

Murdoch stood before me, glowing with golden light as the traitor’s dark tendrils smothered him.

“Murdoch, no!” I shouted as the tendrils constricted.

Murdoch closed his eyes as darkness surged about him. It should have been me. What was he doing? Smothered by the strangling tendrils, the golden aura that had filled my vision began to wane. Stacey laughed as Murdoch, bound by shadows, dropped to his knees.

I wanted to move. I tried to force myself forward, but it was like my whole being was being held in place by the sheer strength of her will.

Paralyzed and helpless, I watched Murdoch’s silhouette as his head lolled forward against his chest.

“No,” I shouted, kicking against the concrete beneath me.

Then, in a voice of perfect mildness, I heard my friend pray. 

“Father in Heaven, hear my prayer, in my need, you have always been here.”

In the midst of the darkness surrounding him, a light flickered as if it were a candle being battered by the wind, but instead of going out, it grew.

The light surged brighter and brighter, growing in size until the tendrils of darkness could contain it no more. They split apart, evaporating before the glorious light flooding Murdoch’s being.

Stacey’s eyes went wide with panic, and I felt the power binding me weaken.

Murdoch reached for the shotgun at his feet and hefted it to his shoulder as Stacey summoned an orb of glistening darkness.

I couldn’t let her take another shot at my friend. Drawing on all the power I could muster, I spat. “Fuego!”

A sphere of blazing orange fire raced from my outstretched hand.

“Be gone!” Murdoch bellowed, pulling the trigger.

Two jets of blinding golden fire spewed forth from the shotgun, melding with my magic, and combining into a scorching inferno that punched straight through the orb of darkness, Stacey, and the doors of the arena behind her.

When the glare faded, there wasn’t enough of Stacey left to fill a matchbox.

Murdoch reached down and pulled me to my feet. I looked at my friend, even as the golden light faded around him. I stared into those dark brown eyes and knew in that moment what I had suspected for a long time. Murdoch wasn’t really Murdoch at all. He was much, much more.

He’d had a choice, to let me die or show me the truth, and now I couldn’t unsee him as he truly was. Conflicted feelings flickered across his face. He was no more ready to speak about his secrets than he’d been when I’d last asked. There would be a time for truths; this wasn’t it.

I looked down at the shotgun in his hands and shook my head. “What was in those rounds?”

“Faith,” Murdoch replied, his lips creasing into a smile. “Faith, gunpowder, and a whiff of distilled dragon’s fire.”

“But it’s the faith that does it, right?” I replied as we turned back to the fighting.

“Of course,” Murdoch replied, leaning close he cracked the shotgun to eject the two spent shells, and loaded two more as he whispered, “though the dragon’s fire doesn’t hurt either.”

A bloodcurdling shriek filled the air. I spun, finding a band of vampires gathered on the concourse above us. They stared at us with burning hunger in their eyes. Murdoch raised the shotgun to his shoulder. I drew on my power and unleashed it. 

“Fuerza!“ I cried, as I hurled a wall of force at them.

Before my spell could hit its mark, a deafening crack echoed through Madison Square Garden. It was filled with so much power I felt it as much as I heard it. My hands went to my ears as they rang with pain. The blast almost punctured my eardrums.

I wanted to shield us from the wave of power but it was already all around us. I felt the tide of energy roll over us and yet nothing happened. The vampires on the concourse shrieked as they collapsed, my spell sailing harmlessly over their heads. Keen wailing filled my ears, and I turned to find the basketball court littered with the bodies of dead vampires. 

Madison Square Garden was filled with their cries and the sound of bodies striking the ground as the Feudal Court met its end.

Kasey stood in the circle, drenched with blood and clutching the open Libro Sanguis in one hand. 

What had she done?

The power emanating from her was tangible. Somehow, she had destroyed the Feudal Court with their own magic.

Among the bodies littering the court, something moved. One of the creatures was rising to its feet. His pale face was gaunt, his skin sagging. His chest had been crushed; it looked like he had been danced on by an elephant.

In spite of his condition, I recognized the voice of Rhain, King of the Feudal Court.

“You,” he said to Kasey as he staggered to his feet. “You can’t kill me. I am eternal.”

Before I could move closer, a snapping sound filled the air. A six-inch steel bolt appeared in Rhain’s chest. The piece of steel punched straight through where the vampire’s heart ought to have been.

Rhain looked down and regarded the projectile with disdain.

Another slammed into his chest, and then a third. From out of nowhere, a blonde woman in black leather strode across the court, a repeater crossbow raised. She fired each time the mechanism loaded another bolt and emptied no less than a dozen of the projectiles into Rhain’s chest.

The vampire king paid them no heed.

Kasey raised her hand and cried, “Dadelfennu!”

The evocation hurtled at the vampire king who turned and parted the Veil with a word.

Through that rift, there was nothing but darkness and empty night.

Before Kasey’s spell hit him, he threw himself through the portal, her spell following him into the yawning abyss. The rift closed and Madison Square Garden went still.

“You should have killed him,” the blonde woman said, pointing at where the rift had been.

“I tried,” Kasey replied. “We both did.”

“Where did he go?” the woman asked.

Kasey looked at where Rhain had vanished. “I don’t know, but I dare say he won’t be back in a hurry.”

“How do you know?” the woman asked, tears running down her face.

Kasey pointed at the mounds of dead vampires littering the arena floor. “There is nothing to come back for. The Feudal Court is no more. Rhain, whatever he was, has nothing left here.”

Her words echoed through me.

We had won.

***
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In the aftermath of the horrific events at Madison Square Garden, New York was quiet. The true toll of the Feudal Court’s time in the city were still being counted. Thousands were missing. Others had turned themselves into recluses in the hope of avoiding the madness on the city streets. 

The official word was that the vampire attacks were an act of terrorism, which perhaps was closer to the truth than most wanted to admit.

I’d waited to visit Kasey, for many reasons. Most of them were probably a little more rooted in fear than I would have liked to admit. Fear of what I’d seen. The woman had ended the Feudal Court. That deafening crack played through my mind again and again. It was as if she had punctured reality itself and simply extinguished their existence. I didn’t even begin to know how such a thing was possible.

The other reason I’d procrastinated this visit was that part of me feared she might have come up empty handed. We’d saved the city, but I still needed her help. I still needed saving. I’d tried everything I could think of, and it had led me to her.

I needed her to find something, anything I could use.

Time was running out. My father was growing sicker by the day, and I had twenty-seven days before Lynch called me on our deal.

But today was my last chance. We were flying out. Murdoch was meeting one of my father’s jets and prepping it for takeoff. Lara and Dizzy were packing down the safe house, which left me devoid of excuses to face one of the most powerful practitioners I had ever met.

I rode the elevator to the penthouse alone, glad Kendra hadn’t revoked my security clearance yet.

The doors parted and I made my way across the atrium and knocked on the reinforced steel doors of the penthouse.

It took a few moments, but with a buzz and a whir, they opened inward. 

“Hey Kasey, hope I didn’t wake you,” I began, tossing and catching the apple I was holding in the hope it made me seem calm and collected.

Kasey smiled and shook her head. “Nope, been up for a few hours now. What’s going on?”

“The team and I are about to head out. Thought I’d come and see you before we headed to the airport.”

Kasey leaned against the side of the kitchen counter. “You mean you thought you’d come collect on your debt?”

I looked down at my feet and scratched at my scalp, nervously. That was about the measure of it, but certainly not the spirit of my visit. 

“It’s not like that,” I replied. “In all honesty, I was happy to help. This city has been my home too, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was hoping you’d come up with something.”

Kasey nodded as she stared at the penthouse’s wall. Something was on her mind. I’d been in enough negotiations to know patience pays. So, I waited.

“How did you do that?” Kasey asked. “Turning the vampire to stone?”

I paused, wondering why she even cared. Next to what she had done, it seemed trivial. I countered with my own question. “How did you wipe out the Feudal Court? What happened in the circle?”

“Trade secret,” Kasey replied, folding her arms. “Druids, you know. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” 

I laughed, but I stuck my free hand in my pocket so she wouldn’t see it shake. “Fair enough. So is mine.”

Kasey looked down at her ankle. “Would you really have done it to me?”

My lips tightened, as I tried not to wince. She was remembering the night we’d met. The night I’d grabbed her ankle and threatened to turn her into a statue. The air in the room grew still and tense. 

“If you’d given me no other choice,” I answered, “but it didn’t come to that, and I’m glad it didn’t.”

“You really never lie, do you?” 

I shrugged. “It’s a slippery slope.”

Her smile returned. “I’m glad you came. There are some things you should know about your curse, Seth. Things I think might help you find a cure.”

“You found something?” I tried not to sound too eager but failed miserably.

Kasey nodded. “I think so.”

“What is it?” I asked, hoping for an answer but simultaneously fearing what it might be. Every time I thought I was close, I got knocked back a step.

“Just a moment,” Kasey said. “I’ll be right back.”

She raced into the bedroom and came back carrying an envelope. 

“I don’t have all the answers,” she began, holding it out to me. “But I think you might be coming at this the wrong way. I made a few notes for you. If you need a hand with it, or anything for that matter, you know where to find me.”

I took the envelope and tucked it in my jacket pocket. “Thanks for this. It means everything to me.”

She smiled. “Glad I could help. After all you risked, it was the least I could do.”

I couldn’t help but return the smile. “We’d have done it all the same.”

“Where to, now?” Kasey asked, sliding her hands into her pockets.

“Back to England. We have a wedding to plan, and a curse to cure,” I said, gravitating toward the door. “It’s going to be a busy spring.”

“Well, come back any time,” Kasey called as she punched the button to open the front door. “I much prefer it when you use this entrance.”

I reached reflexively for his jaw. It still smarted where she had slugged me. “You and me both.”

As I turned for the door, I wanted to do something else for her. Detective Bishop had mentioned that like me she’d recently had her car blown up. Unlike me, she was not likely to easily replace it. I tossed and caught the apple, before raising it to my lips, as if I was going to take a bite out of it. Instead, I whispered, “Oro.”

I transmuted the apple to gold, and then turned to face her. 

“Kasey?”

“Yes?”

“I was sorry to hear about your car. Bishop mentioned you’d only had it a few days when it got blown up.”

“That’s right,” Kasey said, shaking her head. “Bloody gnomes trying to collect my bounty.”

“Gnomes, you say? Interesting. A pair of them, was it?” I asked, thinking of Smith and Wesson. Gnome assassins weren’t particularly common. 

“You know them?” Kasey asked, her voice rising an octave.

“Possibly, but the gnomes I know don’t miss,” I said. It wasn’t like them to botch a job.

“Why ask about my car?” She took a step toward me.

“Oh, it’s just that I know the feeling. Some little blighter blew up mine, nearly took me and Lara with it.” 

“Sorry to hear that,” Kasey replied. “I guess being a Caldwell has its price.”

“You can say that. But it has its perks, too. Here, take this.” I lobbed the solid gold apple across the room to Kasey. “Consider it a gift, a down payment on your next car.”

Kasey caught the apple but was surprised by the weight. As she looked down at it, I slipped out of the room. 

“How’s an apple going to...” Her sentence faded as she realized what she was holding. 

The elevator doors closed and I smiled all the way to the lobby.

The taxi ride back to the safehouse passed quickly, and I fought the urge to open the letter Kasey had given me. I wanted to share that moment with Lara. The cab pulled up out front. I paid the driver and bounded up the sidewalk. 

As I passed through the lobby, I found myself humming along to Can’t Stop The Feeling as it played through the radio sitting on the unattended guard’s desk. 

It was like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. The Feudal Court was gone, the city was safe, and I had a line on my curse. What was more, we were heading home to plan a wedding. It felt surreal.

I stepped into the elevator, humming along to the chorus as the doors closed.

When they opened, I was met with chaos. The bullet-proof Lexan glass that formed the safe house’s facade had been shattered inward.

My heart pounded harder as a sickening feeling twisted up my stomach.

“Lara?” I shouted. “Dizzy?”

I raced through the broken wall and into the safe house. The rooms had been tossed and the furniture kicked over.

A cold sweat ran down my brow as I searched, but it was in vain. There was no sign of them anywhere.

Making my way into the kitchen, I found a blue steel dagger buried in a wooden cutting board. 

Attached to it was a single piece of paper, with an address on it.
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As far as places to die go, there were many I would have preferred. The Grand Canyon, the Great Barrier Reef, hell, the far side of the moon would all have been more picturesque than the derelict building before me.

It looked like the sort of lair a serial killer might employ, its shattered windows and weathered exterior only adding to the aesthetic. I’d come alone as the note had suggested. One look at the address told me I had no other choice. It was a failed construction project, eight stories tall. It would be easy for anyone in the building to see others approaching and if the killer had Lara and Dizzy, I wasn’t going to risk their lives by dragging anyone else into it. 

Kendra, I was sure, would have sent an army at the place, but I knew who was waiting for me now. The knife had said more than the note ever could. The chilling feel of the Sidhe metal was only too familiar; the knife’s companion blade had been plunged through my leg.

I circled the building until I found a rusted-out service door and pulled it open, its ominous screech warning everyone within a mile that I was coming. Inside, the building was even more neglected than it appeared from the outside. Many of the floors had been gutted and in places I could see clear through four or five floors before the darkness obscured what lay beyond. Here and there, scaffolding bridged the spaces between support beams, but there was little in the way of internal infrastructure. Whoever had owned the building had stripped everything of value they could find and perhaps a lot that was of no real value whatsoever.

Its roof seemed to be leaking, and water dripped from somewhere up above me, pooling on the floor in dirty puddles.

The building had seen better days, but then again so had I.

I was tired, hungry, and if I was being completely honest, terrified. I didn’t want to die here, but more importantly I couldn’t let Lara or Dizzy die here, so I trudged onward. Dizzy was my best friend in the entire world, and Lara was the love of my life. If there was one way to make sure I showed up, he’d picked it.

I strode through a puddle of murky mess that I hoped was water and made my way across the ground floor until I found what remained of a cargo elevator. The battered rusty construction looked like it was on its last legs, but given I’d found nobody and it was the only way out of this room, I climbed into it and pressed the button for the top floor.

I pulled the steel cage shut as it started to climb. The last thing I wanted to do was fall to my death before I had the chance to make my noble sacrifice.

Only it didn’t feel noble; it felt terrifying. My heart was beating loud enough I felt like I could hear it.

As the elevator climbed, the air grew colder. The elevator screeched and ground its ascent through the building, giving me ample time to reflect on my life. I’d spent most of it, at least since my eighteenth birthday, fighting to find a cure for my curse. Now that I was likely to die at someone else’s hands, I couldn’t help but think I’d wasted my life. Sure, I’d accomplished some good. Not that anyone would ever hear about it, but I’d done it all the same.

I’d thwarted the plot in Rome, I’d stopped the Inquisition from kick-starting the Apocalypse in Panama, and I’d triumphed at the Grand Trial of Ares. For someone my age, it felt like an impressive list. But if today was the day I died, I found myself wishing I’d spent more of it with those I loved. I wished I had taken Lara somewhere quiet for us to live whatever time we had in peace, rather than tear all over creation trying to buy us another day we might never see.

It was easy to feel sorry for myself, but as the elevator climbed higher I knew the truth. I knew myself, and I knew that given the chance to do it all over again, I would do exactly the same thing.

Stack the world against me, take everything I love, and try to take away my life, and I was still going to go down swinging. It was just not in my nature to give up.

And I wasn’t going to give up now. I just wasn’t sure that it would make a difference. I was out of my league, and out of tricks.

The freight elevator arrived at the eighth floor and as it rose into view, I noted the patchwork floor and scaffolding covering the closer half of the building. The other half of the top floor was made of a blue crystalline ice.

A chill ran down my spine and it felt like I’d stepped into a freezer. The elevator ground to a halt. I pushed the metal gate open and ventured out onto the scaffolding. Light filtered in from a few shattered windows but much of the top floor was shrouded in shadows, darkness, and ice.

As I strode across the floor, I called out, “Come on out, you sly little bastard. This show is almost as pathetic as your previous attempts on my life.”

Only silence greeted me as I walked deeper into the building.

I reached the halfway point across the building where the scaffolding ended and everything ahead of me was pure ice. It was feet thick and clung to the structural supports and columns within the building. As I stepped onto the ice, I realized that what I had mistaken as the frozen walls of the building were actual structures made of ice within it. There appeared to be two frozen cells and inside each was a person. 

Sitting on thrones of ice, their hands fixed in place by icy manacles, were Dizzy and Lara. They were locked in separate cells, Dizzy on the left, Lara on the right, suspended over an eight-story drop through the building below.

Lara’s lips were pale. She’d already been here for some time and the cold was beginning to take its toll. I could feel it in my fingers, and I’d only been here a few minutes.

I wanted to run to them, but I knew better than to fall into his trap. The ice beneath my feet could melt at any point. After all, I was dealing with the winter Sidhe, and this frozen prison was made of the element over which he had complete mastery.

“To think that a champion of the Winter Court, chosen of Oberon himself, would have to resort to such pathetic tactics to deal with a mere mortal, well, it’s embarrassing, isn’t it?”

When no one answered me, I shouted into the darkness. “Show yourself, Reoánaighsidhe!”

A high lilting laugh reverberated through the building. It bounced off the icy walls and floor and echoed like it were all around me. I could sense the lingering magic in the air, the glamour he was hiding behind. I couldn’t place him, but I could feel his presence now. He was close. The effort it was requiring for him to simply hide his presence while maintaining the icy prison had to be considerable. 

Which posed a problem. If he died or lost focus, we could all plunge to our death.

“Please,” he taunted, as something struck me in the back, hard, pitching me forward onto my face. I hit the icy floor and slid across it. Ignoring the pain, I searched about me, looking for threats. I saw none but I didn’t trust my eyes, not when dealing with the Sidhe. I summoned my wizard’s sight.

As I opened my eyes, the ice had turned a brilliant blue, colored by the energy and magic of the Winter Sidhe. Then, less than three feet away, I saw him. Standing over me, hidden behind a glamour, but glowing in a rainbow of blues and purples, was the Winter Champion himself.

“I see you,” I wheezed.

“And what are you going to do about it?” the Sidhe replied, dropping his glamour. “You’re out of your depth and you’ve lost the sword you pilfered from Hachiman. You can’t hope to stand against me now.”

The Reoánaighsidhe stood in his blue steel armor, his sword in his right hand, its length of shining Sidhe steel sharpened to a keen edge and shimmering with the sapphire light I had seen before on the sands of the Areopagus’ arena. His left hand was missing, just above the wrist. He’d had to cut it off himself to escape the Grand Trial. 

My eyes rose up his armored form to his face. What had once been pristine, unblemished white flesh was now pockmarked with scars like he’d been scalded with boiling oil. Only it hadn’t been oil; it had been a face full of iron dust that I had doused him with.

“You have fallen a long way, Reoánaighsidhe,” I replied, pushing myself to my feet. “Though I must say I’m loving the new face. You really nailed that I kissed a woodchipper vibe. You must be all the rage in Caisleán Geimhreadh.”

His face twisted into a snarl. “Keep speaking. Your death need not be painless. I can make your suffering last for days. I can torture you for hours while your friend and lover slowly freeze to death. So go on, throw your petty insults, but be aware I don’t know that they have that long left in them, so be quick about it.”

I looked at Lara and then at Dizzy. He was right. Every minute they stayed in those cages of ice, they came closer to freezing to death.

“Yes,” the Sidhe said, “their deaths will be on your head. If you’d had the good sense to die in the Trial like you were meant to, they would still have a future. One without you, though. I dare say that would be better for everybody. You’ve bought them nothing but misery and death for your meddling.”

His words hit me like a gut punch. I’d had the same painful thought myself. I didn’t want to believe it, but standing here, it was difficult to see things differently. 

“Tell me,” I said, “how did Oberon reply to you breaking faith with Ares and trying to steal the bracers? I would have thought that would be a deal breaker.”

“If there’s one thing the Winter King cannot abide, it is failure. As long as you live, I am in exile, but you and I both know how this ends, human.”

“I kicked your ass once. Who’s to say I can’t do it again?” I replied, nodding at his hand. “You’re only half the arrogant ass that you were then.”

In reality he was a far more powerful practitioner than I was, but my gifts could prove his downfall. Iron was far easier to form than gold, and I planned to lay a whole lot of hurt on him. If I could just get close enough to reach him.

“Yes, but you had the sword of Hachiman then. Now, you have nothing,” he taunted.

“Only a Sidhe would be arrogant enough to try and steal power from the gods. I delivered it as I promised. Unlike you, I know how to keep my word.”

“And what good is your honor now?” he asked, raising his blade. “If it’s so important to you, I’ll make you a deal. Get down on your knees and embrace your fate. Kneel and I will make it a clean death. One stroke of my blade and I will set your head at the feet of Oberon himself. You give your life, your friends go free. I swear it.”

The Sidhe were deceptive beings, always working an angle to live the letter of their agreements while defying the spirit of them, but they could not outright lie. No matter how much they might wish to. If the Sidhe promised their freedom, he would have to do deliver it.

The offer tempted me, more than it ought to have.

“Come on, Seth, really?” The Sidhe gloated. “What are you going to do? You have no sword. You summon fire here and those cages holding your friends will melt and they will fall to their deaths. You are unarmed, outmatched, and woefully under prepared. Get on your knees and give your friends their lives back. It is all you can do for them now.”

I looked at Lara, who shook her head violently. My eyes drifted to Dizzy who sat silently in her throne of ice, regal like a queen as a tear rolled down her cheek.

Without giving him an answer, I sank to my knees in front of him.

Lara screamed, and it reverberated through the frozen chamber.

“One cut, make it clean,” I instructed.

“It’s more than you deserve, but I will show you this last mercy,” he said.

He lifted his blade like an executioner, but I couldn’t meet his stare. Instead, I looked at Lara, who was kicking and stomping in an effort to break free from her throne. I met Dizzy’s stare, and she shook her head.

As the blade started to fall, I winked at her. The blade cut through the air toward my exposed neck. I threw myself to the right in an awkward tumble.

The Reoánaighsidhe’s sword passed clean over my head as I slid across the ice, trying to regain my feet.

The Sidhe had no such trouble leaping after me, his feet finding perfect purchase on the frozen surface. He swung both hands high overhead, bringing the blade down. It sheared through a foot of ice as it passed inches from my left shoulder. The blade would have taken my arm off if I hadn’t kept moving.

There was an earsplitting crack like the sound of a thousand ceramic plates shattering all at once. Dizzy’s frozen throne couldn’t contain her shifting mass. The icy throne shattered as she raced at the wall of her cage. It exploded as her gorilla form hit it like a battering ram, and she burst through it, racing toward Lara.

The Sidhe’s face twisted up in surprise. His eyes flicked from me to Dizzy. Before he could make a move, I unleashed my will, hitting him with a wave of pure force. The blow punched him onto his back, sending him skidding across the ice.

He hit the icy floor hard as Dizzy smashed through Lara’s cage. She might not have wanted to risk their lives, tackling the Sidhe, but now it was three against one.

A keen howl split the chamber and I turned to see two glowing red eyes resting above the freight elevator.

The timber wolf.

“Three against two then,” I groaned.

The massive creature bounded off the elevator cage, sticking to the shadows as it rushed toward us.

“You two take him,” I called. “I’ll take his master.”

The Sidhe sprang off his back onto his feet, nimble as a cat. “In what world could you hope to defeat me?”

“This one,” I replied.

Lara reached for her ankle and drew her backup piece. Gunshots echoed through the chamber, the first two toward the wolf, the third a snapshot that hit the Sidhe in the back. He staggered forward, his armor stopping the bullet, but the impact had to have hurt. He raised his hand and sent a hail of icy projectiles like shards of glass in Lara’s direction.

Dizzy grabbed her around the waist like King Kong and bounded out of the way of the frozen missiles. The projectiles shattered against the interior wall of the building. 

I ran at the Sidhe. He was right; I was unarmed, but I was not harmless.

The Sidhe turned to me. My boots slipped, sending me sliding across the treacherous ice. Drawing back his blade, the Sidhe swung low, barely inches over the ice. 

Pointing my hands at the ice, I chanted, “Impulsar.”

The wave of force struck the ice, cracking it but launching me into the air. I cleared the blade, my magically propelled launch carrying me past the Sidhe’s head. Reaching out, I grabbed a handful of his platinum blond hair and yanked him off his feet. We both hit the ice, and I dragged his head down with me, slamming it into the ice. The blow should have knocked him out cold; it was enough to crack a human’s skull. His sword slipped out of his grasp. He reached after it, but with an effort of will, I sent it sliding across the floor.

Behind us, Dizzy wrestled with the timber wolf. Gripping it by the fur on its neck, she threw it against a pillar. It struck the steel with a dense thud, but landed on its feet. Lara got off another shot, but the wolf was already moving, darting off into the darkness.

The Sidhe raised his hand and sapphire energy played around it. I was mesmerized until the arcana formed itself into a huge crystalline knife made of ice. I pushed myself away, but the icy blade raked down my right arm, slicing deep into my flesh. Blood oozed from the wound as it pulsed with Winter’s power.

The Sidhe’s face twisted into a triumphant grin until I grabbed him by the front of his breastplate.

“Die,” the Sidhe spat as he raised the blade, its crystalline length still slick with my blood.

“You first,” I shouted, pain shooting through me as I yanked him towards me, my left hand finding the flesh of his throat.

“Planchar!“ I said with all the power I could muster. My hands glowed gold as I transformed everything I was touching into iron: his neck, his breastplate, and the rest of his suit of armor. 

The Reoánaighsidhe screamed in agony as his flesh changed form, the iron reacting with the rest of his as yet untransformed being.

His agony had to be exquisite, as everything he was wearing, and his flesh itself, turned into the one substance absolutely anathema to his kind. The bloodied blade dropped from his hand as his one good hand turned to iron.

The transmutation flowed up his neck, encasing his head and cutting off his screams.

“You should have taken what was left of your life and run,” I groaned as I collapsed against the frozen floor. “But instead, you came for my family. Never again.”

As I lay on the ice, my breath coming in short, ragged bursts, something shifted beneath me.

A low rumble like a tearing crack filled the room. I glanced down as spiderwebs splintered through the ice around me.

The realization hit me. Without his magic to maintain the icy arena, this whole section of the building was going to collapse.

“Lara, Dizzy,” I shouted. “Get off the ice.”

The heavy weight of the iron statue of the Sidhe was fracturing the ice all around it. I scrambled to my feet and ran as fast as my sliding feet could manage on the melting ice.

There was a deafening creak as the ice sheet began to give away.

Out of the darkness ahead, the timber wolf bore down on me. Gunshots filled the air and the creature flinched as Lara’s aim found its mark. Once, twice, three times her bullets struck the beast. But the wolf had eyes only for me.

It was as if he had watched his master die at my hand. I was close now, the scaffolding only feet away as the ice beneath me shook. 

A throaty growl escaped the wolf as it leapt at me. 

I barely had any traction. I couldn’t sidestep the attack, so I dropped into a slide. The wolf snapped in frustration as I slid under him, missing my shoulder by inches. I slid the last few feet until the ice sheet gave way entirely. The mammoth frozen construction plunged downward, taking me with it.
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My stomach flipped as my body went weightless and started to fall.

I reached out with my good arm, hoping to grab the scaffold, but my fingers slipped straight off the icy steel before I could gain any purchase.

A huge leathery hand came out of the darkness and snatched mine out of midair, arresting my fall and slamming me into the scaffolding. I groaned in pain and relief as Dizzy pulled me back over the edge and onto the scaffold.

I rolled onto my back, panting, sweat running down my face. I was delirious from blood loss, but I was alive. What was more, we’d dealt with the Reoánaighsidhe once and for all. In that moment, my back pressed against the cold steel, I counted myself lucky to have friends I could rely on. Friends who watched my back and could pick me up when I fell. 

Dizzy shifted back into her human form as Lara raced over to me.

She threw her arms around me and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

“We made it,” I whispered, relief filling every syllable.

Lara shoved me in the chest. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”

I gasped as the wind was forced out of my lungs. “What?” I wheezed. “Save your life?”

She shook her head. “No, you idiot. Don’t ever make me think I’m going to lose you.”

I looked down at my arm; it was a mess and slick with blood. Whether it was the cold or the blood loss, I couldn’t tell, but there wasn’t a lot of feeling left in it.

“We still might unless we get him out of here,” Dizzy replied, pushing her phone back into her pocket. “Kendra’s on her way. She’s bringing a team. Let’s get him downstairs.”

It certainly wasn’t my most heroic moment, having my near comatose form carried out of the derelict building by two women, but they were two of the strongest women I’d ever met. So my pride let it pass in favor of not bleeding to death in this dumpster fire of a building.

Together we made it into the freight elevator, and with each creak I feared we were going to plummet to our death anyway.

“How did he find you?” I asked, mostly to take my mind of the agonizingly slow descent.

“I don’t know,” Lara replied, “but minutes after you left, he blew in the front door. Before we knew what was going on, he hit us with some sort of magic; knocked us out cold.”

We rode the barely functioning elevator to the ground floor. I pointed the way to the entrance I’d used, and as we made our way to it, we discovered the shattered remnants of the ice shelf, a beat-up iron statue that resembled the Reoánaighsidhe, and the broken form of the timber wolf. The fall had to have broken every bone in its body. I might have felt pity for the creature if it hadn’t tried to eat me twice. I looked at the Sidhe, his mouth still frozen open in a scream and couldn’t help but think that some people got exactly what they deserved in life.

We reached the street outside and they laid me down. It was cold out, but winter seemed to be easing in the city. While we waited, Lara made a makeshift bandage from my tattered shirt to try and staunch the wound and slow the blood loss in my right arm. 

It felt strange. I knew there should have been more pain, but the numbing sensation of the ice and cold was doing wonders to spare me from it. I couldn’t help but appreciate the irony of the Sidhe’s own nature. In spite of being hellbent on my torture, he had actually spared me from the worst of the pain.

I took her hand in mine and held it tight as I lay there, on my back, watching the morning traffic roll by. Dizzy stood over us, ready to tear apart anyone who looked at us twice. 

It didn’t take long for Kendra’s convoy to arrive. No doubt Dizzy being in peril had hastened their arrival. My arm had settled to a dull throb. 

The convoy of black SUVs screeched to a halt and Kendra and her team swooped on us. They scooped me up, relieving Dizzy and Lara of the burden, and carried me to the back of an SUV. Lara stayed with me. Dizzy patted me on my good shoulder. 

“You’re in good hands,” she called as she turned and made her way to Kendra’s car.

It was only when he started speaking that I became aware of another figure in the back seat of the car beside me.

“Mr. Caldwell, I’m Augustus, Kendra’s healer,” he said as he started fussing over me. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you all cleaned up.”

“I’ve lost a lot of blood,” I muttered.

He raised his eyebrows. “Oh, really. I never would have noticed.”

I should have known better than to tell him his job. I was almost delirious and covered in blood. So I took his point, leaned back in the seat, and let him go to work. 

His hands moved swiftly, as he whispered in what sounded like Latin. I could feel the power of his workings but had no idea if he was making any headway.

The convoy rolled through New York while the healer worked ceaselessly. 

“Sidhe magic, nasty business. Winter Fae, I’m presuming?”

“How can you tell?” I groaned.

“The Sidhe’s magic is an extension of their being, and particular to their species,” he replied, “and you reek of it.”

“It was the Winter Champion,” I replied with a smirk, “and we kicked his ass.”

“You survived him, barely,” Augustus replied. “Much more of this and we’d be burying you today.”

“I take a lot of killing, Doc,” I replied. “Many have tried, but no one’s got me yet.”

He didn’t answer me, his hands glowing as he worked them over the wound in my right arm. On the first pass, he sealed it, stopping the blood loss. Then his hands worked up and down my arm as he tried to heal the damage within. The blade would have damaged muscles, nerves, and tendons, making a mess of my whole arm. 

When he was done, he withdrew, patting me on the chest. 

“See that none of them do. I’d hate to think I’d done all of that just for you to get yourself killed somewhere else,” he replied, sweat rolling down his brow.

His wrinkled brow and pursed lips spoke of the amount of will he’d had to expend. 

I reached out and patted him on the leg. “Thanks, Doc, but that will do.”

“It’s going to take time to heal,” he replied, mopping his brow with a handkerchief, “and you’ll need a transfusion, no doubt. Whatever he hit you with, it was potent. I’ve tried to suppress it, but only time will tell. I imagine it will be some time before you feel like yourself again.”

I flexed the fingers in my right hand and winced as an icy chill shot through my arm.

It seemed the Reoánaighsidhe had left me with an enduring reminder of our time together. Wonderful.

In spite of the pain, I let out a sigh of relief and lowered my head into Lara’s lap. I was alive, which was more than I could say for him.

“How long?” Lara asked. “How long will it take to heal?”

“Could be days, could be weeks,” Augustus replied. “Why? Have you got somewhere to be?”

Lara looked me right in the eye as she answered, “Yes. We have a wedding to be at.”

The healer sensed the mood in her voice and adjusted his glasses with one finger, pushing them up his nose. “No worries there, missy. It’s only his arm. He only needs his mouth to say “I do”.”

Lara’s hand tightened around mine. “You hear that, Seth? There’ll be no getting out of this now. You’re all mine.”

I looked up at my Lara’s smile and matched it with one of my own. “Now and always.”

As the SUV rolled through Manhattan, I thought of the piece of paper Kasey had given me. I thought of my curse, and its potential cure. 

I was close, closer than I’d ever been. 

I reached into my pocket and took out the envelope. It was creased, and one corner of it was stained red.

“What’s that?” Lara asked.

I turned it over in my hand, noting my name scrawled on the front. I opened the envelope and took out a piece of folded letter stock.

My heart skipped a beat. I’d waited so long for this. I couldn’t believe it was truly happening. 

“Answers,” I replied, as I unfolded it and began to read.

The End
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Dear Reader,

I hope you had a blast with Half-Blood’s Birthright, I certainly had an adventure writing it.

For a long time I’ve wanted to bring Seth and Kasey together for an adventure and this was the perfect opportunity to do it. At this point in her journey, Kasey can share some crucial insights into Seth’s curse but her trust isn’t easily earned. If you haven’t yet read Kasey’s series (Conjuring A Coroner), I have great news, there are a lot of fun adventures ahead of you. The events in Half-Blood’s Birthright coincide with the events in A Dance With Death. But when I set out to write these intertwined adventures, I wanted to be sure that you got two action-packed unique books, rather than one story from two different points of view.

I hope I’ve achieved that, and that you’ve had as much fun as I have. So, what’s next for Seth? The Reoánaighsidhe has left his mark on Seth; we’ll have to see what comes of that.  We know he’s got a wedding to plan, but I think after four books, you and I both know that the world isn’t going to let him be. His curse is reaching a tipping point, and the Brotherhood expect an answer in less than thirty days. I’m not going to spoil anything here, but I will tell you that it’s going to be an action-packed month.

If you want to speculate, feel free to join our community where we talk about all things Arcanoverse. You can find it here.

Before you dive into the next adventure, could I ask you for a quick favor? 

Could you please leave an honest review for Half-Blood’s Birthright? 

Thanks a million, it helps new readers take a chance on my adventures.

I’ll see you in Half-Blood’s Quest. As always, feel free to reach out to me anytime.

Cheers,

S.C. Stokes (a.k.a Sam)
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Murdoch tore the drum out of his AA-12 and cast it aside. He reached into his bag for another.

Lara’s MP5 roared to life in short, disciplined bursts. The first three round burst drilled through a demon creature’s torso. The beast exploded in a cloud of black ichor. A second and third creature perished in similar fashion.

Dizzy drew and fired an arrow, skewering three of the creatures but not quite killing them. Instead, the trio of clamoring demons formed a sort of absurd shish kabab, bound together by the hunting arrow. The creatures on both ends tried to pull the arrow out and degenerated into a fight against themselves.

But I had seen Drewitt’s work before. I knew what the others didn’t. The tide of demon creatures dragging themselves through the summoning circle were without end. Even Eurynomos, Hades’ personal flesh-eating demon pet, had been overwhelmed by the sheer volume. Killing a handful of the gibbering creatures meant nothing.

“You have to kill him to stop them,” I shouted, pointing at Drewitt.

Lara raised the MP5 and let off a burst at Drewitt. The shimmering ruby shield flared as the burst ricocheted off its surface. 

Drawing what power I could, I lashed out with my left hand and shouted, “Relámpago!“ Twin shafts of lightning arced across the room, faster than the eye could track. They struck the shield and played across the surface before earthing themselves into the tiles. 

Drewitt didn’t even look up from his summoning; his chanting continued unabated.

More of the creatures poured through the inky portal in the kitchen floor.

“It’s no use. We need to get out of here,” I shouted. “We’re going to be overrun.”

“Free Lucius. I’ll hold them off,” Murdoch called, hefting his AA-12.

As Murdoch obliterated the next wave of creatures, I rushed to Lucius’s side. The heavy black chains were etched with some kind of runic inscription. 

Drewitt had come prepared.

When I touched the chains, I could feel the latent magic running through them. The real question was, what sort of enchantment was it? Normally I would have studied the chain, probing the enchantment to discover what I could of the working, but time was a luxury that we just didn’t have.

I searched for the padlock, hoping it would be the weak link that I could exploit, but as my hands played across the strange iron, I couldn’t find it. Just loop after loop of iron etched with runes, binding Lucius to his chair in a single unbroken chain. How it had been fashioned was beyond my understanding.

“It’s no use,” Lucius whispered, lifting his head. “Take the key and save yourselves.”

“He’ll never forgive us,” I replied, nodding toward Murdoch. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out.” 

I channeled and compressed my magic into a wedge of power that I drove into the link between Lucius’ legs to bust the chain open. The runes on the wrought iron flared red hot, as link after link glowed angrily. I had to pull back my hands lest they burn. 

Lucius screamed as the links binding his legs burned through his slacks and branded his flesh. 

The chain faded back to the same black iron.

Sweat poured down Lucius’s brow. “I told you—it’s no use.”

Whatever enchantment had gone into their forging was proof against my efforts. Unless I knew how the working operated, I didn’t stand a chance of undoing it.

I changed tack, attempting to transmute the iron into clay. The chain simply burned red-hot, forcing my hands away.

Lucius grimaced as the links burnt his flesh.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I grimaced. 

I wasn’t trying to torture the poor man, but if we couldn’t free him, he was as good as dead.

I checked on the battle behind me. The tide was steadily turning against us. Murdoch, Lara, and Dizzy were pouring firepower at the wave of demons, but slowly, inexorably, my team was being forced back into the lounge room.

Any moment now, we’d be overrun.

“I can’t break the chains,” I called to Murdoch. “Whatever enchantment is on them, it’s too strong.” 

Murdoch didn’t even turn around. He just shouted over his shoulder, “Try harder!”

“Every time I do, it just burns him. I can’t free him, and my efforts are torturing him. I won’t be the instrument of his suffering.”

Murdoch emptied the shotgun and cast it aside before racing back into the lounge room. He looked at me and then his friend. The smell of burning flesh lingered in the air.

“We’ll get you out, Lucius,” Murdoch said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

“I’m done, old friend,” Lucius whispered, his head lolling as he tried to hold it up. “I’m sorry I could only carry our burden this far.”

His head sagged against his chest as more of the skittering black demon monkeys poured out of the kitchen.

Murdoch grabbed the silver chain from around Lucius’s neck.

“We’ve got to go.” I shook Murdoch’s shoulder. “We’ve got to get out of here before those things overrun us.”

With Dizzy and Lara fighting a rearguard action, we retreated into the hallway. A dozen of the chittering creatures waited for us at the other end of the corridor, blocking the door we’d used to enter the Abbey House.

We needed a way out. As we moved down the hall, I searched the other rooms for another door, but even the windows revealed a host of the demon creatures.

Drewitt had sprung his trap well. We were totally surrounded and it was growing worse by the moment. We were going to have to shoot our way through the demon cordon.

“Downstairs, into the cellar,” Murdoch shouted from behind me.

“What? We’ll be trapped,” I yelled back, struggling to make myself heard over the sound of gunfire filling the house.

“We already are. It’s just a matter of time before we’re overwhelmed. There is no choice but to press on to the sanctuary.”

The cellar? Of course. The gateway was there and with it the path that led to the sanctuary and the Grail. There was just one problem: if the other keys weren’t in place, the gateway wouldn’t open and we’d be trapped in a cellar with an endless wave of demon spawn pouring down the stairs after us.

“If it doesn’t open, then what?” I replied.

Murdoch booted one of the creatures that got too close, sending it flying back down the hall and collecting two of its fellows along the way.

“And how long do you think it will be before they overtake us anyway?”

Minutes. I already knew the answer to that. I’d watched it happen in the underworld. The creatures didn’t seem to tire or fatigue. They would run us down outside, just as well as here. But it didn’t comfort me that we were stuck deciding which of two awful fates we wanted to embrace.

I groaned, drawing my pistol. “Lead the way.”

Murdoch charged down the hall. The creatures at the other end shifted excitedly in anticipation.

But halfway down the corridor, Murdoch stopped at a doorway and shoved open the door. A steep set of stairs led downward into a dark cellar.

He reached around in the stairway and found the switch.

An overhead bulb flickered to life, driving away the darkness. Murdoch raced down the steep stairs. I snapped off a handful of shots at the creatures chasing us down the corridor. Two shots went wide but two others found their mark. The creatures exploded in puddles of ichorous ectoplasm.

Dizzy charged down the stairs, followed by Lara, who slammed another magazine into her MP5. I brought up the rear, pulling the basement door shut and snapping the lock into place, for all the good it would do us. 

I suspected it would only buy us moments, but every bit would help. I grabbed the handrail with my good arm and clutched my pistol with the other. I hadn’t come this far just to break my neck on a set of bloody stairs.

The creatures howled and shrieked as they beat on the door, their wickedly sharp claws tearing into the timber. 

The basement was a large rectangular room with stone walls. A hot water system stood in one corner, and a number of old copper pipes led into the roof. Janitorial supplies were piled next to an old bucket and scaffolding rested against the other wall, the remnants of the house’s most recent paint job.

“Where’s the stone, Murdoch?” I called, hunting around. “The one the key fits in?”

The whole floor seemed to be made of slate or some other rocky tile that had been jammed together. None of them stood out to me, and I couldn’t find anything resembling a keyhole.

Murdoch made his way across the room and pulled at one of the painter’s drop sheets that covered a small patch of floor. I grabbed the other corner and helped him peel it back. The worn stone floor looked like it had been here for centuries, and as I considered the abbey’s history, I realized that was likely the case.

Murdoch dropped to his hands and knees, poring over the pieces of slate.

“You don’t know where it is?” I shouted.

“It’s been years since I last used this gateway,” Murdoch snapped. “Now be quiet and let me look. It’s here somewhere.”

The howling upstairs intensified. The Abbey House seemed overflowing with the miniature demons.

Which begged the question, how had Drewitt survived Hades’ underworld? Had he escaped using his own ability? Did those portals he used to summon his minions allow him passage out of the underworld? Surely that meant he had to traverse whatever realm the demons called home. That couldn’t be good for one’s health, particularly a mortal.

It was also possible, I supposed, that he had somehow convinced Hades to let him free. Though what that kind of deal looked like, I couldn’t rightly say. 

“I’ve got it,” Murdoch shouted as he hefted the key aloft.

“Then use it,” I said. “We’re about to be overrun.”

Murdoch jammed the key into a small gap in the slate floor. The key sunk right into the slot, up to the hilt like they were made for each other. 

Nothing happened. 

I stared expectantly at the key, but it just sat there.

“Are you sure that’s the right one?” Lara asked. “It looks just like a hole in the floor. What about this one over here?”

She pointed to another gap between two slate tiles.

“I know what I’m doing,” Murdoch said. “The other keys mustn’t be in place yet.”

“What do you want us to do?” I asked as a foot-long piece of timber from the door came tumbling down the stairs.

“Hold them off,” Murdoch replied, “or we’re all dead.”

He made his way to his discarded duffel and went fishing for his other shotgun. 

I raced back to the stairs only to find one of the demons clawing its way through the hole it had made in the door. I raised my pistol and fired. The second shot found its mark. The creature collapsed, thrashing wildly as its form melted into black ichor that ran down the steps. 

Another demon was right behind it. An arrow from Dizzy punched through the gap in the door and skewered the creature. Hissing and shrieking echoed down the staircase as the creatures turned their frustrations on the door. The gap widened rapidly as more of the door was torn free.

The trickle was about to turn into a flood of demons pouring down into the basement.

“We need to slow them down,” I called as I crossed the basement. I grabbed the first piece of scaffolding against the wall. “Give me a hand moving this.” 

My arm ached as I subjected it to the work, but Murdoch, Lara, Dizzy, and I took turns dragging the scaffolding to the base of the staircase. Two of us would provide covering fire while the other two moved a piece into position as a makeshift barricade. Piece by piece, we formed a wall at the base of the stairs to try and bottle up the demons before they could spill into the basement.

“This is the only point of entry.” Murdoch nodded at the stairs. “If we can hold this, everything else is solid stone.”

The steel scaffolding formed a serviceable barricade, but the bodies of the fallen demons continued to tumble down the staircase before melting into the disgusting black ichor that seeped through the gaps at the bottom of the stairs.

The door was entirely gone. The creatures streamed down the stairway three or four at a time.

Dizzy was almost out of arrows and Lara was working on reloading her next magazine. I’d used two myself and was looking at my last few rounds. 

Our resources were dwindling fast, but for each creature we killed, two more took its place.

As the creatures scratched and tore at the steel barricade, we shoved against it to hold it in place. I jammed my gun through a narrow gap between planks and fired into the dense mass at point blank range. A creature hissed, but searing hot pain flooded through my left hand. I yanked it back away from the barricade and found a long gash in the back of my left hand. One of the creature’s claws had found its way through.

More of the creatures piled against the barricade, their claws tearing and scratching at the steel in a horrifying rendition of nails on a chalkboard. The sheer weight of creatures grew, and the barricade slid inch by inch away from the stairs, threatening to topple inward.

“Put your backs into it!” I shouted as I pushed against the barricade. There simply weren’t enough of us to hold them at bay.

“I’ve got it,” Dizzy replied. “Just give me a second.”

She stepped away from the barricade, her form shifting and growing as she went. She materialized into the hulking gray form of an African elephant. 

She was comically large in the small basement, but understanding her intentions, Lara and I made space for her to back up between us. She shunted back into the barricade and the creatures howled as she jammed them back against the staircase.

Unfortunately, with Dizzy in place, we could no longer fire around her at the massing demons. They hissed and shrieked as they renewed their attack, but when the barricade held firm, they tried to tear it down like they had the door.

“Murdoch, we can’t hold them forever,” I called. “How will we know when the other keys are in position?”

“When the gateway opens.” He glanced at the key in his hand. “Those guards were already in the Abbot’s Kitchen. And the Inquisition was crawling all over the other two portals. We know they have Ben’s key and it’s safe to assume they’ve found the others, or they wouldn’t be there. With all the keys in place, they will find the gateways. It’s just a matter of time.”

“If they don’t?” I asked, sweat running down my brow.

Murdoch placed his hand on my shoulder.

“If they don’t, well, it was good knowing you, Seth Caldwell. You’ve been a good friend.”

There was an exhaustion in his voice I hadn’t expected. Murdoch was always the optimist, holding out hope even in the face of trying circumstances.

“Murdoch, I’m not dying in this basement at the hands of those little bastards. I didn’t survive the Trial and New York just to lose everything here.”

“You seemed to know him?” Murdoch motioned with his head toward the kitchen. “When did you two meet?”

“He was one of the champions in the Trial of Ares. I thought he died there during the first Trial. Turns out he is a lot harder to kill than I expected.”

“How do you mean?” Murdoch asked.

“The last I saw him, he was locked in the arena of Hades in the heart of the underworld. He and his followers destroyed Eurynomos as I slipped through the last gateway. Based on what Ares said, any who didn’t make it back would be trapped there for eternity.

“Well,” Murdoch replied, “if he treats with demons, I suspect he escaped by traveling beyond.”

“Beyond? What do you mean, beyond?”

“The place he draws those creatures from. They shouldn’t exist in our plane.”

I didn’t say anything, largely because I had no idea what he was talking about and I certainly wasn’t expecting a lesson on life beyond the mortal plane from my pilot.

When I didn’t speak, Murdoch continued.

“In the supernatural world there are many realms. You’ve been to some of them, but beyond the fringes of the realms ruled by the gods, beyond what you might call the organized realms, there is darkness and chaos. That is where creatures like these dwell. 

“He must have used his talents to traverse the darkness, though why such creatures would let him do so and live is beyond me. They tend to consume all that trespass in their domain, and whenever those creatures succeed in taking form here, they do the same in this plane. They are anathema to life and organized matter.”

“It’s times like these I wish I could move through the Veil,” I replied. It would certainly give us a way out of the basement. “One of these days I’m going to have to learn how it’s done.”

“You get into enough trouble in our world,” Murdoch said. “I worry about the damage you’d manage beyond the Veil.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” I muttered. “And how do you know about the realm beyond, Murdoch? Have you been through the Veil?”

“Many times. Every time I’ve checked on the Grail I have passed through it. But I rely on the portals others have formed. I am not free to travel the supernatural realms at whim. My purpose is here.”

“Defending the Grail?” I asked.

Murdoch nodded. “It is one of my responsibilities, yes.”

“What are the others?” I asked as I checked the magazine on my pistol. I couldn’t have more than eight rounds left in it.

Murdoch hesitated, as if he’d already said too much.

“Come on, Murdoch. If we’re going to die in this forsaken cellar, at the hands of those creatures, the least you can do is tell me why. You know things but the more I think about it, the more I realize just how far you’ve gone out of your way to ensure others don’t realize it.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“When your plane went down in the desert, you should have died. When you didn’t, it drew attention, and instead of lapping it up like most men would, you got yourself discharged, uprooted your life, and spent the last ten years following me all over the world pretending to be a pilot. 

“The more I think of it, the more questions I have. You haven’t aged a day in ten years, and it’s not for lack of stress. We’ve been shot at, shot down, kidnapped, and harried across the world. You’ve barely batted an eyelid.”

“I’m sure there’s a question in there somewhere,” Murdoch replied, “though I can’t seem to find it.”

“What are you, really?” I asked. I had my own theory forming. If Murdoch had access to the Grail, it would explain how he never seemed to age, but there was more to it than that.

“I am a watcher, Seth. It’s my duty to see mankind prosper, in spite of their contrary nature.”

“You say that like you aren’t one of us,” I replied as the demons hurled themselves at the barrier for the umpteenth time.

“Oh, I was like you once, but that was a very long time ago.”

“And what happened? How did you become a watcher?”

“It is a calling of sorts.” He paused as he rubbed at his chin. “I met a man unlike any I had ever before seen or heard. He taught me about myself, about the universe, and about the way of things. Before he departed, he asked what I would have him do for me.”

A pained trumpeting howl reverberated through the basement. I turned to find Dizzy ramming her elephantine bulk against the scaffolding, driving the creatures back and producing a tortured chorus of howls from the other side of the barricade. 

A trail of blood ran down her hind leg. One of the creatures must have gotten a claw past the barricade.

“Dizzy,” I shouted, leaving Murdoch to race over to her side. Above us came a scratching in the roof like a dozen angry possums having a drunken party in the ceiling.

“They’re digging down through the ceiling,” I shouted as a two-foot long section of roof collapsed. 

The swarming forms of a dozen of the creatures tried to press themselves through the tiny breach. One of the demons managed to compress itself thin enough to drop to the floor of the basement with a wet thud. It scrambled about before rising to its feet.

A gunshot echoed through the basement and the creature exploded. I turned and found Murdoch, the barrel of his AA-12 smoking furiously.

“This is it,” I muttered looking to Lara as the hole above us grew wider and wider.

A brilliant golden light bathed the cellar. With one hand, I shielded my eyes while trying to search for the source. 

The key was still wedged in the crevice in the slate tile, but it was now glowing. The light streaming from it illuminated the entire cellar. Two more demons dropped into the room only to have Murdoch blast them away.

“The keys are in place,” he shouted.

Before I could process that, the cellar floor around the key simply vanished.

Join Seth as he seeks the greatest relic the world has ever known, the Holy Grail.

Visit – https://www.samuelcstokes.com/halfbloodsquest
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A Date With Death is the prequel novel to the Conjuring A Coroner series. You can download a free copy when you join my newsletter. There is a link at the end of the preview. Enjoy! 

The force of the explosion flipped the Bentley onto its side as it careened off the driveway. The blast slammed into Kasey, knocking her off her feet. 

She lay on the asphalt, her heart racing. Her eyes searched the ruined vehicle. Flames billowed from the vehicle as it ground to a halt, a plume of oily black smoke rising into the air. 

No one could have survived that blast. Even a wizard would have needed time to raise a ward. They would have needed to know it was coming, and even Kasey with her gifts had not considered it a possibility.

She was rooted to the spot as a gurgling scream carried across the yard. She willed her body to get up, but her system was still in shock as Vincent raced past her prone form toward the car. He crossed the driveway in seconds, sweeping his hands before him, extinguishing the blaze with magic, but the scream had already died down. 

Kasey knew why. It was too late. Tanner Harrington was dead. The only person who hadn’t been staying in the Villa the night Lester had died. The only child whose innocence was unquestionable was gone. It was so sudden.

The violence of the explosion had clearly shocked James also. He pulled himself to his feet but stood staring at the smoldering wreck still billowing smoke. Still lying on the ground, she tore her eyes from the burning Bentley and looked beneath the town car. Her town car.

Strapped beneath the vehicle was a small package with a blinking red light on it.

A bomb. It had to be a bomb. She couldn’t see a timer, which meant only one thing: someone had the detonator.

She scrabbled to her feet, shouting, “James, get away from the car.” 

James looked at Kasey, registering her warning but not moving a muscle. His eyes bulged as he realized the threat. 

Kasey raced towards James, grabbed him by his suit, and yanked him past the car. After all, he was just a normal, another pawn in the Harrington machine. A willing one perhaps, but one these psychotic brats wouldn’t lose a minute over killing.

“What’s going on?” James shouted as they continued to run.

“World War Three!” Kasey yelled. 

They hadn’t even made it to the edge of the parking area when the town car exploded. The blast catapulted them both forward onto the ground. 

A sharp pain shot through her arm as she broke her fall, rolling across the driveway.  She felt the tender kiss of the asphalt as it tore at her jacket and slacks. Coming to a halt, she tried to stand but her world was still spinning. Resting her head against the ground for a moment, she sucked in a deep breath. Sweat ran down her brow, as she gasped for air. Pain shot down her right side, and a dozen other minor cuts and bruises clamored for her attention.

“James?” she moaned, fearing the worst.

“I’m not dead, but I’ve been better,” he replied. “Been worse too though so I guess I can’t complain. I haven’t had someone try to blow me up in years.” 

“Lester’s will,” Kasey panted. “The old man’s death wasn’t an accident. The wily old bastard expected it. He left his estate to his last surviving heir, which means—“

“They’ll have to kill each other to get it,” James finished the thought.

“It seems that way.” Kasey muttered, “How do you work for these people? They’re crazy.”

“The kids might be. Lester wasn’t. He was a wily old devil though. With him gone, I don’t think much of my job security,” James replied, climbing to his feet. His suit coat was shredded and half its lining was hanging out through a gaping tear in the back.

Kasey clambered to her feet. “Job security? Right now, I’d be more worried about the health insurance. We’ll be lucky to make it out of here alive.”

James shook his head. “But why us? It’s each other they need to kill, not us.”

Kasey pushed her sweaty hair back out of her face. “Yeah, but do you think that whoever drags them self to the top of that dog pile is going to want any witnesses left breathing?”

“You have a good point, but what now?” James asked. “That car isn’t going anywhere.”

Kasey glanced at the burnt-out shell. Behind it, the front windows of the Villa Maria had been blown out by the force of the blast. As she gathered her thoughts, a tiny figure shot out the front door.

“Thea,” Kasey whispered.

In the chaos, she had forgotten Lester’s children were not far behind her, including Thea, Lester’s timid younger daughter. The poor thing had fared poorly during the meeting; she certainly wasn’t cut out for the Harringtons’ insane Hunger Games re-enactment.

Thea raced down the stairs. Part of Kasey wanted to run straight for the fence line, put as much distance between herself and the unfolding insanity as she could. That would make sense. 

“This isn’t my mess,” Kasey told herself. “I just need to get home. Leave Lester, his will, and his insane children behind.” 

She looked at the fence and then at Thea and knew she just couldn’t do it.

With a growl, she ran back toward the Villa, Thea, and certain death.

Don’t miss the epic action in A Date With Death. Grab your free copy today!

Visit – https://readerlinks.com/l/2082450
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Conjuring A Coroner Series

If you love witch and wizard thrillers where the mythology and monsters are very real, enter the world of Kasey Chase—a medical examiner taking on shadowy organizations, vampires, and the Fairy Courts, one spell at a time.

A Date With Death(Prequel) – When a wealthy, reclusive wizard is found dead in his mega-mansion, Kasey Chasey is sent to determine the cause of death. Unfortunately, it’s almost certainly one of the five entitled wizarding heirs she’s now locked in a mansion with

Dying To Meet You- Born a witch, Kasey Chase went into forensics so she could use her talents to close cases. This worked great in the morgue, but she’s just been transferred to active duty at the 9th Precinct, and performing magic in front of normals is strictly forbidden.

Plus 11+ other action-packed urban fantasy adventures are waiting for you in the Conjuring a Coroner series.  

Magical Midlife Crisis Series

Do you enjoy your heroes with a little more age and wisdom under their belt? Nora’s a librarian suffering from a magical midlife crisis who turns to bounty hunting to make ends meet. If you love adventures featuring the fae, found family, and urban fantasy adventures set in unusual locations (Australia), then you’ll likely get a real kick out of Nora’s Magical Midlife Crisis.

Bounty Hunter Down Under- My mother always warned me about the creatures of the Otherworld, but I never expected an ice troll to show up at my work.

A Bay Of Angry Fae- When I imagined my forties, I didn’t anticipate quite so many severed heads.

Ghosts At The Coast- It never snows on the Gold Coast. They call it the Sunshine State for a reason.
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Urban Arcanology Series

When you’re looking for a world where magic and mythology are very real, my Urban Arcanology series will hit the spot. Seth comes face-to-face with Greek Gods, angels, demons, and ancient relics in his quest to cure the curse he was born with.

––––––––
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Half-Blood’s Hex- I should have been an archaeologist. They have the good sense to only steal from the dead. I can’t afford to wait that long.

Half-Blood’s Bargain- There was a time when a deadly curse was the worst of my problems.

Half-Blood’s Debt- When I woke up face to face with the God of War, I knew there had been a terrible mistake.

Half-Blood’s Birthright- The Libro Sanguis contains the secrets I need to survive. Unfortunately, it’s located back in New York City in the possession of one Kasey Chase. 

Half-Blood’s Quest- The Holy Grail is meant to grant eternal life, but it seems more likely to be the death of me.

Half-Blood’s Betrayal- Lynch and his army are coming to ensure my extinction. It’s shaping up to be one hell of a wedding.  
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