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ONE

“I NEED YOU to apprehend my wife,” a voice in a South Asian accent I couldn’t quite place said from the door. “She needs to be stopped and punished.”

I had just kicked up my feet, ready to dive into my latest Platoon F novel, when I heard him. I looked up to see who it was. I occasionally got confused individuals who thought I was some kind of law enforcement.

The man was tall, dark skinned, and handsome enough to have stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. His pressed suit rested on his frame impeccably. Everything about him screamed money. He stood in the doorway for a second and examined my office. I had a large desk with some filing cabinets off to one side. It was sparse but neat.

“Wrong place,” I said with a sigh, turning back to my book. “Try the police. They’re much better at that sort of thing.” I didn’t do vendettas or kink jobs. Last thing I needed was some angry Dominatrix coming after me with a whip.

“I was instructed to see you,” I looked up and saw him step back, reading the sign next to my door. “Simon Strong Detective Agency, yes?” 

At a nod he came in and sat in one of the client chairs opposite me and stared. His piercing eyes were black and his expression was a cross between mildly amused and disgusted. I got that a lot.

I’d had to pull a few strings to swing an office in the Moscow, an upscale building on Manhattan’s lower west side. When I say office, I really meant walk-in closet with a view. It wasn’t much to look at and took all my savings, but it was mine. At least until my ice-queen property owner decided I had overstayed my welcome and evicted me.

I put my book down when I realized he wasn’t going away. “How can I help you?” I said, admiring the gold earrings he wore in each ear. 

“You are Simon Strong? The detective?”  His voice was a rich timbre that filled the space. If Morgan Freeman ever got tired of using his voice, this man had a job.

“That’s me,” I said, sitting up. Something was pinging off about him, but I couldn’t pinpoint it. He nodded as if making a mental note. “What can I do for you, Mr.—?”

“Shiva—Mr. Shiva,” he said quickly, smoothing down his suit with a gloved hand. He shifted in the chair, careful to avoid touching anything. The condescension was getting on my nerves.

“Like the god?” I was trying to be cautious. Using a god’s name to conduct business usually got you the wrong kind of attention. Names have power—a god’s name more than most. If he was using this name, he was either insane or suicidal—and both were bad for my health.

“Precisely. My wife is cheating on me.” He glanced off to the side before adding. “I’m certain of it.”

I sighed suddenly wary. Infidelity cases were the worst. They paid well, but someone always ended up hurt. I usually avoided them, but my rent was due and my landlady wasn’t the forgiving type.

“What makes you say that?”

“Intuition. She’s been acting strangely lately and smelling—different. If that makes sense.”

It didn’t. Then again none of this did. 

“How’d you find me?”

If he said the internet or some other nonsense, I could get rid of him and get back to my Platoon F. I wasn’t listed anywhere.

“I have…acquaintances on the New York Task Force,” he answered after a pause. “Specifically, Sergeant Ramirez told me to contact you due to the delicate nature of my request.” He pulled out two envelopes from inside his suit jacket.

Angel Ramirez had been with the NYTF for the last two years. He was rough around the edges, tough as hell, and a loyal— if not slightly crazy—friend. I trusted him with my life.

I cursed under my breath.

“Ramirez?” 

“Your discretion will be greatly appreciated,” he said with a tight smile, placing the envelopes on the edge of the desk. “I was informed you handled cases with the utmost confidentiality.”

Shit. It was the right answer and he was blowing smoke up my ass. My time in the force was expunged. My retirement was payback for pissing off the wrong supernatural. It was either get rid of me or find bodies in the street—starting with mine. 

If he wanted discretion, it meant he was high profile. If Ramirez sent him my way, he was powerful and a headache. Ramirez loved unloading cases like this on me. I would have to remember to thank him for sending me tall, dark, and creepy; I knew a witch who could hex his coffee into urine. Just the thought of it made me smile.

“What do you want from me?” I made sure the hesitation in my voice was clear.  

“Proof. Concrete, irrefutable proof.” He pushed the envelopes across the desk.

“What kind of proof are you looking for—photographic?”

I really hoped he would say yes. It would mean a few pictures of the wife with the other man and then case closed.

He shook his head slowly and stared at me. Something about that stare set off all sorts of alarms. The voice I rarely listened to was telling me to walk away—now. I ignored it and it gave me the finger.

He never took his eyes off me when he said, “I need you to catch her in the act.” 

“Whoa,” I said, putting my hands on the table and pushing back. “You aren’t planning a violent divorce, are you? When someone wants to catch the other person in flagrante delicto, it never ends well.”

“I just want to be there when you catch her in the act. That’s all.” He sat back in his chair.

“Not rip her to shreds or put a bullet in the both of them?”

He shook his head calmly. “No violence—just a confrontation. I want her to know that I know. Then maybe we can move past this and heal.” 

“Fine.” I pulled out a pad and pen. “The wife have a name?” 

“Kalika,” he said with an emotion that made me pause. He still loved her. This made him dangerous.

I made a note of the name. Another god or—in this case—goddess. Kali was one of the nastier ones. If I was going to be facing people using gods’ names, I needed to be careful. Worshippers of obscure deities were the most unstable of all.

“Do you have a schedule she keeps or know of any places she frequents that seem suspect?”

He tapped the thinner of the two envelopes. “Everything you need is in here.” He placed a hand on the thicker envelope and pushed it closer to me. “I trust this will cover your expenses.”

A stack of hundreds stared back at me when I opened the envelope. I closed it and pushed it back. It was enough to cover and smother my expenses for a year. I opened the other envelope and saw it held pictures and a pendant. I emptied the contents on the desk.

I shook my head, looking at the money. “This is too much—this isn’t a hit,” I said, holding up the pendant as I pushed the envelope full of money back across the desk to him. “What’s this?” 

The pendant was a circular disc inscribed with an endless knot on both sides. A simple black cord was threaded through the center of the disc.

“That is a measure of protection.” He pointed at the pendant. “I strongly urge you to wear it when dealing with her.”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, tapping the money envelope. “That’s too much.”

“Please take it to cover any expense you may incur on this assignment.” He pushed the envelope back. “How soon can you begin?”

“I’ll start—tomorrow night,” I said, still trying to shake the feeling that I should turn him and this job down. “That soon enough?”

“Excellent. A word of caution, though,” he said, pointing to one of the pictures. “That location is her base of operations and is patrolled regularly. She keeps bodyguards with her most of the time. Avoid them. If you can fulfill the assignment without her knowing of your involvement, it would be safer.”

“How do I get you on the scene once I have the information?” 

He gave me a short nod and held up a finger. “Please take my number and call me with any developments.” He reached into his jacket and handed me a card before standing. He smoothed down his pants before looking around the office again with a sniff and then extended his hand.

“Safer for whom—you?” I said, standing. I took his hand, and an arc of electricity jumped from his into mine. A surge of energy raced up my arm and made me wince. He gave me a slight smile and let go.

“No, Mr. Strong. Safer for you.” He turned to leave the office. “Please be careful—life is short.”


























TWO

I LOOKED AT the two pictures. One was of a woman with the same complexion as the man who had just left my office. To say she was beautiful would be the understatement of the century. She was stunning, with a figure to match. Long black hair framed her full face and she wore a black dress that hugged her in all the right places. The picture was of her walking down the street, her back to the camera. She had turned at the last second, right before it was taken, flashing a smile capable of making you forget your name.

I was sitting there in awe until I focused on the eyes. A chill ran through me as I realized I was looking at the eyes of a killer. I put the picture down with a shiver and picked up the other one. It was a large industrial building located somewhere downtown near the Hudson. I turned it over and read the address, when my phone rang. I connected the call on the third ring.

“Strong,” Ramirez barked over the noise in the background, “I need your help. I have a Level Two 10-57.”

“I’m on a case,” I said, still holding the picture of the building, and thanks for sending me tall, suave, and creepy.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve had my hands full all day with my own issues. I need you on this one. Was I being unclear?”

“He mentioned you by name.” I looked at the items on my desk. “And he paid well—too well.”

Alarms were going off in my head again. The voice was telling me to call Mr. Shiva and return his money. I don’t like being played, but one look at the picture of the wife with deadly eyes helped me decide. I’d call Shiva later and tell him to find someone else. This one had disaster written all over it.

“My name isn’t exactly a secret in the NYTF,” Ramirez said after a pause. “If this client is scamming you, we can look into that after you help me with this.”

“You know I don’t do missing-person cases,” I answered, snapping out of my thoughts. “Those cases always end badly. Either they’re dead or they want to stay missing.”

“I know, but this is different—” Ramirez started.

“And since when do you need a Level Two for a missing person?” I interrupted. “The whole task force, really? Who’s missing?”

“It’s not a missing person, Simon. It’s missing persons,” Ramirez whispered. “Children are disappearing. Someone or something is taking them.”

“What?” I was suddenly short of breath as the rage threatened to cloud my vision. “How long? How long has the NYTF been involved?”

There was no scenario where kids going missing ended well. If the NYTF was involved, it meant supernatural activity, which usually consisted of sacrifices… or worse. I didn’t want to think what the worse could be.

“People go missing all the time, but kids? This is different,” Ramirez said. “A week. We’ve had reports all over the city and it’s getting worse.”

“A week,” I whispered back. “You waited a goddamn week before calling me? How many have been taken?”

“Yes, because I was given instructions not to bring in outside contractors until the brass brought in their expert—a magic-user. We’ve documented seven children, but there may be more.”

“A magic-user?” I said, incredulous as I stuffed the items on my desk back into the envelopes. I pocketed the pendant, since extra protection was always good. “The NYTF is using wizards now? Who’d they call? The guy from Chicago?”

“No, this one’s British, complete with an accent I barely understand,” Ramirez replied. “They say he’s been on this case worldwide. New York is just his latest stop.”

“Worldwide?” I said in disbelief. “You have anything you can give me on the case? A name? Anything?”

“I have an address and a POI,” Ramirez said and then lowered his voice. “I can give you the address, but the person of interest is classified even above my paygrade.”

“What’s the address?” I opened my strongbox, grabbing my gun and loading it with a magazine of 9 mm hollow-point ammunition before holstering it. “Is the Council saying anything about this?”

“Not yet,” Ramirez said over the rustling of paper. “We’ve managed a total blackout, but I doubt that’s going to last much longer. Here’s the address…”

He read me the address, and my stomach lurched as I reached for one of the envelopes Shiva left me. I pulled out the picture of the large industrial building and read the address on the back—it was the same.


























THREE




“SHIT, ANGEL, YOU sure this is the address?” I said, barely registering his voice. I turned the picture over again several times. “This has been confirmed?”

“Every possible way,” Ramirez answered, sounding surprised. “What is it?”

“When are you checking this place out? Tell me you haven’t given a destroy order yet.”

I needed to get down there and see what was going on before the NYTF mobilized and sent in shock troops. Subtlety wasn’t big in their operational protocol. The potential of children being involved was the only reason the building wasn’t a pile of rubble—otherwise it would’ve suffered a catastrophic implosion by now.

“Not yet. The wizard thinks there are some major players involved,” Ramirez answered with a sigh. “We’re giving him forty-eight and then the building is dust. He’s going to recon tonight. I want you there with him.”

“That’s why you called me,” I said as the realization dawned. “You don’t trust him.”

“Of course I don’t trust him,” Ramirez snapped back. “He uses magic, speaks English I don’t understand, and only drinks tea. Who doesn’t drink coffee?”

“This wizard have a name?” I asked, smiling at his comment. “Or does he go by a code name like Gandalf One?”

“Funny, smartass,” Ramirez said as he pounded the keys on a keyboard. “Here it is—goes by Montague—Tristan Montague. He leaves here in an hour. I need you here in thirty minutes.”

I grabbed the picture of the wife and the location before heading out. The NYTF headquarters was a state-of-the-art facility housed in a renovated bank building off 14th Street and 8th Avenue. The public was unaware of the function or the existence of the NYTF, and that’s how they preferred it. The supernatural community belonged to the shadows. They were just below the radar, on the periphery of the collective consciousness.

It allowed non-magical humans to live normal, comfortable lives without the constant fear of monsters coexisting in the same city. The last supernatural war had almost wiped out humanity. The Dark Council had been formed to prevent another war from ever happening. Its presence created an uneasy truce between the supernatural, human governments, and those who were aware or sensitive enough to realize that there was something more behind the veil.

I climbed the stone steps and entered the spacious lobby, with a nod to the guard. I had been back a few times since my retirement, as a consultant for some of the harder cases Ramirez worked. His office reminded me of a paper explosion. Several desks were covered with books and piles of documents, precariously balanced and on the verge of collapse. Only one desk contained a surface that was visible. I peeked in and saw a man in a suit hunched over a set of plans. 

“Ramirez around?” I asked, scanning the room quickly but not seeing him.

“Said he was going to procure a vehicle while we wait for his detective,” the man answered without looking up from the plans. “He should be back shortly.”

I noticed the English accent and figured this was the wizard. He kept his shoulder-length hair loose and moved a few strands out of his face as he scanned the plans. 

“You must be Montague,” I said, watching him. “I’m the detective you’re waiting for.”

“And your name is?” He looked up from the plans for the first time. His eyes were black with a hint of gold around the circumference of the iris. His facial expression seemed to be set to perpetual scowl.

“Simon—Simon Strong,” I said as I went to sit behind Ramirez’s desk. “You can call me Simon. Do you mind if I call you Montague?”

He narrowed his eyes and gave me a slight glare. “My name is Tristan.”

“Yeah, no way am I calling you that, so Montague it is.” I rearranged a stack of files that looked like it was about to crush me. “You use magic? You don’t look very magical. Where’s the glow? The power?”

“You’re familiar with magic-users, then?” he said leaning against the desk. 

“A bit.” I dropped the files next to me on the floor with a thud. “I’ve heard about you guys—wizards. There’s one in Chicago, who likes to demolish pretty much everything, and another one in St. Louis with questionable associates. So where’s your staff?”

“Excuse me?” he answered with a raised eyebrow. “My what?”

“Don’t you wizards need a staff to channel the midi-chlorians or whatever it is you use to do the voodoo that you do?” I wiggled my fingers at him, channeling my inner Copperfield.

“I’m not a bloody wizard,” he said, frowning as he looked down at the plans again, ignoring me. “Your knowledge of magic-users is flawed at best.” 

“Oh I know,” I said, snapping my fingers, “you’re one of those ‘I see dead people’ magicians. Necromantical—no that’s not it—necrosorcerers? You know the ones I mean?”

He gripped the edge of the desk until his knuckles were white. “I’m a mage,” he said as if that made all the difference in the world. “Not a wizard or necromancer or sorcerer—a mage. Do you understand?” 

“Are you always in such a good mood?” His response was a full glare that was worthy of three Eastwoods on my glareometer. I put my hands up in surrender. “Got it—your mageness.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why did they assign you to this case? You’re not even part of this task force.”

I shrugged. “Because I’m the best,” I said matter-of-factly. “I get it done.”

He scoffed. “The best at what? Pissing people off?”

“It’s a gift,” I said, standing when I heard Ramirez’s voice outside his office. “I’m the one you want next to you when it all goes south. It’s that simple, Monty.”

“Monty?” he whispered, staring at me. “My name is—”

“Strong, get out of my chair,” Ramirez bellowed as he made his way across the floor. He entered the office and looked at the two of us. “I see you’ve met—good. Saves me introductions. You leave in twenty.”

“Sir, I don’t think this is an adequate pairing,” Monty said, looking at me with disapproval. “It’s clear he doesn’t take this case or anything seriously. I’ve been tracking this case around the globe. These people aren’t amateurs.”

Ramirez sat behind his desk and shoved some files to the side with his foot. “Fortunately for you, Mr. Montague,” he said ,flashing Monty a grin, “I’m not overly concerned about what you do or do not think. You’re here because the brass wants you here. Simon is here because I want him here. It’s the best of both worlds—sort of like England and America united and all that. Make it work. You’ll find that he grows on you after a while—like a fungus.”

I suppressed a laugh because it looked like Monty was about to go ballistic. I didn’t know what happened when a wiz—I mean, mage lost their temper. It didn’t seem like the right time to find out.

“This is impossible,” Monty said, clearly exasperated. “He doesn’t even know magic. The entity we’re facing is deadly.”

Ramirez shot me a look and then focused on Monty. “So is Simon,” he said, placing his hands on the desk, exhaling. “We have work to do. Go recon the building, figure out our next move. Find those missing kids.”


























FOUR

“DO YOU WANT to drive?” I asked as we approached the NYTF cruiser. It was a refurbished Crown Victoria about the size of a tank and just as tough. Monty gave the car a look, shook his head, and got in the passenger side.

Monty adjusted his seatbelt. “You’d better drive if you want us to get there in one piece. Is this thing even legal?”

“The NYTF and ‘legal’ have a loose association,” I said, starting the car and putting it in gear. “I have the address. What are we up against?”

“Haven’t you been briefed?” He shook his head in disbelief. “What kind of second-rate organization is this?”

“This isn’t rocket science, Monty,” I said, reaching in a pocket, pulling out the pictures, and handing them over. “Kids are missing, we need to find them. We’re going to that location and somehow I think she is involved.”

Monty stared at the photos before glancing over at me. “Where did you get these?” 

“Same place I got this,” I said, showing him the pendant with the endless knot. “I know if the NYTF brought you in, this is supernatural. Don’t need much more of a briefing.”

He shook his head with a smile. “Bloody hell, you’re insane. You’ve no idea what you’re up against or why the children are being taken.”

“Doesn’t matter, it just needs to stop.” I gave him a quick glance and then pointed at the picture of the wife. “Who’s the woman with the eyes of death?”

“Do you even know what that pendant does?” he asked, turning the pictures over. “Do you know what that symbol means?”

“It’s an endless knot,” I said, steering the cruiser onto West Side Highway. “Supposed to offer protection—from her. Do you know who that is?”

Monty stared at me for a good ten seconds before speaking.

“This is very likely the most powerful magic-user on the planet,” he said, holding up the picture of Mrs. Killer Eyes. “According to what I’ve been able to uncover, this is the current incarnation of Kali the Destroyer.”

“You mean a worshipper of Kali, right?” I said with a nervous laugh. “We aren’t actually facing the Kali.”

Monty gave me a ‘you are so screwed’ look and turned back to examine the pictures. I pulled off the West Side Highway and onto the Holland Tunnel exit. Monty remained silent until I stopped the car on Canal Street. The building we needed to recon sat two blocks away on Laight Street.

“Who gave you these pictures?” Monty asked quietly. “What name did he give you? Did he happen to say he was her husband?”

“How did you—?”

“Bollocks!” He slammed the glove compartment with a fist before getting control of himself. “Listen, Simon, I’m sure you mean well—really. But I’ve been chasing these two down for the better part of a year.”

“You know who he is?” I asked, suddenly angry. I didn’t like being played and this felt like I was being jerked around.

Monty nodded. “His name is Shiva—yes, the real Shiva.” He handed back the pictures. “It’s a trap. He’s using you as bait. The last person to hold that pendant was torn to shreds and died horribly. You need to walk away now.”

“The kids,” I said, putting the pictures and the pendant in a pocket. “Why are they taking the kids?”

“Didn’t you hear what I just said?” Monty replied, undoing his seatbelt. “These are incarnations of gods. You’re not going to walk up and end this with bullets. I don’t care how many supernatural things the NYTF has dealt with, this is beyond you.”

“If they’re that badass, why are you the only one here?” I asked, looking around. “Where is the Dark Council or whatever group you belong to? Why are you here alone?”

“The Dark Council won’t get involved in this, and my sect—the Golden Circle—doesn’t know I’m pursuing them.” Monty flexed his jaw. “Confronting a god or its incarnation has been forbidden since the war.”

“So it’s just you,” I said, undoing my seatbelt and adjusting my holster. “Are you powerful enough to take her on alone?”

“No,” he whispered. “But it doesn’t mean I’m going to ignore what she’s done. Too many children—too many innocents—have died at her hands. It needs to stop.”

“Do you have a plan?” I said as we got out of the car. “Seems like this is beyond you too.”

“You may be right,” Monty said, nodding as we approached the building. “It may be beyond me. All the more reason you should leave now—while you still can.”

“It’s not beyond us,” I said, catching up to him. “Besides we’re just doing recon. You bring the magic—I’ll bring the bullets and badassery.”

“Recon?” He scoffed and began gesturing with his hands.

“What’re you doing?” I focused on his hands as they began to glow. “That doesn’t look friendly.”

“I’m not doing bloody recon,” Monty said, his voice grim. “I’ve studied how your NYTF works. In a few days, they’ll level that building with everyone inside and call it a gas-line explosion or some other made-up shite. I’m saving those children—tonight.”

“What makes you think the kids are in there?” I looked down the street but I couldn’t see the building clearly from where I stood. “What are they doing with them?”

He turned to me, and I took a step back. The expression on his face made me reconsider being out here with him at all. He was ready to die.

“She’s growing too strong for Shiva,” Monty said, looking down the block, narrowing his eyes. “She sacrifices the children and absorbs their life-force as they expire. Their pain and suffering increases her power. Eventually her power will eclipse Shiva.”

“Are you sure the kids are in the building?” I checked my holster and made sure my gun was secure. “How do you know?”

He pointed at me. “Right before every ritual, Shiva enlists the aid of an unwitting victim to distract her in an attempt to thwart her,” Monty said with his arms extended to his sides. He turned in place several times and then brought his hands together in the form of prayer. “Did he touch you?”

“Touch me?” I asked, confused. “What do you mean touch me?”

“Did his skin touch your—nevermind, I’ll check myself,” Monty said, quickly giving me a once over. He shook his head after a few seconds. “You’d better put on that pendant. He marked you.”

I pulled out the pendant. “Marked me how?” 

“When he touched you, was there a transference of power?” Monty asked, taking the pendant from my hand and gesturing over it. “Did it feel odd or painful when he touched you?”

“Just a little.” I remembered the feeling of energy creeping up my arm when we shook. “He gave me this jolt when we shook hands.”

Monty nodded as he handed me back the pendant and motioned for me to wear it. “You’ve been marked. It’s similar to the military when they ‘paint’ an object and it becomes the target for a missile. All her attacks will home in on you now.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “I’m walking around with a bullseye on my back.”

“That’s actually an apt description,” Monty whispered as we got closer to the building. “He will use you as a distraction to launch his attack against her. He usually fails.”

I looked at Monty. “How many times has he tried this tactic?” I whispered back as I saw the patrols around the building. “What the hell are those?”

“You can see them?” Monty asked quickly as he ducked behind a car. I followed his lead because my brain was having trouble processing what my eyes were telling me. “How can you see them?”

“How can you not?” I said, my heart deciding escape would be a good idea as it attempted to thump out of my chest.

Large creatures lumbered around the building with shuffling steps. I sat there in mild shock as I looked at them. They seemed to be a mash-up of every child’s worst nightmare. Huge fangs protruded from their mouths and sharp claw-like fingernails adorned their hands. Their eyes gave off a red glow as they patrolled the perimeter of the building. Every few steps they would stop and sniff the air, then continue on their path. They wore large rusted chains around their necks. From the chains hung a glowing orange orb about the size of a grapefruit.

“Oh, I can see them,” I whispered, ducking behind the car again. “I’m going to be seeing them for a long time after tonight—in every nightmare from now on. If I ever sleep again.”

“If you can see them,” Monty said, pensively rubbing his chin, “it’s possible you may survive this night.”

“Thanks for that vote of confidence,” I muttered, peeking over the car again. “Can you tell me what they are? I’m pretty sure I know what they do. The fangs and claws kind of give it away.”

Monty gave me a short nod. “They’re Kali’s first line of defense.” Monty looked over the hood of the car. “Rakshasas—designed to tear through anyone and anything that approaches that building.”

“Rakshasas?” I shook my head slowly as I watched them patrol. “Those are supposed to be large tigers with human bodies—not whatever those things are.”

“It seems Kali prefers the historical version of the creature,” Monty answered with a tight smile. “If you get too close they will smell you and then—”

“I’m dinner,” I finished. “Literally.”

“Yes, unfortunately,” Monty said and began moving his fingers in an intricate pattern. “But maybe we can use your being marked to our advantage.”

“Anything that doesn’t involve my being eaten works for me,” I said, focusing on the small green orb of energy materializing in his hand. “What does that do?”

“Let me see your gun,” Monty said with an outstretched hand. “Are you a good shot?”

“I’m decent.” He stared at me. “Fine, better than decent, but somehow I don’t think bullets are going to do more than tickle those things.”

“They will.” Monty let the green orb fall on my gun and held it out to me. “Can you hit those orbs hanging around their necks? It’s how she maintains control over them.”

I hesitated, clearly in over my head. “Maybe we should call the Dark Council, the NYTF, and your sect,” I said, the words tumbling out. “If we explain the situation, I’m sure they will act.”

“As soon as she realizes they are coming, she will kill the children, ascend in power, and erase the NYTF or any other authorities when they arrive,” Monty replied quietly, looking down at my now glowing gun. “Or we can end this tonight and save those children.”

“Fuck,” I said, grabbing the gun. “What happens when I shoot the orange balls?”

“They should turn on each other,” he said, rubbing his chin again. “But I would stay out of arms reach just in case.”

“What do you mean should turn on each other?” I asked feeling the power travel from the gun into my arm. “Haven’t you used that green thing on them before?”

“It’ll work,” he said with a quick nod. “Just make sure you don’t miss.”


























FIVE

I STEPPED AROUND the car with my gun drawn, aimed at the lone Rakshasa on this side of the building. It sniffed the air as I approached and stopped moving. I didn’t know if the micro-tremors in my arm were from the energy Monty placed in the gun or the gripping fear of facing a walking nightmare willing to rip me to shreds and eat me. I was leaning toward the latter.

“That’s not going to help my aim,” I whispered to myself as I tried to steady my arm. I held a deep breath as the Rakshasa turned and stared at me. The roar it unleashed traveled across the ground and parked itself in my gut. The orange ball around its neck swung from side to side as the beast ran at me. I forced myself to stand still and take another deep breath. 

The little voice in my head screamed at me to run away. For a quick second I considered it, but then I thought about the children, so I fired—and missed the ball, hitting it square in the chest instead.

The Rakshasa stopped, looked down at the wound, and then back at me as if to say ‘are you kidding?’ before getting ready to lunge again. That moment of hesitation was all I needed. I fired again and hit the orange ball, destroying it. The beast screamed and held its head as it convulsed on the ground.

It stood a few seconds later and rushed at me. “So much for ‘should turn on each other’” I said as I slid over the hood of a car and narrowly evaded being cratered along with the hood. “Monty?” 

I looked around with the cold realization of the truly screwed that I was alone. The Rakshasa shoved the destroyed car to one side as I weighed my options. Run, and I could die tired; if I stood my ground, I could mount a valiant and short-lived attack right before those claws disemboweled me. I was never good at running. I took aim, ready to empty the magazine into tall, gruesome, and hungry.

“Duck,” whispered a voice from behind me. I dropped to the ground as a large sphere of fire raced at the Rakshasa above me. For a second nothing happened as the flaming orb crashed into the creature. It looked up as Monty clapped his hands behind me. Still nothing. It took a few steps and smiled. I was beginning to doubt the power of mages when the Rakshasa suddenly exploded and drenched me in a gorenami of viscera and blood. The lower half of the creature fell, lifeless. Monty handed me a towel. I noticed he was untouched by any of the mess I was currently wearing.

“How did you manage to do that?” I asked, wiping my face. “Where did you go?”

“Once you destroyed the orb, I used a transdermal expanding thermal spell,” Monty said, stepping around the remains of the Rakshasa. “I was testing a theory about your being marked. It seems they will target you first—which can work to our advantage.”

I shook off more of the Rakshasa. “Actually, I was just referring to your not being covered in this mess, but the rest of that sounds good too,” I said, removing the last of the gunk from my face and hair. My clothes were ruined, but they were bargain-basement finds anyway. Monty looked like he’d just stepped out of a high-end men’s catalogue.

“Oh, that,” Monty said, looking himself over and pulling on his sleeves. “Practice.”

“Basically you’re saying I’m bait.” I tossed the towel to one side and looked up the block. The street was clear for the moment. “If we’re going in, we need to be fast. It takes them eight minutes to patrol one side of the block.”

“Eight minutes—how do you know that?” Monty asked, looking up and down the street.

“I’m observant,” I said. “Wait a second. A transdermal expanding thermal spell is just another name for an exploding fireball—isn’t it?” 

Monty pointed to a door down the block and across the street. “You’re familiar with magic terminology?” he asked as we crossed over to the building.

We had about five minutes before another Rakshasa turned the corner and saw us. “I wouldn’t say familiar but I know a bit about magic-users and magic,” I said as we approached the door. It was an old blast door with three large locks on one side. Judging from the outside, we would need several pounds of explosives to make a dent in removing it.

“Have you studied any magic?” Monty examined the first lock and placed his hand against the door. “I get an odd energy signature from you, which would explain how you saw the Rakshasa.”

I remembered the jolt from Shiva. What if it was more than just marking me? “It’s probably just this,” I said, pointing at the pendant. It flared orange for a brief second in the night. “Only thing I know about magic I learned from the classics.”

“You’ve read Ziller, then?” Monty muttered some words I couldn’t understand under his breath and the first lock clicked open. He moved his hand to a second lock.

“Never heard of Ziller, but I’ve read Tolkien.” I stepped to the side as he gave me a withering glare. I looked down the block to make sure nothing was sneaking up on us.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You do realize Tolkien is fantasy not reality?” Monty whispered and gestured again on the second lock. “Bloody hell. Why are you even here?”

“Same as you,” I shot back defensively. “I’m going to stop those kids from being hurt or worse. Last I checked I didn’t need magic to put someone down. Is every mage angry, or is it just you?”

“In your world magic is an abstract,” Monty said, flexing his jaw. He opened the second lock and moved his hand to the last lock. “In mine it’s an absolute. It can and will kill you—absolutely. You’re going to need more than bullets and bravado.”

“I know,” I said as the last lock clicked open. “I’ve got you.”

He shook his head. “Once this runic seal is broken, she will know our location.” Monty grabbed the large handle of the door. “Anything she has in here is coming for you—first.”

“Well, now I feel all warm and loved.” I gave him my best Eastwood glare—easily a four on the glare scale (only Clint can hit a five). “According to Ramirez, there are seven children in the building. Make sure the kids get out safe. That’s the priority. Oh, and not getting dead. I would really like that one up there too.”

“I’ll work on getting the kids out safely,” Monty replied as he tugged on the handle and we were sucked into the building.


























SIX

PAIN HAS A way of waking you up in a hurry. I opened my eyes just as the wave of searing heat punched me in the chest. I hung suspended a few inches from the floor. Some force I couldn’t see held my arms and legs apart, turning me into a large X. I didn’t see Monty anywhere. I did notice the five Rakshasas that formed a loose cordon around me.

“You stupid, pathetic, human,” the voice whispered in my ear. She had a slight accent that reminded me of Shiva’s. “Did you really think you could stop me? Has Shiva grown this desperate to enlist the likes of you as my karmic consequence?”

She caressed the pendant around my neck until it began to glow. She released it with a hiss as it burned her skin and then she slapped me hard enough I wondered how my jaw remained intact.

I tried to form the words, but my throat was a raw, sandblasted wasteland. I must have been screaming. A woman came into my field of view. It took me a few seconds to realize through swollen eyes that I was looking at Kali the Destroyer. 

The picture hadn’t come close to doing her justice. She was beyond stunning. Her chocolate skin glistened in the dim light. She wore a black form-fitting dress that stopped mid-thigh and allowed the imagination to continue. Her long black hair hung loose and it appeared to have a life of its own as it flowed around her in the non-existent wind.

Arousal tugged at me until I looked in her eyes. Arousal then pulled the ripcord and left me in the full on embrace of Fear. This was the fear that made you a fetal-position expert while you drooled away any notion of courage. 

My body sagged in defeat under her gaze. I only saw death in her eyes, and then she smiled. Another wave of heat slammed me against the wall. She stepped close to me as I crumpled to the floor. 

“Where is my coward of a husband?” she demanded. A swift kick sent me sliding across the floor and that’s when I saw them. The children. They were chained together in a group inside a large circle that was decorated with ancient symbols of some kind.

The fear in their expressions mirrored the fear I felt. The streaks under their red-rimmed eyes told me the story of the countless tears shed. They held onto each other, seeking safety in the embrace and yet trembling at its futility in the face of overwhelming power and evil.

It wasn’t seven children, but closer to five times that number. They all had to be from five to seven years old. Boys and girls huddled together, waiting for death. 

Something snapped in me then. A rage I kept tightly under control shrugged free of my restraints and grinned at me—a twisted and dark thing. The part of me I never let free. I knew I was going to die, but I was going to find a way to get these kids away from this monster first.

I got on all fours and caught my breath. 

“You’re a god?” I rasped and staggered to my feet. “What a fucking joke. What kind of bullshit god needs little kids for power?”

Kali raised an eyebrow as I drew my gun. I hoped Monty’s green orb power would be enough for my next move. I needed to move fast—faster than the claws that I knew would be coming for me.

I took a step toward Kali, and the Rakshasa closed ranks like I knew they would. I raised the gun and aimed for the orange balls. Kali smiled until I fired the first time—destroying the orb around one Rakshasa’s neck. I whispered a silent thanks to the angry mage and then aimed again. 

“Restrain him!” Kali screamed. “He’ll ruin everything.”

It was too late. I managed to destroy three of the orbs, which meant the Rakshasas had their claws full. They crashed into Kali and I ran back to the children.

“We need to get you out of here,” I said, tugging on the chain until I got to the end. In the center of the children, I realized why I hadn’t seen Monty. He lay unconscious, wrapped in the chains. I shook him. When that didn’t work, I slapped him. “This would be a good time to use some of your badass magic.”

I turned in time to see a Rakshasa soar into the wall on the far side of the building with enough force to end up as a smear. Kali was laughing. It was the scariest sound I had heard in my entire life. I slapped Monty again—harder.

“I have to thank you, Simon,” Kali said above the roar of fighting. “I haven’t enjoyed a moment like this in some time.” Another Rakshasa disintegrated next to her.

“How the hell does she know my name?” I muttered as Monty regained consciousness. “Hey, an angry goddess is going to kill us all—can we escape now?”

“Bollocks,” Monty said as he rubbed his jaw. “What hit me?”

“We can discuss bumps and bruises later—if we’re still alive to have the conversation,” I said quickly. “Can we get them out now?”

Monty nodded and gestured. The chains shattered, freeing the children, but they stayed huddled. Monty muttered something under his breath and some of the symbols around the circle flared to life.

“Can you focus on the NYTF headquarters?” Monty asked as he placed his hand on the floor. 

“What?” I asked, confused. “Focus on what?”

The remaining Rakshasas exploded, leaving a bloody, grinning Kali in the midst of their remains. She licked her lips and then focused on me.

“Simon, listen to me carefully,” Monty said calmly. “She won’t enter the circle yet. I’ve made sure of that. I need you to focus on NYTF headquarters. Can you do that? I can’t activate the circle and teleport us out of here at the same time. I need your help.”

Kali stepped to the edge of the circle, made a fist, and punched. A dome of blue energy materialized around us, causing her to fling her arm back.

“Clever mage,” Kali said, wiping the blood from her face with a finger. “Using my runes to create protective shield. I’ll make sure to banish you somewhere unpleasant.” She began tracing symbols on the shield with her blood-soaked finger.

“Simon!” Monty hissed as I stood transfixed, focused on the impending doom in the form of an angry goddess. “NYTF. Focus.”

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and pictured the NYTF headquarters gymnasium. If he was going to send us to one place, it needed to have room. I heard him mutter more words and I felt a thump in my chest. When I opened my eyes, I noticed we were not in the NYTF gym. Then I looked around. The kids were gone. Monty was kneeling on the floor. Trails of blue energy streamed from him as the symbols around the circle pulsed.

We were still in the building with a failing shield and a pissed-off Kali.

She traced more symbols before pausing. “You fools, you have no idea what you have done.”


























SEVEN

“WHERE ARE THE kids?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the angry goddess tracing symbols in the air. Her fingers flew across the surface of the shield, leaving trails of energy in their wake. Each symbol lingered for a few seconds before disappearing. 

“Gone to the NYTF,” Monty said between gasps. “She’s going to break through that shield soon. I can’t keep her out indefinitely.” 

Monty moved quickly, matching her runes with what I guessed was a counter rune. Kali was picking up the pace and making it hard for him to keep up.

“Then we die,” I said, checking my gun. “I have to say—it was an honor working a case with you, Mage Montague.”

“The feeling is mutual, Simon,” Monty said as he strained to keep up with the onslaught from Kali. “Do you have any bullets left?”

“I have two bullets—I can use them on her or on us,” I said, my voice grim. “Either way, we don’t get another sunrise.”

“I prefer to go down fighting, if you don’t mind,” Monty said and missed a sequence. The shield flickered and collapsed, revealing a smiling Kali. “Which from the looks of things appears to be any moment now.”

She entered the circle. “You insolent humans. We sought the same end. Now it is too late.”

“What is she talking about, Monty?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea.”

I aimed at the approaching Kali, when a green blast of energy punched into her chest and sent her across the building.

“Hello, wife. Did you miss me?”

It was Shiva.

Monty and I both turned as Shiva entered the circle behind us.

“Bloody hell,” Monty whispered. “This situation has just gone all to pot.”

“I see you have found and stopped my wife. Quite admirable,” Shiva said matter-of-factly. “Now, before I erase you, where did you send the children she stole from me?”

The world tilted under my feet at his words.

“You bastardface,” I whispered, drawing my gun on him. “You only wanted to stop her so you could complete the ritual and get the power?”

“Of course,” Shiva said with a sneer. “Even though I knew where she was, I couldn’t breach her defenses—but you could. It was only a matter of marking you and then following you.”

“Being in the circle masked us,” Monty said and stood slowly. “You are the one behind the missing children. She didn’t want to destroy them at all. She was saving them—I was wrong.”

“Yes, you were,” Shiva gathered another orb of green energy in his hand. “It’s quite simple, actually. I absorb the essence of innocents, increase my power, and finally destroy the Destroyer. It would be like you said, Mr. Strong—a violent divorce.”

“Kali was saving the children—from you?” I said, confused. “But I saw them chained. They had been crying. She had those monsters—the Rakshasas—serving her.”

“Those things are a nuisance, so my thanks for disposing of them,” Shiva said with a short bow.

My brain was doing flip-flops, but I was getting it. Shiva was a right bastard.

“You’ve been taking the children, and she’s been stopping your rituals,” Monty said, forming an orb of fire in his hand. Shiva focused his attention on Monty. “Kali has kept you in check.”

“Each time, my bitch of a wife gets in my way, but no more,” Shiva said, stepping closer to Monty. “Tonight I finish it, and her. Now, Mage, where are the children?”

I fired twice, hitting him square in the chest. He looked at me and released the orb in his hand. It lifted and catapulted me across the floor. I landed in a broken heap. I couldn’t move my legs or my right arm. One eye wasn’t working and I could feel the blood covering the side of my face. Things were looking bad.

I felt a tug on my chest and Kali came into view. “Finish it,” I said between gasps. Fire and pain filled my chest. She had the pendant in her hand. Her dress was ripped in several places and her face was bruised. I noticed several cuts on her face.

“You interfered in my plan and for that you both deserve death many times over,” she whispered into my ear as she crouched next to me. “I cannot touch the mage, but today, Simon Strong, I will give you something far worse. Today I curse you with life.”

She grabbed my left hand and placed the pendant on it as she screamed words I couldn’t understand. A white light shot out from her hand and into mine. In the distance, I heard a roar as the pendant disappeared and my left hand burst into white flame.

“What did you do?” I felt the power coursing through me as my body healed.

“Your interference today has cost me centuries of work—one more ritual and I could have contained my husband,” she said and stood up. “Your interruption has forced my hand into something more—drastic.”

“But you had the kids in that circle, with the symbols,” I said, standing slowly. I felt better with each passing second.

“The circle protected and masked them from him— you human,” Kali said, obviously frustrated. “Now we have run out of time.”

“Why?” I flexed my hands. “Just use one of your bolts of power and blast him back where he came from.”

Kali gave me a look, shook her head, and pointed. Shiva was coming our way. “In time, I will make you pay for your actions, Simon,” Kali said as Shiva crossed the floor. “From this day forward, you will be cursed as Kali’s chosen. In time, everything and everyone you love will perish. Then, you will seek death and not find it. You will long to die, but death will escape you. At that time, our paths will cross again.”

“Kali, my dearest, what have you done?” Shiva said as he drew close. He had green orbs of energy in both hands. Black arcs of power raced across them. “Tell me you haven’t—”

“I made him the karmic consequence you wanted to use against me,” she whispered and raised her arms. I floated off the floor with my glowing left hand. “I have taught him that he cannot trust us. No god is safe and I have stopped you and the dissolution for another cycle.”

“Five thousand years—wasted,” Shiva whispered, his voice shaking with rage.

Kali smiled at him.

“You stupid, bit—” he started.

“Goodbye, Simon,” Kali whispered.

She flung her arms down and launched me at Shiva as he released the orbs. They slammed into Kali as I raced across the floor aimed at Shiva. He erected several shields. Each one disintegrated as I crashed through them. When I hit Shiva, the concussive force shattered the walls of the building, blowing them out in all directions. The last thing I remember seeing was Monty racing to me as the ceiling collapsed in on both of us.


























EIGHT

“IT WAS SUPPOSED to be a recon op!” I heard Ramirez scream in the background. “Was I unclear? Did I stutter? I clearly said recon—as in gather information and report back to me. At no point in time did I say level the building. Did you hear me say obliterate the building? Did I say detonate the building? Did I say implode the hell out of the building? No, I did not. Do you know the bureaucratic nightmare I will have to navigate now since we didn’t order this implosion?”

“And yet here we are,” another voice responded calmly. “The children are safe and the threat has been neutralized.”

It was Monty.

“That is the only thing allowing you two to walk away from this entire fiasco!” Ramirez bellowed as he poked his head into the ambulance I was in. “Be thankful you are wrecked or else I would put you in the hospital myself.”

“Your feelings for me are going to make me cry, Angel,” I said with a smirk, and winced as pain clamped down on my everything. “I didn’t know you cared so much.”

“Fuck you very much, Simon, and I’m glad you’re in pain,” he muttered as he walked away. “Don’t know why I even called you in on this case. Pain in my ass.”

“I love you too, Ramirez,” I yelled as he stormed off.

I looked around and admired the interior of the EMTe ambulance. One of the medics came in and started attending to my wounds and then gasped. We both looked at the deep gash in my side in fascination as the skin closed and the wound disappeared, leaving no trace of injury.

“What are you?” she said as she stumbled back out of the ambulance. “I’m not attending to that—that thing!”

Monty poked his head into the ambulance.

“Ramirez sounds pissed,” I said, trying to sit up. “So the kids made it okay?”

Monty waved my words away as he sat across from me. “I think he’s more relieved than upset.” He smoothed out the sleeves of his suit and looked me over. “We should both be dead, you know. My shield collapsed under the weight of the roof.”

“How did you make it?” I said, looking at my left hand. Monty followed my gaze and his eyes rested on the mark on the back of my hand. It was a large endless knot inscribed into my skin. “Did you just let me get crushed?”

Monty shook his head. “I barely had enough energy to cover myself,” he whispered, looking at my hand. “The energy coming from your hand amplified my shield and saved us. How did you do it?”

I gave him the ‘are you an idiot?’ look. “Do you really think I know how that happened or how she burned this into my skin?” I held up my hand, showing him the mark.

“I didn’t think so,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “It still doesn’t explain how you survived or how you have no injuries despite the entire roof collapsing in on us.”

I told him what Kali said to me and he nodded. “Why didn’t she just tell us she was trying to save the kids?”

Monty shook his head. “Explain herself to a pair of humans? Unthinkable.”

“It could’ve saved us a lot of aggravation,” I said, closing my eyes. “I could’ve avoided her going away curse.”

“Do you know what I could use right now?” He stared outside of the ambulance.

“A vacation from chasing child-stealing gods around the world?” I suggested.

He gave me a tight smile. “I could really use a good cuppa—Earl Grey, no sugar,” he said wistfully. “That would really hit the spot.”

“You just had a building fall on you and all you can think about right now is tea?” I asked, incredulous. “Is this really the time for tea?”

“Anytime is a good time for tea,” Monty said as he stepped down the stairs of the ambulance and hesitated on the last one. “I think I’ll stay in the city a while longer. Maybe help a detective who has suddenly become immune to dying. What do you think?”

“I think that’s a great idea,” I said with a smile. “We can discuss it right after I have a strong coffee.”

He nearly smiled and then walked away. We were going to get along just fine.

THE END
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ONE

“NO MAGIC, NO monsters, and no mayhem.” I adjusted my jacket in the mirror. “I just want a quiet night out. A good meal and better company.”

Monty sipped his tea and stared at me. “As far as your ideas go—this one is horrendous.” A hint of a smile crossed his lips. “You should cancel.”

My suit, Armani soft wool, two buttons in black, was one of the lower-end suits in the collection gifted to me by Piero, the owner of Roselli’s. Underneath it, I wore a gray Valentino shirt with no tie. I finished the ensemble with a pair of black Berlutis. 

“How do I look?” I turned in the mirror giving my best profile and a two-Eastwood glare. Modestly speaking, I looked fantastic. “Be honest.”

Monty placed his cup down on the counter. “What’s the word I’m searching for”—he snapped his fingers—“oh, yes: victim. That’s what you look like—the victim of an angry vampire attack.”

“I was thinking more debonair,” I said smoothing out my hair.

“Agreed.” Monty picked up his cup and took another sip. “This way I won’t have to pick out a suit to bury you in—you’re properly outfitted for your funeral. Piero would be proud.”

“Hilarious.” I looked at my watch and pulled out my phone. I dialed the number for SuNaTran.

Supernatural Transportation, or SuNaTran for short, provided a car service for the supernatural population. Because being covered in blood and viscera and hailing a cab, even one in New York City—the capital of the bizarre—will get you cuffed and sitting in a NYTF cell.

SuNaTran provided discreet service any time of day or night to any of the five boroughs and beyond—for a price. The transportation they provided—and I use the term loosely since each Rolls Royce Phantom was a tank disguised as a car—was the height in security. 

“SuNaTran,” said the voice in a crisp English accent. “How can we meet your transportation needs?”

“Hi, Alice,” I said, adjusting my jacket again. “How long?”

“Hello, Mr. Strong. Ten minutes?” she replied.

“Perfect,” I said and hung up.

“At least change the time,” Monty said, picking up another biscuit. “I hear breakfast is a wonderful meal.”

“Masa doesn’t do breakfast.” I glared at him. “I made these reservations a week ago and Katja is expecting the Masa experience.”

“Of course she is,” Monty said with a nod and pointed at my back. “Is that why you’re taking your gun? Are you planning to shoot the sushi in the restaurant? I’m sure the chef will appreciate your assistance.”

“I’m taking the gun in case things go magey,” I answered, fixing the modified rear holster. “Better to be prepared.”

“Prepared for what?” Monty took another sip. “Masa is a neutral location. No one would dare attack you there. That, at least, was a wise choice.”

“Since when do supernatural creatures respect the terms of neutrality when it comes to us—and by us, I mean you?” I said, giving him the ‘are you serious?’ look. “At least there I’ll see it coming.”

“That is a valid concern,” Monty said, finishing his tea. “One can never be too careful. Does Miss Katja know what you do for a living—and I use the term living loosely?”

“She knows I’m a detective—I detect.” I waggled my eyebrows and checked my watch. “She’s normal, the way this evening is going to be. She doesn’t need to know about things like werewolves, magic, or mages.”

“Or angry, possessive, vampires for that matter.” Monty grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. “Well, I wish you a pleasant, uneventful, and normal evening.”

“Where are you going?” I asked, surprised. “I thought you were staying in?”

“I’ve reconsidered,” Monty said. “I know you think this is a night out for you, but actually it’s a night off for me. I’m going to have a quiet dinner at Roselli’s, with an emphasis on quiet.”

I considered leaving Ebonsoul for a split-second, and then realized having it and not needing it was a better scenario than needing it and remembering it was sitting at home. I attached an ankle sheath as I thought about the odds of running into Michiko—or Chi, as I called her.

Chi and I had a complicated understanding. To be fair, she was a vampire and I wasn’t. She belonged to one of the most ancient vampire clans on the planet. When feudal lords were fighting over parcels of land, her family owned entire islands. Her family also helped form the Dark Council, the ruling body of supernatural beings that governed all supernatural activity in the city. She was its current leader.

Tiny, she barely topped five feet and, with her long black hair, looked more like an anime character than the force of lethality I knew her to be. In the distant past, she was known as Karitori-fu—the reaping wind. Tales of her exploits became legend. I was sure they still used stories of her in Japan to make children behave. She was also the one who gave me Ebonsoul.

Like I said, it was complicated. The chances of us working out were zero to nil. Besides, I had seen her out with escorts plenty of times, so it was only fair I enjoyed a night with someone else.

My phone rang to let me know the car had arrived, snapping me out of my reverie. I headed downstairs. The valet held the door open for me as I walked outside to my ride for the evening.

“Where’s Andrei?” I asked the valet as I stepped outside.

“He’s off tonight, sir.” The valet gave a long whistle. “That is one sweet ride, sir.”

I turned to admire the midnight blue Lamborghini Aventador in front of the building. I was expecting a Rolls Royce Phantom, complete with driver. Monty must have let Cecil—the owner of SuNaTran—know this wasn’t business. I slid in behind the wheel and the car wrapped itself around me as the scissor door descended, enclosing me in Italian automotive luxury. I read the note on the steering wheel.

Enjoy your evening, Mr. Strong.-Cecil.

I placed my hand on the dashboard panel, allowing it to read my identity. SuNaTran used innovative tech on most of its vehicles. The car started with a rumble and settled into a controlled purr. I gave Monty silent thanks and roared away from the building, headed uptown to meet Katja.


























TWO

KATJA NOVAKOVA WAS staying at the Waldorf on Park Avenue and 49th Street. She was only in town for a few days for a finance conference. In another life she had been a model; now, she ran her father’s international financial conglomerate—Novakorp Holdings—with an iron fist. Katja was the total package. Intelligent, beautiful, dangerous, and normal. Her father, on the other hand, was a different story.

Novakorp Holdings was based in the mountains of Georgia—the country, not the state. According to my digging, it was getting involved in handling the finances of several rival supernatural entities. In addition to dinner, I was meeting Katja to let her know this was a bad idea. Some of her new clients wouldn’t think twice of retiring her early if they felt slighted or it meant access to a rival’s assets. Once the information was obtained, that retirement would be sudden—and violent.

I pulled up to the front of the hotel and waited. Katja didn’t like to be escorted. She made her bodyguards’ lives hell by escaping them on a regular basis. The roar of an engine startled me. I looked over to see a red McLaren 12C Spider sidle dangerously close to me. 

I was about to give the driver my best New York City greeting, complete with one-finger salute, when I noticed who was behind the wheel. It was Katja. She flashed me a wicked smile and pulled her blond mane into a ponytail as she revved the engine.

“Good evening, Simon.” She looked over at the Lamborghini with a nod. “I’m impressed. Loser buys dinner. Masa, yes?”

I nodded and she took off.

Park Avenue was crowded at all times of the day and night. I swerved around several taxis—or yellow kamikazes, as I called them—and tried to catch up to her. The McLaren was fast, and she was leaving me behind, but it takes more than just the car. Winning a race also depends on the skill of the driver and this was a SuNaTran car. I flipped a few switches on the dashboard and the Lamborghini hissed as it sank lower to the ground. I pressed a button and the engine went from low purr to low purr with a rumble of attitude as the supercharger kicked in—taking the car from fast to escape velocity in a matter of seconds. 

I passed her as I made a left on 57th Street and floored the gas. Masa was located at 10 West Columbus Circle. It was a straight shot until 8th Avenue. She roared up next to me and forced me onto incoming traffic with a nudge and a smile. I swerved around some more cars and pulled the wheel hard to the right, almost sideswiping her. She took off and I saw the McLaren drift right onto 8th Avenue. 

I cut into oncoming traffic on Broadway as I jumped a sidewalk. I nearly clipped the obelisk holding Christopher Columbus and drove between the pylons of his circle. I swerved around his statue and slid in front of the restaurant. The valet jumped back as I skidded to a stop.

I stepped out and locked the car with a squeeze of the door handle as Katja joined me a few seconds later. A huge smile crossed her lips as she stepped out of her car.

“You cheated.” She undid her ponytail, threw the keys to the valet, and shook out her hair. A slitted, black Chanel dress hugged her curves and revealed her long legs. She stopped to slip on a pair of strappy Jimmy Choos before she approached me. She was stunning and she knew it. Her blue eyes gleamed, full of mischief, as I shook my head. “Taking Broadway and cutting through the circle was clever and risky.”

“I didn’t realize there were rules.” I straightened my jacket and felt the comforting weight of Grim Whisper in the small of my back.

“There weren’t,” she whispered as she leaned in and placed a kiss on my cheek. “It’s good to see you again.”

I extended an arm and she lightly rested a hand on it as we entered Masa.

“Shall we?” she said as we walked in.


























THREE

MASA WAS AN expression of shibui-refined beauty that wasn’t affected by time or social changes. The décor was simple and minimal. Subdued lighting highlighted the deep browns and rich reds of the tables and chairs. I noticed several of the faintly glowing runes that were etched into the walls. To the average customer, they would appear simply as Asian designs. I wondered what they would do if a magic-user tried to cast inside the restaurant.

Large plate-glass windows allowed us a view of Columbus Circle. I took off my jacket and made sure we were seated with my back to the wall. We faced the main floor and sat away from the windows. Old habits die hard. Katja gave me a knowing smile. Once seated, she handed the waiter a black credit card.

“Fair is fair.” She looked at me and smiled. “The evening is on me.”

“Evening?” I scanned the room for potential threats. Most looked like regular patrons, but I learned long ago not to judge every book by its cover. Monty taught me even normal-looking mages could be lethal. “Where are your bodyguards?”

Katja waved away my words. “Tonight, it’s just the two of us.”

“For dinner.” I noticed movement on my right, but I remained focused on her eyes, which were so blue it reminded me of those deep pools, the ones that triggered that primal fear but tempted you to dive in at the same time.

“Dinner and whatever follows.” She touched my hand lightly. “We have the entire evening.”

The movement was slight, but I noticed it was matched on my left as well. We were being flanked.

“Katja,” I said, keeping my voice low, “how’s your father these days?”

“He’s well and sends his regards,” she answered with a smile. “He wants to know when you are going to visit.”

“Did you tell anyone about our dinner tonight?” I asked, noticing the shifting of energy in the restaurant. Someone or something was gathering power.

“I answer to no one,” she said with a sniff. “My plans are my own.”

“These new clients of yours—the special ones, do they know you’re here?”

“They’re harmless, Simon.” She was annoyed now as I pushed the point. “They’re bored old men with too much money and not enough to spend it on.”

“I wouldn’t exactly say harmless.” I saw the approaching land mass and kept calm. “And you’re sure no one knows you’re here?”

“I told you, Simon, no one—” she started.

“Good evening, Miss Novakova,” said the wall of muscle who stood next to our table, blocking the view of half the restaurant. To her credit, Katja didn’t jump. She glanced up and I saw her hand slide under the table. “Mr. Strong, what an unpleasant surprise. Is your mage friend nearby?”

He was easily eight feet tall and half as wide. Any larger and he would’ve had his own gravitational field. I leaned back to get the complete image and it wasn’t pretty.

“He’s in the bathroom.” I scanned the room and noticed two men step to the side. That made three including Tall, Dark, and Menacing. “He’ll be right back.”

“That’s a poor lie,” the human wall said. “Your mage is currently sitting at Roselli’s, enjoying dinner.” He pulled out a chair and joined us at the table. I heard the chair scream in protest as he sat.

He knew Monty’s location. This led to a few conclusions: It was more than just the three in Masa. They were following Katja, Monty, and me. The chances of this night ending peacefully were close to zero.

“Who are you?” Katja asked, her voice a steel blade. “Who sent you?”

“I think the better question is—what are you?” I felt the waves of energy coming off him. Human was not at the top of the list.

He smiled at me. It was a gruesome thing of sharpened teeth and fangs. In that moment, I knew. He didn’t intend to let us leave the restaurant—not alive, anyway. I pulled Katja to my side of the table.

“My name is Gren.” He flashed his nightmare of a smile again. “I’m here to escort you back to the hotel, Miss Novakova.” 

“Now whose nose is growing?” I said. “She doesn’t like to be escorted by large, creepy—whatever you are. Really, what are you?”

He glared at me. It was barely a one on the Eastwood scale, but the teeth added to the effect, making it a solid two on the glare-o-meter. “If you interfere, Mr. Strong, I will have to kill you.”

“You’re going to find that I don’t do dead easily.” I returned his glare and added some extra of my own to compensate for the lack of shark teeth. He didn’t seem impressed.

“Miss Novakova will be coming with me.” Gren pushed his chair back. “Why don’t you go join your little wizard friend, Mr. Strong?”

I was about to answer, when the restaurant host, Roth, walked over. He was a tall, wiry man dressed in his usual black suit. As the host, Roth made sure everything went smoothly in the restaurant. As part of the Dark Council, he made sure the neutrality of Masa was preserved. 

“Good evening, Roth.” I gave him a quick glance and a nod. “It’s good to see you again.”

“And you, Mr. Strong.” Roth looked at the tableau before him, gave us a short nod, and clasped his hands behind his back. “Will Ms. Nakatomi be honoring us with her presence tonight?”

“Not tonight, Roth.” I shifted in my chair to give me better access to Grim Whisper. “I’m sure she’s busy with Council matters.”

Roth raised an eyebrow and nodded. “I see,” he said, glancing over at Katja. “Since you are feeling daring this evening, might I suggest the Fugu sashi? It is exquisite.”

“The lady won’t be staying,” Gren said abruptly. “She has business elsewhere. Why don’t you go annoy another table?”

“That is a pity.” Roth stepped closer to the table. “The Masa experience is quite extraordinary. I do wish you would reconsider, miss.”

I sat back and crossed my legs, placing Ebonsoul within easy reach.

“I told you—fuck off,” Gren said, staring at Roth and clenching a fist. 

“This establishment is a designated Dark Council neutral zone, and violence of any sort is prohib—” Roth started.

Gren wrapped one enormous hand around Roth’s neck, plucking him off the ground and cutting off his sentence.

“There’s no violence happening here,” Gren whispered as he stood, still holding Roth by the neck. “We’re having a friendly conversation and you are interrupting.”

Roth may have looked weak and defenseless, but I knew better. The Dark Council ensured that those who oversaw neutral zones could enforce the rules—with deadly force if necessary. Gren had just plucked himself a handful of angry vampire. The two men with Gren pulled out automatic weapons.

It was a smart move inside a neutral zone. Not using magic meant the defenses wouldn’t activate, and my guess was that Gren the Monstrous wasn’t overly concerned about damage from bullets.

“I would strongly suggest against this course of action,” Roth said as he dangled a few feet off the floor. I saw him make a subtle gesture with his hand, and the restaurant began to empty. “If you leave the premises now, this incident will be forgotten. If not—”

I drew Ebonsoul and grabbed the edge of the table as I saw Gren shift his weight. Katja saw me move and slid closer to me. I flipped the table as Gren threw Roth across the restaurant and the two men opened fire.


























FOUR

ROTH DESTROYED SEVERAL of the tables on his way across the restaurant. The solid table offering us cover shattered as Gren drove a fist through it. Katja rolled to the side as I leaped forward. I slashed Gren several times with Ebonsoul. It was about as effective as slashing granite with a butter knife.

I jumped back and looked at him. “What are you?”

He roared in response. Then he grew. Muscles tore through clothing as he added several more feet to his stature.

Gren took a step forward, sending a tremor through the restaurant when his two assistants were introduced to the wall behind us with force. Roth was walking back and he didn’t look pleased. 

Gren whirled around as Roth closed the distance in an instant and drove an uppercut into Gren’s chin, rocking his head back. Roth shook out his hand and looked on in wonder as the large man laughed and took a step back.

Moving faster than anything that size had the right to move, Gren drove a fist into Roth’s midsection, launching him through the window and into the McLaren parked outside, destroying it. Roth shook it off and stalked back inside. The McLaren, or what was left of it, looked less like the height of automotive engineering, and more like a Picasso sculpture.

Gren laughed again and I turned in time to see him pull out a small black box from the pocket of one the unconscious assistants. He rubbed a hand over it and I saw a red glow flare from under the Lamborghini. I grabbed Katja and pulled her with me. We dived behind the large bar as the Lamborghini detonated. Smoking fragments of the Aventador buried themselves in the walls of Masa like shrapnel.

Roth, now joined by five more members of the Dark Council, kept his distance and drew a .500 S&W Magnum. I looked around and saw the other Council members had the same kind of weapon. Calling it a gun would be like saying Little Boy and Fat Man were just bombs. Roth gave a signal, I ducked, and they opened fire. Gren roared again and then I heard the huge thump.  I peeked over the bar and saw the unconscious Gren doing his best impression of a pincushion. He was full of very large, angry-looking darts.

Roth stepped over to the bar. His suit was torn in several places. Scratches and bruises already covered one side of his face. He reached behind the bar and pulled out a phone.

“This is neutral zone zero-zero-two,” he said, looking around. “Threat contained. Send extraction and reconstruction teams. I want to open by tomorrow night.”

He hung up, removed his jacket, and proceeded to give the other Council members instructions. Gren lay immobile in the middle of the floor.

“Katja,” I said when she stepped out from behind the bar, “those harmless old men you were talking about—who exactly are they?”

“One of Father’s clients—they belong to the Penumbra Consortium.” She straightened out her dress and adjusted her thigh sheath, which held a large dagger. She smiled when she caught me looking. “Can’t be too careful.”

I groaned and turned to face the approaching Roth.

“It appears this gentleman”—he glanced at Gren’s prone body—“is in the employ of the Consortium and will be returned to them,” Roth said, looking at me. “It would seem you have angered some powerful individuals, Mr. Strong.”

“Me?” I said, shocked at the accusation. “They weren’t here for me.”

The Penumbra Consortium was the older, darker, angrier, European version of the Dark Council—heavy hitters with long memories and longer reach. Katja, or more likely her father, Dmitry, had pissed off the wrong people. A neighborhood I was incredibly familiar with.

Roth nodded as if to say ‘sure they weren’t’ and stepped over to Katja. “Does the lady need anything?” Roth said, handing Katja a napkin and a glass of water. “Please accept my apologies on behalf of Masa. Your next meal here is complimentary—sans reservation.”

“Thank you,” I said with a sigh. I’d had to call in a few favors just to get the reservation last week. The waitlist was insane. “I really appreciate it.”

“I was referring to the lady.” Roth turned to look at me. “As for you, Mr. Strong, I was informed to give you this message by Mr. Nakatomi: “Tell Strong that if I see him when I get there, I’ll be the last thing he sees.”

“He sounds upset,” I said, grabbing my jacket and sheathing Ebonsoul. “Does he know this isn’t my fault?”

“Quite,” Roth said. “He also made mention of telling his sister about your presence here—without her.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “That would be bad.”

“Ms. Nakatomi’s presence here would complicate matters exponentially,” Roth said with a nod. “The best thing would be to leave the premises under your own volition—while you still can.” 

“We need to go,” I said, grabbing Katja’s hand. “I know a place we can go and be left alone. Coming?”

Katja nodded and we left Masa. We walked down 8th Avenue and hailed a taxi. I normally avoided New York City taxicabs because I’ve grown fond of living, but with both vehicles totaled, we had no choice.

We jumped into the back of a taxi and I pulled out my phone. I dialed Monty and got his voicemail. He’d really taken the night off.

“23rd and Broadway—the Flatiron building,” I said as the driver pulled off and headed downtown. “This place is secure.”

Katja looked behind us nervously as we pulled away.


























FIVE

FLAT EARTH WAS located on the roof of the Flatiron building. It wasn’t a Dark Council neutral zone, but it was an exclusive club. Piero Roselli, who owned several businesses in the city, owned it. This wasn’t as upscale as Roselli’s, his premier restaurant, but it was private. 

“I need to know why the Consortium wants you,” I said, pulling out my phone and pressing the speed dial for the only one I knew who would have the answer.

After a few seconds of the signal bouncing all over the world, I heard his voice.

“Simon, what are you doing on top of the Flatiron building?”

“Staying alive, Hack.” I scanned the horizon as I turned. “What can you tell me about Novakorp and the Consortium?”

I heard the punching of keys. “Nothing good,” he said hurriedly after a moment. “Consortium is cleaning house—oh, shit.”

“What?”

“The woman standing next to you right now wouldn’t happen to be Katja Novakova…would it?”

I refrained from looking around. “What the hell, Hack?”

“We live in a digital world, Simon—cameras everywhere,” he said. “Are you on a date? You look sharp. Does your vampire know?”

“Cut the shit—what about her?”

“She’s toxic.” More tapping of the keyboard. “Consortium wants her ghosted—something about Novakorp withholding information and the loss of funds by one Dmitry Novakova. Bottom line, Consortium wants her erased and is using—whoa.”

“What now?”

“They’ve unleashed a—troll?” he said in disbelief. “Do those things even exist? This one goes by…”

“Gren,” I finished. “Extra-large, hard to kill, bad manners? Yes, they exist and this one is particularly nasty. Can you locate Monty for me?”

“You have incoming and it looks like what you just described,” he said. “If I was you—and I’m glad I’m not right now—I would cut that date short. I’ll contact Montague.”

“Where is he?” I looked over the edge of the roof. “I need an exit that doesn’t introduce us to the pavement at terminal velocity.”

“He, it, is killing the feeds as he goes through the lower level—that thing is a killing machine,” Hack said with admiration. “Wow, Simon when you piss someone off, you go big, in this case…huge.”

“Hack, focus.” I heard the impending destruction as Gren made his way to us. “I need the fastest exit off the roof that doesn’t require us to jump over the edge.”

“North side. There’s a staircase to the lower level. Go. Now. Hack out.”

I grabbed Katja and ran for the north side as the staircase leading to the scenic rooftop restaurant exploded behind us.

“Time to go.”


























SIX

WE GOT TO the top of the metal staircase that was leading down as Gren roared. I made sure Katja went ahead of me as I turned for a quick look. Gren was closing the distance—fast. I jumped over the edge and landed one level below the roof.

Gren had destroyed the lower level of the club. Several bodies lay on the floor. Their uniforms told me it was club security. They must have unsuccessfully tried to stop Gren.

“What is that thing?” Katja asked as we ran down the stairs. “Why is he chasing you?”

“Me?” I nearly yelled as we descended the stairs. “Your father pissed off the wrong people. These people don’t send you angry emails, Kat—they send angry trolls.”

She had taken off the Choos and was racing down the stairs. The Chanel gown had gone through some alterations as well and was more mini-skirt than dress at this point.

“I’ve done nothing.” She looked up when she heard the roar several stories above us. I saw the genuine fear in her eyes and I knew she was telling the truth. “But I think Father has.”

We made it to the ground floor. Apparently, trolls don’t navigate narrow staircases well. We headed for the back exit, when I heard the crashing of concrete and metal outside. A few seconds later, the large form of Gren landed in front of the building.

“That’s one way to deal with a narrow staircase.” I grabbed Katja and ran for the back as my phone rang. 

“Your Hack friend interrupted my dinner—something about a troll?” It was Monty. “Why does Masa look like a warzone?”

“I’m leaving Flat Earth being chased by a troll,” I said as the front entrance exploded into the lobby. “An angry, persistent troll” —I looked at Katja—“who somehow manages to know where my date is without GPS.”

“Get outside to Madison Square Park. I’ll be waiting,” Monty said. “Try to leave your troll friend behind.”

“Hilarious.” I kicked open the back door and came out on Fifth Avenue. The park was to my right and a block away. In the distance, I saw a flash of blue light and Monty waved at me. We took off at a dead run.

Behind us, the wall exploded with a roar as masonry slammed into cars in the street. 

“Strong!” Gren yelled, shaking some of the building’s windows. All the running clearly didn’t amuse him. “I’m going to crush you and suck on your bones and then I’m going to crush Miss Novakova.”

“That—that’s just gross,” I said as we crossed the street. “And how am I suddenly a target?”

I stopped in the middle of 23rd Street and made sure Katja crossed to the other side as Monty led her to the teleportation circle before joining me. He tossed me a magazine and I slammed it into Grim Whisper, putting one in the chamber. The black wisps of energy let me know they were entropy rounds.

“So how is your date progressing?” Monty said as he formed a large orb of air. “Looks like an eventful evening so far.”

“Piero is going to kill me for destroying Flat Earth,” I said as we closed the distance on the approaching Gren. “Troll was sent by the Consortium to tie off a loose end.”

“Meaning your date?” Monty asked, and I nodded.

“Seems like Novakorp is being liquidated.” I glanced back at the nervous Katja. “Dmitry must have skimmed off the wrong account. He always was a slimy bastard.”

“An actual troll?” Monty asked as he released the orb. “I always thought they were smaller and inhabited lairs under bridges?”

“Maybe this one is in-between bridges.” I emptied the magazine in Gren’s chest as he screamed. The orb hit him a second later and flung him back into the lobby of the Flatiron building. I looked back at Monty, impressed.

“What did you hit him with?” I asked, surprised. “Your orbs don’t usually do that kind of damage.”

Gren roared.

“Clearly it wasn’t enough.” Monty turned and started running back to the teleportation circle. “We need to regroup.”

I saw Katja standing in the center of the circle. She gave me a worried wave as we crossed 23rd Street again and then she disappeared.


























SEVEN

“WHERE DID YOU send her?” I looked around the entrance to the park, but Katja was gone. “Why did you teleport her?”

“I didn’t teleport her anywhere.” Monty looked down at the circle. “I don’t see any remains of your date and the circle hasn’t been activated.”

“Is that supposed to be encouraging?” I said, examining the area around the circle. “If you didn’t teleport her, where did she go?”

“There are very few creatures that could snatch an adult female without leaving bloody remains.” He looked up at me. “This has all the markings of your—”

“Michiko,” I whispered, and Monty nodded. “Shit. Why would she take Katja?”

Monty gave me a ‘you can’t be that dense’ look.

“Katja’s father is going to be quite displeased that you lost his daughter.” Monty looked across the street and narrowed his eyes. “Although we may have more pressing concerns at the moment.”

“I didn’t lose her,” I snapped back and turned at the roar coming from the Flatiron building. “It’s not like she’s a cellphone I misplaced. Someone or something took her.”

“A perfectly rational explanation,” Monty said as he gestured, causing the runes in the circle to brighten. “I’m sure Mr. Novakova—does he still go by ‘The Butcher of Georgia? —Or has he mellowed with age? In any case I’m certain he will be pleased to know you didn’t lose her, she was just taken while out with you. That makes all the difference.”

“I’m all cheered up now.” I looked at the glowing runes in the teleportation circle. “Dmitry will be pissed if that troll flattens Katja.”

“I told you this date was ill-advised,” Monty said. “We need to go.”

The façade of the Flatiron that faced north, the point of the triangle-shaped building, erupted in a shower of stone and debris. Gren lumbered out of the building, pushing large pieces of the destroyed wall out of his way.

“He looks unhappy,” I said as Monty traced more runes around us. The circle flared and Gren began running at us. “I emptied an entire magazine of entropy rounds into Mr. Angry Troll. I think it’s time we invested in an RPG or do you have a troll- be-gone nuke spell?”

“I’m going to crush the bitch—then you die, little man,” Gren rasped as he closed the distance. I saw him stop in the middle of the street, look around, and sniff the air before turning south at a dead run, ignoring us.

“Little man?” I said, looking around. “Did he mean me?”

“It’s clear he meant you.” Monty sniffed. “I’ve never been referred to as ‘little’ anything.”

“Amazing how your motivational talks always end up doing the opposite.”

“If it’s any consolation, you are an enormous source of daily aggravation.”

“Not helping.” I scowled in response. “Let’s get out of here.”

Monty nodded, placing a hand on the circle, and then the world went white. When it came back into focus, we were standing in our office. Michiko, wearing a black trench coat, stood in the center of our reception area with a shocked Katja sitting on the couch. 

My stomach clenched, forcing me to rush to the bathroom. I want to say it was the effect of the teleportation—not the expression of restrained lethality on Chi’s face—that caused my gastric distress.


























EIGHT

“WHO IS THIS woman to you?” Michiko looked briefly at Katja before fixing her gaze on me again as I returned to the reception area. “How do you know her?”

It wasn’t the words, but rather the tone that made me pause. This was one of those crossroads questions and my life could be filled with untold pain depending on how I answered. I opted for living dangerously because honesty is always better than deception—clearly a suicidal thought, considering the situation.

“She’s my date,” I said. “Her name is Katja Novakova and she’s in danger.”

“Not as much as you are right now,” Monty muttered and went to the kitchen. “Would anyone like some tea and biscuits? It will make a sparse arval, but it will suffice as a funeral feast.” Katja raised a shaky hand and moved to the kitchen. 

They were a play of contrasts. Michiko was a slight, tiny woman, barely topping five feet, her long black hair pulled tight into a braid behind her. Katja was tall and statuesque. Her golden mane of disheveled hair flowed around her as she moved in the kitchen next to Monty.

Michiko stood motionless. Her emotionless black eyes followed me as I moved to the office I shared with Monty. She appeared in the office a moment later, radiating quiet menace—which was her default presence.

“Do you love this woman?” Michiko asked quietly.

I enjoyed living on the edge, but I wasn’t that suicidal.

“No, she’s a friend and her father is mixed up in something shady.” I placed my hand on a section of the wall and a panel slid back, revealing a large strongbox. I pulled it out and placed it on the desk next to the wall. “I have to help her.”

“She is quite beautiful,” Chi said, staring at me. “I can see the attraction.”

The voice in my head broke out the megaphone and semaphore flags along with a few neon signs, warning me not to agree.

“She’s stunning, but I’m not attracted—was just out on a date, trying to enjoy a non-magical, non-lethal dinner with quiet company.” I grabbed a few more magazines of entropy rounds and reloaded Grim Whisper. I grabbed Ebonsoul and attached it to my thigh. “That plan, of course, crashed and burned once Gren the Terror Troll showed up.”

Chi raised an eyebrow. “This is your definition of dinner attire?” she said as I adjusted the thigh sheath.

“She has a troll after her sent by the Consortium.”

“I know. Her father has stolen from the elders of the Consortium,” Chi said and stepped close to me. “I will ask one more time to make certain: Do you love this woman?”

Something about the way she asked this time made me take notice.

“I’m taken.” I stared straight into her eyes. “You may know her. She happens to be the psycho-vampire leader of the Dark Council.”

 “That answer is the only reason your date will see the light of another day.” She smiled and placed a hand on my cheek. “Our bond is deeper than blood, Simon” —she pointed at Ebonsoul—“and it’s the reason you wield the means to undo me.”

A cough interrupted us. Monty stood at the door. Michiko stepped back.

“I hate to interrupt this tender moment, but Ms. Novakova is currently being tracked by a large, angry troll,” he said, sipping more of his tea. “I think I know how.”

“How?” I said and grabbed another magazine of entropy rounds, really wishing we had a rocket launcher. “He can smell her perfume?”

“Close,” Monty said with a nod. “He’s using something like runic radar. She’s been marked by an inhibiting tracker rune. It’s too complicated to undo and teleportation is out of the question. My guess is the Consortium wanted to make sure Dmitry returned what he stole.”

“By unleashing a troll on his daughter?” I asked, incredulous. “Isn’t that overkill—no pun intended?”

Monty groaned and shook his head.

“By sending a message,” Michiko said. “The troll will only be the beginning. The Consortium will destroy Novakorp and the rest of his family—and finally, Dmitry, if he doesn’t comply.”

“Can we stop it?” I asked. “Entropy rounds only tickled it.”

“We can, but it will have to be together,” Michiko said and headed back to the reception area with Monty and me in tow. “Your date will need to fight for her life as well—it’s the only way.”

“You want Katja to face an unstoppable mountain of hate sent to make her a memory?” I asked in disbelief. 

“Only if she wants to live,” Chi said, looking at Katja, who had changed out of the Chanel and into combat gear. “Do you want to live, Ms. Novakova?”

Katja nodded. “Yes, I would like to,” Katja said quietly. “I have grown fond of my life.”

“Your runed dagger.” Chi held out her hand to Katja. “May I see it?”

Katja opened her eyes in surprise and handed Chi the dagger she carried. “How did you know?”

 “Someone knew they would send a troll after you.” Chi looked over the dagger and gave a short nod before returning it. “This is a unique weapon. Who gave you this?”

“I was instructed to keep it on me at all times.” Katja returned the dagger to its sheath. “My head of security gave it to me. Oh no—do you think—?”

“They aren’t the target, you are,” Chi said. “Your dagger was designed with a specific purpose. With a little assistance we may be able to stop this creature.”

“How did you know about the troll?” I asked. “I had to use back-channels.”

“The Consortium and the Council aren’t allies, but we do inform each other of activity engaged in each other’s region of influence out of mutual respect,” Chi said and adjusted her holster.

I noticed she carried a .500 S&W Magnum like Roth and the rest of the Council members in Masa. “Is that standard issue?” I pointed at the handcannon. “That thing is longer than my arm.”

Michiko gave me a slight smile. “When a rampant troll is in your city, you plan accordingly,” she said and patted the gun. “This will only get its attention. You and your date will have to finish it.”


























NINE

BY THE TIME we stood outside the Moscow, Robert had pulled up silently in the black Phantom. Each of SuNaTran’s drivers was highly trained. They could execute tight J-turns and other evasion-style techniques to ensure the safety of their passengers.

The bottomless pit known as the trunk was dubbed Pandora’s Box because it contained just a little of everything and was all designed to cause pain or explode, and in most cases, both. 

With a push of a button, Robert opened the doors as we approached. He was the only driver I knew in the years we had used SuNaTran. He was stockily built, with quick eyes and lightning-fast reflexes. 

“Robert,” I said, and nodded when we got inside. “Battery Park, please.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Strong. Right away,” he said with a slight accent.

“Battery Park?” Monty asked.

“It was about an hour from the time we left Masa until Gren the Unstoppable caught up with us at Flat Earth.” I checked the time. “I don’t know how he’s using this ‘runic radar’ but he’s going to be close by now.”

“Battery Park will be ideal,” Chi said, looking out of the window. “At this time of night it’s empty.”

“Do you think the Council—?” I started.

“The Dark Council won’t violate this contract.” Chi stared out the window. “The repercussions from the Consortium would be devastating.”

“But you’re here,” I said, confused. “You’re the leader of the Dark Council.”

“No.” Chi turned to face me. Her look erased any further questions. “I’m here to make sure this troll leaves my city—dead or alive. There are limited ways of achieving this.”

“Eliminate the troll or the target,” Monty said. “Since Ms. Novakova is still breathing, it seems we’re going with the first option?”

“For now,” Chi whispered and looked out of the window again.

“Does this thing have any weaknesses?” I asked, checking Grim Whisper. “I emptied a magazine of entropy rounds and slashed it with Ebonsoul—with no effect.”

“This creature is resistant to magic and has only one weak point—the eyes,” Chi said and glanced at Katja. “Ebonsoul will only slow it down, even if you surrender to the blade. To stop the troll, its eyes must be pierced with a soul render.”

“A what?”

“The blade your date carries,” Chi said, pointing at the dagger on Katja’s hip. “I may be able to incapacitate it for a short while, but she must stab its eyes with her dagger.”

“Oh—only stab it in the eyes?” I said in disbelief. “At least it’s not a small thermal exhaust port right below the main port—that would be difficult.”

“Trolls do not possess ‘ports’—what are you referring to?” Chi waved my words away. “I said the eyes.”

“Never mind.” I holstered Grim Whisper. “Will your darts knock it out?”

“They were ineffective at Masa,” she whispered. “The creature should have been unconscious for hours. It rose after twenty minutes and destroyed the neutral zone. It will take months to restore the restaurant.”

“That wasn’t my fault.”

“Who made the reservation?”

In this case, the best response was no response.

“Can anyone else do this?” Monty asked, breaking the silence. “I don’t know if Ms. Novakova will be up to the task.”

“No.” Chi shook her head slowly. “She is the target. She must perform the rending and undo the tether binding her to the creature.”

“I can do it,” Katja whispered, placing a hand on the dagger. “I must.”

“If not, your life ends,” Chi said matter-of-factly. “Either way, the creature will leave this city tonight.”

The Phantom came to a stop and Robert opened the doors.

“You two really know how to cheer people up,” I said as I jumped out of the car. “You should start an inspirational irony motivational course. I’m sure it would be packed.”

“Will that be all, sir?” Robert asked, closing the doors after us.

“One more thing, Robert,” I said as I heard a distant roar. “Drive away as fast as you can. This place is going to become hazardous to your health.”

Robert tipped his cap, entered the Phantom, and drove away. I looked around. In front of us sat the squat Castle Clinton National Monument. It was a circular building with an open courtyard in the center. If you needed to contain an angry, indestructible troll, it was perfect.

“In there,” I said, pointing at the heavy iron doors. “Monty, you think you can—?”

The door swung inward and slammed against the wall, shattering the stone as Chi entered the castle first.

“That was subtle,” I said following her inside.

Chi unholstered her handcannon. “We aren’t here to be subtle.” She checked to make sure each of the chambers held a round. I seriously doubted five shots would be enough. “We’re here to be efficient.”

A boulder the size of a small car sailed past us and into the opposite wall with a crash.

“Angry troll—incoming.” I moved to the side and made sure Katja was out of the line of fire. “Stay hidden until it’s down.”

I joined Chi and Monty in the center of the courtyard.


























TEN

“YOU CAN’T HIDE her from me.” Gren entered the castle, ripping the door off its hinges. “We are bound. I will find her.”

“Doesn’t matter if you find her.” I drew Grim Whisper. “You can’t have her.”

Gren sniffed the air, narrowed his eyes at Chi, and stopped walking.

“Vampire, you would help a human?”

“Will you leave this woman unharmed?” Chi asked, taking aim with the handcannon.

Gren smiled, flexed his fingers, and cracked his neck.

“I’m not an expert at body language, but that looks like a no,” I said, stepping back. 

“I have one target—her.” Gren pointed where Katja hid. “If you release her to me, I will leave. If you refuse, I will kill all of you and reduce your city to rubble.”

“How about, instead, we refuse, you leave, and we aren’t forced to erase you?” I asked. “That sounds like a win-win.”

Laughter filled the castle as Gren charged at us.

Monty and Chi fanned out to either side as Gren came straight at me. Monty unleashed several orbs of white-hot flame as Chi fired her elephant darts. They both hit the large mountain of ugly troll with little effect.

I unloaded Grim Whisper and may as well have been using rubber bullets. I grabbed Ebonsoul and leaped to the side as Gren brought a fist down where I’d stood a second earlier, cratering the ground. I slashed his arm and he roared as I managed to scratch him. For a second, I doubted Ebonsoul’s edge as I saw the wound heal on his arm.

“Magic and venom will not stop me,” Gren said, brushing the darts off his body. He moved faster than I expected and buried a fist in my chest, launching me into the wall and shattering the brick. “Your blade may cut, but it will not rend.”

I slid off the wall and fell to the ground. My body flushed with heat to deal with the damage as I heard him close in on me. I looked up through the haze of pain and saw him raise a foot to stomp me into oblivion.

A blast of air filled the courtyard, catapulting Gren over the wall and out of the castle. I heard the splash a few seconds later as he landed in the Hudson River.

“Thanks, Monty,” I croaked and tried to catch a breath. “Can you launch him farther away—like Alaska?”

“He’s resistant to magic, even indirectly,” Monty said, giving me a hand as I stood shakily. “You need to negate that or this won’t end well.”

“Not end well?” I said, rubbing my chest as I felt my body heal. “It’s not starting well either.”

“Simon, stop trying to use the blade, and let it use you,” Chi said and loaded more monster darts into her gun. “If you focus and stop toying with it, we can bring its defenses down and end this threat.”

I stared at her.

“Toying with it?” I took a deep breath. “Are you serio—?”

One side of the castle exploded in a shower of bricks. Monty cast a shield as debris fell around us. I looked through the gap in the wall and saw several large boats capsized or sinking into the river.

“Time to die,” Gren said as he walked through the gaping hole in the wall. 

I felt the cold coming off Monty as he nodded at me. Chi fired again and I raced at Gren. That voice, the one that warned me of ultra-bad choices, was screaming about how being immortal didn’t matter if I was torn to pieces.

Gren slid forward and Monty hit him with a blast of cold air. “I told you magic doesn’t work on me, little man,” Gren said and swiped at my head. 

I ducked under the arm and unleashed Ebonsoul. The runes on its blade flared to life as I thrust it into Gren’s chest. It cut through his skin and penetrated. I pushed it in as it siphoned the troll’s life force and filled me with power.

“He wasn’t using the magic against you,” I said as I forced myself to let go of the blade and step back. Ice encased Gren from the neck down, immobilizing him as he struggled in vain. “He was using it on the water you’re covered in.”

Gren glared at me and then laughed. “This can’t hold me forever.” The sound of cracking ice filled the night. “I will be free and crush you first.”

“Now, Katja!” I yelled, and she stepped out from her hiding spot. “You won’t get another chance.”

“What can she do?” Gren mocked as Katja approached. “She has no magic, no power, and no weapon.”

“I have this.” Katja pulled out her dagger, and Gren’s eyes widened slightly. “This can stop you.”

“A soul render.” Gren’s voice held a tinge of fear. “Put that away before you hurt someone.”

Chi holstered her gun as Monty stepped close and gestured. A blue rune descended over the ice, solidifying it.

“He’s correct.” Monty looked at Katja. “The ice won’t contain him indefinitely—you need to act now.”

Katja held the blade over Gren’s face as he stared at her. I loaded another magazine of entropy rounds into Grim Whisper. Katja raised an arm and hesitated.

“What if it doesn’t stop him?” Her hand shook slightly. “What if he comes after me again?”

“This won’t do anything,” Gren whispered. “I’ll come for you and rip you apart. You can’t stop me.”

“I won’t live in fear.” Katja’s hand grew still. “Tonight, you die.”

The ice cracked and Gren managed to free one arm. Katja brought the soul render down twice, and removing his eyes. Gren screamed into the night as I fired the Grim Whisper, bringing silence. A rune appeared on Katja’s cheek, flared, and disappeared.

In moments, the entropy rounds dissolved Gren’s body, leaving a large mound of melting ice and the Ebonsoul. I sheathed the blade and noticed the figures standing at the periphery of the castle.

“Yours?” I looked at Chi as she nodded.

“My personal guard is never far.” Sirens wailed in the distance as she stepped close to me and placed a hand on my chest. “Your date will need to be returned to her father. The Council will handle her extradition.”

“What about the Consortium?” I asked. “They won’t be happy about how this turned out.”

“I’ll inform them that your agency felt it was imperative to deal with the threat their troll posed to the city,” Chi said and motioned with her hand. Several of her guard appeared next to Katja. “If you like, I can tell them it was the result of your date.”

“No, thanks.” I heard the distinct sirens and saw the blue flashing lights of the NYTF getting closer to the park. “The troll threat story is fine.”

Katja stepped close, but not too close as she glanced over at Chi. “I want to say thank you for the evening—but this isn’t what I had in mind when you said ‘date.’ Take care, Simon.”

“You too, Kat.” 

Michiko grabbed my chin and gently turned my head to face her. “The next time you want to go on a date?” she whispered into my ear. “Don’t.”

Chi stepped back and motioned again. She disappeared along with Katja, and her guard. An NYTF cruiser pulled into the castle and skidded to a stop several feet away. Ramirez got out, took a deep breath, and walked over to where we stood.

“Why does half of my city look like a damn war zone, Strong?” he said in his best outside voice, bleeding-ear levels. “I have several destroyed restaurants, a demolished landmark building, city streets that look jackhammered, dead bodyguards, destroyed luxury vehicles, and now a national monument—half of a national monument—in ruins.”

“He went on a date,” Monty said, pulling out a phone. “I told him it was a bad idea.” 

I was about to speak when Ramirez held up a hand.

“No,” he said, barely containing the explosion of rage. “Just go. Get out of my sight. Don’t call me. I don’t want to see or hear from you for a month—at least.”

I looked around at the devastation as we walked out of the castle and into Battery Park. A string of Spanish curses followed us out as Ramirez started giving orders to his men. A black Phantom glided silently up the street and stopped at the corner.

“I’m just going to say that none of this was my fault.” I turned back to view the devastation Gren had wreaked on the park. “Maybe I should tell him it was a troll?”

“I doubt it will make a difference.” Monty dialed a number on his phone and looked at me. “Roselli’s? You may want to inform Piero about Flat Earth before he calls you.”

I groaned. “Fine. Besides, I’m starving.” Robert opened the door of the Phantom. “I never got to enjoy dinner at Masa.”

“Well, never let it be said your dates are boring,” Monty said with the hint of a smile. “When is the next one? There’s still much of the city left intact, you know.”

“Such humor and wit.” I jumped in the car. “I don’t know how you manage to contain yourself.”

“It’s not easy,” he said, getting in after me. “Roselli’s, Robert.”

“Yes, sir.” Robert slid in behind the wheel and pulled away. “We may have to take a few detours. The city seems to have been under attack this evening. Many of the main streets are closed for construction.”

Monty sat back. “Understood,” he said and glanced at me. “Take the safest route. Avoid the damage. Simon has had an eventful evening and would prefer some peace and quiet.”

“I’m never going to live this down, am I?” I asked as Robert raised the partition with a tip of his hat. “Do you think this will blow over?”

“Are you asking if this date night will fade into memory?”

“Yes—exactly that.”

“Well, it depends.” Monty rubbed his chin. “The Dark Council has a destroyed high-profile neutral zone. The Consortium will certainly remember your involvement with their troll assassin. Piero and the vampire community won’t forget the devastation of Flat Earth—it was a hot spot for them.”

“Forget I asked.”

“Not to mention Ramirez, the NYTF, and the city now have a major reconstruction plan underway due to your evening of frivolity.”

“So, no—it won’t fade away,” I asked, knowing the answer. “And there was no frivolity, none.”

Monty closed his eyes and shook his head slowly, the hint of a smile still on his lips. “I think it’s safe to say this date will be with you for quite some time.”

THE END
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ONE

“YOU WANT THIS war to end, Tristan? This mission will get you one step closer to that.”

“According to the rumors, this is suicide.” I sipped my Earl Grey as I weighed our options. “How many stranded on Ellis?”

“Two battalions we can’t get to and one hundred of your mages who can’t cast on that godforsaken island,” Commander Zava answered. “We can’t get into the city while the Black Heart is active.”

Commander Zava, leader of the Free Forces, was a bear of a man. He towered over the table, his giant hands gripping the sides. Lines of weariness crisscrossed his face, giving him a haggard appearance. 

“Air strike?” I offered.

“Air strikes—or any other method, including teleports—have been neutralized,” he growled. “I don’t need to tell you what happened to the aborted teleports.”

I winced and shook my head. “No need.”




Zava sighed, rubbing his face. One of his assistants placed a steaming cup of coffee on one of the smaller tables behind us.

We stood in a small rune-covered room of a bunker complex designated Bravo. It was located several miles from the forward base of Fort Wadsworth. Desks were on one side and a large table dominated the center of the space. On the table were maps and diagrams of the city and the surrounding islands. The runes that covered every surface were to prevent eavesdropping of any kind. 

Zava handed me a sheet of paper and I looked down at the call signs written on it. 

“These names are ridiculous, Henry. ‘Banshee’? Really? I don’t know whether to be offended or amused.”

“Apparently, Tristan Montague, Golden Circle battle mage extraordinaire, is known throughout the land. Something to do with buildings exploding around you.”

“This is a war. Do you expect me to be gentle?”

“Gentle? Do you even know the meaning of the word?”

I glared at him. “My methods may be unorthodox, but they are effective.”

“Be that as it may, call signs come from above my pay grade. Operational security and all that. The entire team will use them.”

“But Banshee?”

“Your swords do that” —he waved his hand around—“they do that screaming thing, right?”

“They wail. It’s why they’re called the Sorrows.”

“Sure, they wail and wherever you go you leave a trail of death and destruction.”

“I’m a battle mage. It’s what I trained to be. Last I checked we were fighting supernatural enemies bent on wiping out humanity. Would you like me to negotiate terms with them over tea?”

“Well, the name makes sense. Wailing swords and lots of death equals Banshee. Besides, no one knows who Banshee is and this op is as black as they come. Be thankful they didn’t go with the first choice.”

“Which was?”

“The Wailing Mage.”

I stared at him and he shrugged.

“I can’t believe you said that with a straight face. Banshees are really known for keening, not wailing. There’s a difference, you know.”

“Wail, keen…no one is going to hear anything over the destruction, trust me. Bottom line, no real names.”

“Where’s the rest of my tribus?”

A tribus or tribus-bellum was an operational battle unit of three mages, each with distinct roles. It consisted of a battle mage, a defensive mage, and a healer.

“White Phoenix is sending a healer, and the Stone Citadel is sending over defense. They should arrive in the conference room in” —he looked at his watch—“five minutes.”

I nodded. The White Phoenix sect was famous for its healing mages. I had history with the Stone Citadel. A few years back, several of their mages had been captured. I’d organized an unsanctioned rescue that cost lives. 

The Citadel held me responsible, unofficially. What they neglected to admit at the inquiry was that their mages had disobeyed orders and deviated from the agreed upon plan of attack. They had risked an entire battalion of mages by being caught by the enemy.

Ever since then, our sects only spoke when necessary and avoided each other as much as possible. Stone Citadel mages were some of the best defensive magic-users in the war so it would be good to have one in the tribus.

“Good choices. How did you get the Citadel to agree to send you one of theirs?”

“When they asked who led the tribus, I told them it was being led by Banshee.”

“Was that an attempt at humor?”

“Like I said, everyone knows you and no one wants to be next to Tristan Montague in a battle. I think it’s the concern about crushing debris.” 

“Hilarious. Tell me what insanity we’re facing.”

“A team needs to infiltrate and disable the ley-lines to the Black Heart from the inside—on Keyes Island.”

“Disrupt ley-lines. Has command gone completely mental? Can’t be done.”

“We found a way to re-route them for short periods of time. Dangerous and extremely risky.”

“The word you’re looking for is suicidal.”

“We have a team situated farther inland on the ley-line to allow you a small window of access on Keyes.”

I glanced down to where he pointed at the map sitting on the table. It was a small island situated a few miles south from Ellis Island. Keyes Island was a deathtrap in the best of conditions. It held one large fort-like structure, long abandoned, and was aptly named Oblivion.

“If Oblivion vents while we’re on the island, this will be a short mission indeed.”

“Ley-line vents work on thresholds. The team giving you the staggered window will bleed off enough of the runic energy to prevent a major vent.”

“If they miss one of those windows…”

“They won’t.”

“What’s waiting for us inside?”

“Ley-line vents are basically a rectangular box with staggered floors to shunt the energy outward from the line.” 

“You have no idea, do you?”

Zava shook his head. “We tried to drop a team inside. No one made it past the roof. The entrance was protected by a runic lock.”

“You’d need a mage to unlock the roof access. Anyone else would trigger the defenses.”

“So we learned, the messy way. From our scans, we were able to determine that once past the roof, it’s a straight shot to the lower level. I can’t, however, tell you what’s on the way down.”

“Wonderful, we’re going in blind.”

It was considered impossible to set foot on the island, whether supernatural or normal, and survive for long. The runic backwash from the venting was fatal to most. No one was supposed to be able to re-route ley-line energy to create defensive shields.

Except that someone or something had done just that. An artifact named the Black Heart—a quantum runic stone—sat in the center of the city surrounded by an impenetrable shield. The defenses for the Black Heart originated on Keyes Island.

“If we manage to disrupt the ley-lines, how long does that disable Ellis?”

Ellis Island—the entire island—was configured with runes. It had recently been converted to a mage detention site due to its becoming a null zone. Every magic-user steered clear of it. The ley-lines that powered the defenses of the Black Heart also fed the runes on the island.

“If done correctly, eight hours before the backflow overwhelms the inhibiting runes and blasts them to nothing during the venting.”

“You expect to exfiltrate two battalions and one hundred mages in eight hours?”

“I know,” Commander Zava said, looking away. He was tired and it showed. “The exfiltration is not the priority.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“If I give you the ley-line window, can you get on Keyes?”

“With a solid tribus, odds are fifty-fifty. The traps and failsafes make the entire island deadly.”

“You’ll have two more, in addition to your tribus.” The commander looked around to one of his assistants. “Make sure they’re in the conference room.”

The assistant stepped out of the room quietly.

“Henry, I only need a tribus-bellum,” I said, trying to keep my composure. “We operate as a triad. We don’t need two more of anything. They’ll only get in the way or get everyone killed.”

“I know—you’re war mages. Tough as nails and nearly impossible to kill.”

I nodded. “That would be accurate. This is why we don’t need another two—”

“I buried what was left of the last tribus a week ago, Tristan.”

He let the words sink in for a moment. They had the desired effect.

“Bloody hell,” I muttered under my breath. “Who?”

“Fitzgerald, Brown, and Jenkins. Rumor has it Jenkins panicked and rushed in ahead and alone, got everyone killed. You battle mages seem like an unstable group.”

“He was always a bit reckless, but I’ve never known him to disregard combat codes of conduct.”

“Whatever is on Keyes Island made him disregard everything. He rushed ahead and triggered some of the failsafes. He went down first and fast. The other two followed a few seconds later.”

“And we’re not sending a larger force because…?”

“They would be detected and erased. We tried that first. Threw everything at Keyes…lost them all. A surgical strike is the best option.”

“They were a solid team,” I said. “One of the best.”

“Not solid enough,” Zava replied. “You go with five or you don’t go at all. Brass is looking at unleashing the Revelation Protocol on both islands.”

“That would kill everyone on Ellis—it would erase the island.”

“It’s Ellis or the entire city. That’s the choice we’re looking at if you fail,” he said quietly. “I know you have friends on Ellis and, frankly, this mission is screwed six ways to Sunday. No shame in saying no and walking way. You don’t need to sacrifice your life.”

“Walking away isn’t an option. Who are my defense and healer?”

He shuffled some papers until he found what he was looking for. “Andrews is your healer and Gibbons is support.”

“And the other two?”

“A pair of brothers, fighters from”—he shuffled his papers again— “says here they’re from the region of Tibet, whatever that means. In any case, the older brother doesn’t speak much English but seems to understand it, and the younger brother is quite fluent. They are both quite lethal and come highly recommended.”

“Sorry, did you say Gibbons?”

“Is there an issue?” Zava asked. “I was told he’s the best defensive mage we could get. They call him Gibraltar.”

“No issue,” I said. “He just holds me responsible for the death of his brother. There’s also the small matter of his vowing to remove me from the face of the earth. Other than that, it should be fine.”

“Shit, Tristan, I can’t get anyone else. We’re running out of time.”

“We’ll make it work,” I said, holding up a hand. “He can kill me after we get everyone off Ellis and destroy the Black Heart.”

“I never mentioned destroying the Black Heart.”

“We are destroying it, though, right? Tell me this is a seek-and-destroy mission.”

He shook his head and looked around to make sure we were alone. “The exfil is a distraction. The real goal is to remove and retrieve the artifact. That being said, an Omega Free Force Squad will be ready to move in once you drop the defenses on Keyes and disable Ellis. The main attack force lands on Ellis in three days.”

“Retrieve? Not destroy?”

“Brass wants it under their control.”

“Do you know what it is?”

“The artifact?” More paper shuffling as he found his notes. “It’s a quantum disruptor created to facilitate temporal transit.”

“Do you even know what that means?”

He shook his head. “No, except that the higher ups want it out of the city and used by our side.”

“Are you serious? They didn’t brief you on this?”

“I know all I need to know, Tristan. It’s dangerous and giving the supernaturals an advantage over the Free Forces. Do I need to know more?”

“A quantum runic stone is a rune made solid. It’s an extremely difficult and rare process. The Black Heart being a temporal stone means it bends time.”

“Bends time?”

“This stone allows the supernatural armies to time-skip three seconds anywhen—forwards, backwards, and most impressively, sideways in time. Ziller would be giddy with that stone.”

“Sideways? What the hell does that mean?”

“It can create a parallel instance, a place where time stops flowing. That’s why it’s so dangerous. I know of only one other runic stone in existence.”

“Who has that one?”

“No one. It sits in the center of a time loop inaccessible to anyone. The last mage who tried to extract it was gone for a millennium. He returned insane. It was sealed away after that.”

“And Command thinks they can harness that?”

“They can’t, but it won’t stop them from trying. It needs to be destroyed, Henry. Or at the very least disabled and contained.”

“They think they can control it. Orders are to bring it back intact. Retrieval is the priority. According to the brass it’s what’s preventing the city defenses from being breached.”

“And Ellis Island? Expendable?”

“My instructions are to save them if I can, but not lose sight of the priority. The Omega Free Force is to facilitate evac and take the island. For that to happen the defenses need to be down on Keyes.”

“The artifact is the priority. Bloody magnanimous, your bosses,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s comforting to know I can trust them if this goes bollocks up.”

“You can’t, but you knew that. You have three days before they erase Ellis Island and go for the artifact with force,” Zava said. “I don’t need to tell you what a bloodbath that will be.”

“No, you don’t. Let’s get my team.”


























TWO 

WE ARRIVED AT a larger conference room where the rest of the team was assembled around the large table. A large topographical map covered half of it. Upon closer inspection, I realized it was a detailed schematic of Keyes Island with Oblivion in the center. Next to it sat a map of the city. Times Square was circled in red.

I noticed Andrews and Gibbons right away. The other two men looked related, with slight Asian features. An air of quiet menace hung about them. They were of average height and both wore black combat gear. Andrews and Gibbons wore mage armor similar to my own. Mage armor was normal combat gear, but it was covered in runic defenses. I didn’t expect to run into enemy magic-users, but one could never be too prepared.

“Andrews and Gibbons,” Zava said, pointing. “This is Kano, known as the Fan, and his brother, Noh, who goes by Stick. In fact, from here on out you’ll be using your call signs. Especially over any kind of communications.”

Both brothers gave me a slight bow. I narrowed my eyes at them—not in an attempt to intimidate, but rather in an effort to read their magical signatures. It was one of the ways to determine the magical level of those I faced.

I saw they had some magical ability but the energy signature I read was diffuse and distinctly not that of a mage.

“Is this really necessary?” I asked.

“No names, call-signs only. Let me hear them.”

“Banshee Leader,” I said with a growl.

 “Ironheart,” Andrews said with a smile and entirely too much good cheer. I guessed he hadn’t been briefed on the odds of our survival.

“Fan,” Kano said with another slight bow.

“Stick,” Noh said quietly, mimicking his brother’s bow.

“Gibraltar,” Gibbons said, staring at me. “You and I have a conversation to finish after this mission, Banshee.”

“Excuse me?” Andrews held up a hand. “Why is he going by Banshee? Does he intend to scream at our enemies?”

“Because he’s bringing those blasted crying blades of his.” Gibraltar pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can feel the headache coming on already from the bloody wailing.”

“They’re called the Sorrows.” I returned his stare.

“Bloody nuisance is what they are, but we can discuss that after this mess.”

“Provided there is an after, we can converse to your heart’s desire.” 

Zava gave a short cough. “Gentlemen, operation Hand of Fate depends on you five. No one, except for a select few, knows of this mission. If you’re captured, stranded, or injured, there will be no assistance, and no backup. You will be officially disavowed. Is that clear?”

“Why is he the leader?” Gibraltar pointed at me. “He’s just a battle mage.”

“A few reasons, actually,” Zava replied. “He’s an accomplished battle mage, for one. The defenses around Oblivion have been inscribed in an obscure older runic tongue that he can decipher and, most importantly, your approach is on the north side of island, and Trist—Banshee is an expert infiltrator.”

Gibraltar scoffed. “He’s going to get us all killed is what he’s going to do. When was the last time he infiltrated anything?”

“Around the time you and your brother were caught by the enemy and about to be retired violently, remember that?” Zava replied.

“Every day, yes,” Gibraltar answered, his voice slicing through the sudden quiet. “My brother died in that rescue.”

“As did many of my friends. We both lost people on that day.”

“Is this going to be a problem?” Zava asked.

“Not a problem at all.” Gibraltar leaned against the wall and crossed his arms while glaring. “At least not for me.”

I made a mental note to keep Gibraltar under observation and pointed to Fan and Stick. “They don’t wield magic.”

“Maybe not like you three,” Zava said. “They wield weapons that will come in useful on your visit to Keyes. Provided none of you pulls a Jenkins and gets the team erased.”

I shook my head slowly. Zava was sending these men to die. “They won’t last five minutes out there without being able to use magic. They should stay here. No offense.”

Zava gave me a hard look.

“Let me be absolutely clear about one thing. Your chances of surviving this thing are about as thin as the shadow of a hair. The odds place half of you dead before you hit the island and the other half dead before you get off.”

“There are only five of us,” I pointed out.

“Your point?” Zava snapped. “I don’t expect to see any of you again. If by some miracle any of you survive, and I find that highly unlikely, we can discuss the intricacies and logistics of planning suicide missions at your leisure. Until then, we have people stranded on Ellis and a city to save.”

“Well, he’s cheerful,” muttered Ironheart under his breath.

“Cheerful?” Zava whirled to face him. “I’m not here to cheer you up. If you need cheering up, I’ll shoot you now and save everyone the trouble of worrying about your hurt feelings later.”

Ironheart raised his hands in surrender. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Commander, why don’t you brief us one last time?” I said, trying to deflect attention to the matter at hand, our suicide mission.

Zava shifted over to the center of the conference table. He rearranged the maps and smoothed out the one containing the plans to Oblivion.

“The north side is sheer, which means you’re going to have to shake off the dust and find a way to scale that wall.”

“Opposition?”

“The usual, runic traps that no one can read, wolves, vamps, and other assorted nightmares waiting to make your acquaintance.”

“Where are the lines?”

“On the lower level. From what I understand, the guard is light due to the defenses of the island. Once the ley-lines are down, you should be able to cast a circle and port to the center of the city.”

“Where hell awaits.” Gibraltar looked down at the map of the city. “They’ll have a horde of nastiness waiting for us.”

“You’re war mages.” Zava glanced at Gibraltar. “Are you scared?”

“Of course I’m scared.” Gibraltar nodded. “I’d be daft if I weren’t.”

“We can’t risk a large-scale assault. We tried that, twice. It didn’t end well. Even without the defenses from Keyes, you’ll be facing ogres, vamps, wolves, and an insane amount of rummers. And those are just the things we know about.”

Gibraltar crossed his arms and glared at Zava. “So, certain death.” 

“Nothing is certain, until it comes to pass,” Stick said, leaning on a short staff and examining the maps on the table. “Not even death.”

“Well, now I feel safe,” scoffed Gibraltar. “The little man with a twig is going to protect me.”

“You’re free to decline this mission if you feel the risks are too great.” Zava glared at Gibraltar, who towered over him. “I’m sure I could find another defensive mage willing to take your position while you remain safe and sound at HQ. Staying or going? Make up your mind.”

It was a lie. I knew we didn’t have time or another mage insane enough to take on this mission. The seconds stretched out until Gibraltar threw his hands up and laughed.

“Bloody hell!” he yelled, clapping Zava on the back. “Who wants to live forever anyway? Besides, who am I to pass up a chance to fight alongside the great Tristan—I mean, Banshee?”

“I’ll take that as staying. Now, where was I?”

“Ley-lines.” I looked around at the group. Overall, it was a solid team. A little rough, but capable. With a bit of luck we could walk away from this mission.

Zava pulled the large city map to one side and centered the Oblivion map.

“Lowest level. One way in, one way out. You’ll be exposed to ley-line bursts every three minutes. The three mages will plant the inhibitor rune and get out.”

Gibraltar whistled low. “Exposed lines will fry us. Even I can’t throw up a shield against that much power. Three minutes enough time?”

“You don’t want to know what we have to do to get you those three-minute windows.”

Mages would be risking their lives diverting the line and creating a runic dam to hold it in place for that long. The amount of power required to re-route a ley line was staggering.

“We’ll make it enough time,” I said, my voice hard. “What’s our approach?”

Zava traced a finger along the map. 

“You launch from the forward base at Fort Wadsworth under the Verrazano and approach Keyes from the south. We’ve provided a tug boat to give you cover.”

“A tug?” Gibraltar followed Zava’s finger. “Isn’t that a little slow? Aren’t we pressed for time?”

“It’s the only vessel on the water that will allow you to get close enough to Keyes Island without setting off the defenses. If they go off, we won’t need to send a team to find your remains, there won’t be anything to find.”

“That would be a short mission.” Gibraltar nodded. “Fine, we tug it to the island. Then what?”

“You make your way undetected to the north side. Let me say that again—make your way to the north side undetected. The island has several patrols that the five of you—war mages or not—will not engage.”

“Is that why we’re doing a night approach?” Gibraltar asked. “So we can go in undetected? I’m just a bit confused since most of these creatures are bloody nocturnal. Maybe you can clear that up for me, Zava?”

“You want us to avoid the guardian,” I said. “Every ley-line tower has a guardian—a creature enhanced by the ley-line energy.”

Zava nodded. “This one is particularly nasty. Our best intel only managed to get us that it’s some kind of super ogre.”

“A super ogre?” Ironheart looked around at the group. “Then why not attack during the day and avoid this creature?”

“You’re going in at night because the defenses that kick in during the day will fry you where you stand the moment they detect the slightest magical ability. We lost a lot of good people to learn that the hard way.”

I nodded.

“I activate the wall and get the rest of the team inside Oblivion where we find the ley-line and place the inhibitor rune.”

“Once the line is inhibited, Omega Free Force will move in on Ellis and get our people off.” Zava pointed to the larger land mass farther up on the map. “At least two mages have to activate the rune to stop the flow.”

“How will you know?”

“We have teams monitoring the flow of energy to Ellis, and once it’s down we’ll scramble Omega.”

“That’s when we port into the belly of the beast,” Gibraltar said, pointing at the red circle on the map of the city.

“That’s the center of the city,” Ironheart said, shaking his head in disbelief. “No way can we get that deep into enemy territory undetected.”

“Noticed that, did you?” The commander tapped the map. “Look closer.”

“Well…fuck me,” Ironheart said as he checked the map again. The commander nodded.

“That’s not in the center of the city.” I leaned over the map and looked at the elevation of the target area. “It’s under it.”

“You have to get clear of the inhibitor rune before you can cast a circle to teleport or you’ll have too much interference.”

“Right, we get clear, port under the city while Ellis is evacuated,” I said. “You have the exact coordinates?”

Zava handed me an envelope covered in runes.

“Eight hours from the time of line inhibition to the restoration of defenses,” Zava said. “That’s your window to the artifact.”

“Bloody hell, that’ll be tight.” Gibraltar shook his head. “If anything goes pear-shaped, we’re done.”

“We’ll make it,” I said. “We have to.”

“If you don’t complete the mission in three days, your orders are to evac and return to HQ,” Zava said, looking at me. “Under no circumstances are you to continue if your three-day window is closed. Are we clear?”

All of the men nodded.

“You leave tonight.”


























THREE

WE DROVE IN silence to the forward station located at Fort Wadsworth. The darkness wrapped itself around us as we approached the pier. We all had our reasons for being here. For the mages, each of our sects had the final word. The Golden Circle elders had been sending me on missions like this since I joined the war effort.

It would be the same for the other two mages. What I didn’t understand was why the two brothers were here. What was their purpose? They weren’t mages but they weren’t normals either. Did they work for Zava and the Free Forces or were they just freelance operatives for hire?

Gibraltar’s grunt of disgust broke me out of my reverie.

“What the bloody hell is that?”

We stopped and got out. Moored to the pier was an object that loosely resembled a boat.

“That is your way onto Keyes Island.” Zava pointed. “She looks a bit rundown but she’ll get the job done. If anyone does notice you, they’ll think it’s just a piece of junk floating down the river. Happens all the time. Fan will be your ship’s captain.”

Ironheart grabbed me by the arm and pulled me to the side as we jumped out of the truck.

“Swimming was never my strong suit,” he said quietly as he stared at the tug. “That boat looks like it’s about ten seconds from being a submarine.”

“I doubt your swimming skill or lack thereof will be an issue. In any case I’m certain there are life preservers on board.”

“That’s inspiring.” He shuddered and made his way down to the pier.

Fan and Stick undid the mooring and stepped onto the tug.

“Rundown?” Gibraltar placed a tentative foot on the edge of the tug. “It looks like it’s about to sink any second. Are you serious?”

Zava looked around the pier.

“I don’t understand. For some reason, the state-of-the-art luxury yacht I requested was turned down by Command. Can you imagine?”

“Bloody hilarious, Zava.” Gibraltar jumped on the deck. “You’re not the one getting on this floating disaster.”

Ironheart stepped on and Zava held me back.

“Fan knows the route. There should be no contact until you get on the island. I know she looks like a piece of junk, but she can run dark and silent. As long as you don’t use magic you should be fine.”

I looked over at the tug and shook my head.

“It’s not inspiring confidence. I’m not eager to sink on the way there.”

“You won’t. But if you make contact before Keyes, abandon her and get on the island. The mission comes first.”

I nodded. “I’m less eager to swim there, but understood.”

He reached out and took my hand. “You have seventy-two hours from the second you launch. After that, Command will rain down hell, raze it all, and sift through the bodies and ashes for the artifact.”

“Revelation Protocol. Do they understand how many lives will be lost?”

“Acceptable losses if they get the Black Heart.”

“Myopic as usual,” I answered. “I doubt they’re acceptable to anyone on Ellis or in the city.”

“Ours not to question why.”

“Ours but to do and die,” I finished. “Tennyson is apt. I still think the protocol is overkill.”

“Says the mage who blows up buildings.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “They’re itching to use it, don’t give them the reason.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you. How did you manage to get this mission sanctioned?” I stepped on the deck of the tug as the engine started with a low rumble and it started pulling away from the pier.

“What mission?”


























FOUR

ZAVA WAS RIGHT. The tug glided silently along the surface. It resembled a large piece of flotsam being carried by the current. A dark shadow against darker water. As disguises went, it was effective. I entered the wheelhouse where Fan held the large wheel and gave me a nod. Behind him sat Stick, silent and immobile.

“How did you two find yourselves attached to this mission?”

Fan didn’t take his eyes off the water ahead of us except to glance every few seconds at the instrument panel. He spoke to Stick in a language I didn’t understand.

“What did he say? Doesn’t he speak English?”

Fan muttered some words in response.

Stick turned to face me. “He says he could speak with you and get us killed or he could focus on getting us to the island alive.”

“Please tell him I’d prefer to get to the island alive.”

Fan nodded with a grunt and kept making minor adjustments to the wheel.

“We are not with the Free Forces,” Stick said. “My brother and I have fought the supernaturals on every continent. It is our duty.”

“Your duty? You mean you go around the world fighting supernaturals?”

“Correct. What is your duty?”

“To get everyone out of this mission in one piece.”

“That is not a duty. That is an objective, one I doubt you will fulfill.”

I was about to answer when the tug rocked sideways. I began to gesture when Stick held my hand and shook his head.

“What are you doing?” I hissed. “We may be under attack.”

“And your response will get us killed. No magic.”

Fan said something quick and turned the wheel to the right.

“Outside,” Fan said and pointed with his chin. “No magic.”

I stepped onto the main deck with Stick by my side. Behind us I sensed a large energy signature.

“What is that?”

Stick closed his eyes and leaned on his short staff.

“Dark rays, one of the defenses of the river, the last thing we want to do is use—”

“Magic?” I said, looking up as a large orb of orange energy crashed into the river behind us, hitting whatever was in the water. I stepped to the gunwale.

“That was unwise.” Stick looked into the water.

“How far away from Keyes are we?”

“Not far. Several hundred yards. That is not the difficulty.”

“What is?”

“Avoiding the dark rays on the way there will prove challenging.”

Stick looked ahead as Gibraltar approached with a smug look on his face.

“Were you going to pet it, Banshee?” he asked with a grin. “Sometimes you have to show these creatures who wields the power.”

Stick looked at Gibraltar and then looked to the rear of the tug. “We should move to the front.”

“Why? I finished it.” Gibraltar leaned over the gunwale to look in the river. “There’s nothing down there now.”

I was already moving to the bridge when Stick drove his short staff in between Gibraltar’s arms and rotated, flinging him to the front of the tug in one smooth motion.

Behind us, a large shadow surfaced. It was the largest manta ray I had ever seen. Its span was easily forty feet across with steely blue skin that illuminated the river with energy. Breaking the surface of the river, it leaped into the air, and I stood mesmerized by its graceful ascent.

Stick pulled me back as it crashed into the main deck, shearing the end clean off the tug. We started drifting and taking on water immediately as the engine sank to the bottom of the river.

The manta ray circled around and dived out of sight.

“What part of ‘undetected’ was unclear to you?” I looked at the stunned Gibraltar and ran up to the bridge. “How far to Keyes?”

Fan pointed. I could just barely make out the island and the outline of Oblivion in the distance.

Ironheart raced into the bridge. “In case you haven’t noticed we’re missing half the boat and life preservers.”

“I’ve noticed,” I snapped. “Get to the bow. We need to abandon ship.”

“What happened?” I heard the tinge of fear interlaced in his voice at the prospect of leaving the ship.

“Gibraltar.”

“So much for the element of surprise.” Ironheart left the bridge and slid down the ladder. “Looks like it’s time to swim.”

Fan handed me a bag and slung one over his shoulder.

“We go now,” he said and left the bridge. “Swim.”

I looked out of the bridge windows and saw the rocky outline of Keyes ahead of us. Between the sinking tug and the outline of island, blue energy raced across the surface of the river.

“Bloody hell. I hate swimming in ray-infested waters.”


























FIVE

I MADE MY way to the bow of the tug. The rest of the team stood poised to jump in the river.

“Stick, what form of attack do these rays have?”

“Central teeth and contact electrical charge,” Stick answered as he adjusted his bag. “Don’t let them get close and don’t touch. Use weapons.”

“Stick, you take point.” I reached behind me and drew one of my swords. I carried them in a double back sheath that formed an X when visible. I hoped the slight amount of energy used to reveal the sheath wouldn’t set off any more defenses. The sword produced a soft wail as I swung it through the air. “I’ll take rear. No one uses magic, understood?”

“I can cast a shield—” Gibraltar started as everyone turned to stare at him. He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Just trying to avoid us getting chewed up on the way there.”

“You’re the reason we’re swimming there.” I barely refrained from scorching him with a fireball where he stood.

“Well, technically it’s the ray’s fault…” Ironheart started when I glared at him.

“No magic, period.”

Everyone nodded, stepped off the tug, and slid silently into the cold, dark river.

I waited until everyone was in the water before I dived in. The first ray closed in and I reflexively began to gesture before remembering I couldn’t use magic.

I stabbed forward in an effort to demonstrate what a bad idea it would be to eat us. It backed off and circled around. Ahead of us, I saw Stick had convinced another ray that we weren’t on the menu for the evening. 

I saw a wave of blue energy dance across the surface of the river in the distance. The air took on a coppery smell and I could feel pins and needles in my extremities. More were coming. I sheathed my sword and put all of my effort into swimming. The slight tingling around my body increased as they started to get closer.

Stick and some of the others had reached the island, but Ironheart was still in the water. He didn’t notice the ray coming up behind him and was too far away for me to use my sword effectively.

“Bollocks,” I muttered and gestured as I saw the ray close on his location. It leaped into the air. This time I realized that its graceful ascent signaled a devastating attack. Only this time the target wasn’t a tug, but Ironheart.

“Dive! Get out of there!” I heard Gibraltar yell from the shore. If anything on the island was within earshot, he just gave them our position. This was getting worse by the second.

Panic was etched across Ironheart’s face as he tried to swim furiously away from the dark ray. The paddling and splashing produced very little movement and, in that moment, I realized he didn’t know how to swim. I kept my distance, knowing if I approached he would latch on and drown us both. We both knew that diving only meant he would die underwater. 

I followed the majestic track of the ray in the night sky. Blue energy outlined its body as it soared high above us. It reached the zenith of its arc and hung there, suspended in the night for a few seconds, before angling its body downward.


























SIX

I FORMED AN orb of super cooled air and hit the ray mid-descent. As soon as the orb hit, a roar filled the night from island.

So much for arriving undetected.

I sent another orb of air at Ironheart and shunted him to the side. It was an imprecise shot considering I was doing this and trying to stay afloat simultaneously. The orb grabbed him and moved him out of the way as the now frozen ray collided with the river and shattered into several pieces. 

I grabbed a section of the ray that appeared to be buoyant and swam over to Ironheart. I pulled him by the hair as he cried out in pain. With a section of the ray acting as a life preserver, we arrived on the island shore.

He sprawled and coughed up water as I knelt down next to him and placed a hand on the ground. The energy of the ley-line vibrated under my fingers.

“You had to pull me by the hair?” he sputtered as he got to all fours and coughed up more water. “That hurt like hell.”

“No, I didn’t have to. That was for lying to me about your so-called swimming skills. You swim about as effectively as a stone.”

“I’m…I’m sorry.”

“Get yourself situated. Something on this island sensed us when I hit that ray and I doubt we’ll be alone for long.”

The rest of the group approached.

“What happened to ‘no magic’?” Gibraltar mocked as he drew close. He glanced at the recovering Ironheart and chuckled. “Did you have a good swim?”

Anger washed over me and power flowed reflexively to my hands. Stick stepped close to me and slowly shook his head. I took a deep breath and let the power subside within me.

“It was either cast or lose our healer. I opted for keeping him with us a bit longer.”

“And let the whole bloody island know where we are in the process.”

I turned to Stick. “How many?”

“Ten or more large creatures coming to this location from over there.” He pointed to the east side of the island.

“Stick, you take Ironheart and your brother and head to the north side of the island. Gibraltar and I will give these creatures something to chase.”

Stick nodded and helped Ironheart to his feet. They headed off noiselessly into the night.

“Are they going to be fine on their own?” Gibraltar looked on after them. “That Ironheart is a bit soft if you ask me.”

I looked around where we stood for cover. Several meters away rested a large group of stone breakers. I walked over to them and motioned for Gibraltar to follow.

“As long as they remain hidden they should reach the north side in a few hours. As part of your training in the Citadel did you master simulacra?”

“Of course, it’s part of basic defense.”

“How many can you create at one time?”

His answer would determine the plan I wanted to execute. I remembered that masters of the Stone Citadel could create the illusion of an army. The elders could give those same simulacra a semblance of power and wield magic through them. I somehow doubted that Gibraltar was at that level of skill.

“Depends on what I’m copying,” he said. “If it’s something simple like a stone, thousands. If it’s people or animals, that takes up a lot more energy. Do they need to move?”

“Can you make copies of me?” I faced the water and gestured, freezing the river forty meters out and just as wide.

“Why would I want to do that? One of you is more than I want to look at.”

“Yes or no?”

“Yes, copying you would be simple, it gets hard if I have to make many copies. If the copies have to move it limits how many I can make and control.”

I heard lumbering footsteps in the distance and knew we were running out of time.

“How many?”

“A few dozen, but I can’t give them energy signatures. I’m not at that level.”

A few dozen was still more than I expected. I nodded, impressed.

“I need you to replicate these breakers and place them on the ice over there”—I pointed to the frozen section of the river—“and place my copies among the breakers and have them move. I’ll add the energy signature.”

“How are you going to do that from over here?”

“I can’t. Do you need line of sight to control the simulacra or will they function without you?”

“It’s better if I can control them, but I can set them to move randomly. They won’t last very long that way, maybe ten minutes.”

“That’s plenty of time. How are you with camouflage?”

“Horrendous. I can barely get a passable one on myself.”

At least he was honest.

“Once I’m over there. You cast a camouflage as best you can and catch up to the others. I’ll be right behind you.”

I saw the head of the first ogre in the distance. I ran over to the ice and motioned to Gibraltar. The stone breakers appeared around me along with several dozen copies of myself moving around the stones. Some of my copies peeked around the large boulders, others stood idly picking their noses. Still another group walked around scratching their rears and smelling their fingers with looks of disgust.

I heard the laughter recede into the night as Gibraltar snuck away to join the rest of the team while I dealt with our reception party.

I saw four large ogres approach the shore. Roaming in the midst of the ogres, I counted ten werewolves. The ogres would be fooled by the simulacra, but the wolves would operate on scent.

It was the reason I needed to be in the middle of the illusion for it to work. I had no intention of facing four ogres and ten werewolves on my own, but I couldn’t have them catching up with us either. I formed an orb of flame and sent it at the group of ogres, hitting one square in the chest, getting their attention. It roared into the night and charged.

I hid behind one of the large breakers and hoped I froze the river thick enough to support its weight as it closed on my location.


























SEVEN

I HEARD THE cracking sound as the ogre stepped onto the ice. Gibraltar’s illusion mimicked the sand from the shore, which must have confused the creature as it tried to walk and slipped. The remaining ogres soon followed. 

Several of my copies ran off, away from the ogre, while a few stood their ground and glared. Most of them, impressively, had trace amounts of energy. More than I expected from a simulacrum. Gibraltar was more skilled than I imagined. I made a mental note not to underestimate him.

“I’m the mage that’s all the rage!” one of my copies yelled into the night. “Don’t call me a wizard you dirty lizard!”

“Bollocks!” said another while putting his hands on his hips and gyrating. “I’ve got all the best moves, baby!”

Another copy started moving around the breakers in what could only be an imitation of a chicken, arms akimbo and neck shooting forward with every strutting step. I made another mental note to flambé Gibraltar’s nether regions when I saw him again. 

My attention was drawn away from my copies by the wolves who padded silently on the ice. They approached in a V-formation with the lead werewolf sniffing the air. I waited until the last wolf was on the ice and then inscribed runes into the ground. I placed my hand flat momentarily and felt for the energy of the line.

“Over here,” I whispered to my nearest copy and released a small orb of energy. The orb floated into the copy and expanded, surrounding the entire simulacrum.

“Over here,” the copy said, drawing the attention of the ogres. “I got the moves, baby!”

It started gyrating and thrusting its hips forward.

I glared at the idiotic movements for a second before sliding out of sight behind a large breaker. My copy shone with violet light as the orb gave off my energy signature. The ogres would focus on the signature and draw the wolves in with them. I needed them at the far edge of the ice if this was going to work.

I crept to the rear of the ice floe I had created and slid into the water. I was running out of time. I created an orb of air around my head, stayed under the surface, and headed back to the island.

I waited a moment before surfacing once I was clear. I popped my head above the surface, narrowed my vision, and scanned the floe. All of the creatures were on the ice. I noticed one of the simulacra fade into the night. I gestured as I stepped onto the island. The runes inscribed in the ice exploded with white light as ice sheets formed around the edge of the floe, covering the entire section with a cocoon of ice. 

The ogres immediately started smashing the ice walls and discovered the futility of doing so. Their muffled roars soared into the night as their fists crashed repeatedly into the cocoon surrounding them. The werewolves snarled and raked the ice. Nothing they did changed the outcome. The walls reassembled instantly.

The river fed the spell, reconstructing the ice walls faster than the ogres could destroy it. The spell would last thirty minutes. By the time they were free, they would be too far away to do any damage. I gestured again and detached the floe, allowing the current to take it out to sea.

I ran after the others and headed to the north side. I kept to the shadows in case more welcoming parties were patrolling. The shadow of the large squat rectangle that was Oblivion sat in the night. 

The rest of the team had to be in position by now. If they had encountered any difficulty, the entire island would be on alert. I could only assume they had managed to avoid contact with other patrols.

Something was off, though. I couldn’t shake the uneasiness that hung over this entire operation. I was no stranger to suicide missions. Most of the actions the Golden Circle had sent me on were considered low-survivability encounters. I understood that, thrived on, and expected it. This time it was different. This wasn’t a low survivability operation. This was a no-survivability situation.

I’d have to prove them wrong.


























EIGHT

THE SHEER NORTH face of Oblivion loomed before me. At the base of the wall, I could make out the symbols. They were an older version of the runes used to create spells. I didn’t want to rush. A mistake could mean the difference between climbing the wall and exploding into tiny mage fragments.

I made sure to take my time.

“What does it say?” Ironheart asked, the impatience evident in his voice. “Can you make it out?”

I glanced over at him. He looked better after his near-drowning. They had all kept back from the wall, not wanting to trip any alarms or traps.

I nodded as I gestured. “It says…be quiet so I can concentrate and not blow us to bloody hell.”

In actuality, the runes inscribed into the wall described a method of activating what they called the celestial stairway. There were signs on the wall on how to alter the surface. Due to the age of the symbols, I needed to be certain before I attempted the ascent. Some runes had two or more meanings.

The fortress of Oblivion had no doors or windows. Without knowing the proper sequence, you would be forced to wander the perimeter of the structure until one of the patrols found and eliminated you. 

If you were fortunate enough to avoid the patrols, the edifice itself contained several nasty deterrents to entry. The north face was, according to Zava, the easiest of the four. I had my doubts as I read the symbols.

“Can you do it?” Stick asked in his quiet voice. 

“Yes, but there is a failsafe. The staircase only stays active for a short time.”

“How long?” Gibraltar asked, stepping close and squinting at the symbols. “You can read this?”

I ignored the obvious question and let my hand rest against the wall, feeling for the energy of the line.

“I don’t know how long. Whoever inscribed the runes used an old descriptive for time. It’s either twenty-four minutes or twenty-four hours.”

“You don’t know? So we could be halfway up this bloody tower and then fall?”

“It’s a possibility. The best translation is: ‘Once activated, don’t delay, from ground to entrance you have a day.’”

“Twenty-four hours, then?”

I shook my head. “There’s more. The second part says: ‘Treat each second as a minute and an hour as a lifetime. Hasten your steps as you ascend or you will discover death is your friend.’”

“What does that mean?” Ironheart asked.

“It means we treat it as if we only have twenty-four minutes to reach the top.” Gibraltar looked up the side of the structure. 

“What is this place?” Ironheart followed Gibraltar’s gaze up the structure. “I mean I know it has to do with ley-lines, but what does it do?”

“This is a ley-line venting station, one of several. Over time, the energy from this tower seeps into the ground and makes the island toxic. Prolonged exposure to this environment will kill any magic-user.”

“That wasn’t in the briefing.” Ironheart looked around, nervous. “How prolonged?”

I get the feeling there were several things left out of the briefing.

I placed my hand on the north wall again. The thrum of energy vibrated the wall with micro tremors. Ley-lines were immense reservoirs of runic power. This was the equivalent of standing next to a controlled nuclear blast.

“At this level of concentration and proximity, a day or maybe two before we feel the effects of runic poisoning.”

“A day or two?” His voice rose an octave. “Are we being poisoned right now?”

I looked at Ironheart. “I thought I was being clear. If you’d like to ask more questions we could stand here discussing it until another patrol finds us or we collapse?”

He raised his hands in surrender and stepped back.

“No, no, please, carry on,” he said, looking up at the top of the structure. “I hate heights.”

“What configuration will this celestial stairway take?” Stick asked after a glance upward. “Can you create some kind of handhold?”

“Once I activate the stairway, a few things will occur. The stairs should protrude from the wall. The defenses will activate, and any remaining patrols will home in on our position.”

“That would be unpleasant.”

“Agreed, we need a mask.” I looked at Gibraltar. “Something to hide our combined energy signatures.”

“I’ll shield us from the defenses.” Gibraltar began gesturing. “Just remember to keep the group tight.”

“Ironheart should be able to mitigate any damage we incur.” I looked at him. “Can you manage that?”

He nodded without answering. The thin sheen of sweat covering his forehead and lip didn’t reassure me.

“Once inside you, your brother and I will deal with any hostiles.”

Stick nodded and attached his short staff across his back.

I started activating the symbols on the wall. Large blocks slid outward, creating a stairway. In the distance, I heard another roar followed by howls.

“That sounds friendly,” Gibraltar said as he cast a shield around us. “Twenty-four minutes, let’s get a move on.”

We started climbing the stairs to Oblivion.


























NINE

I TOOK LEAD with Ironheart behind me. Gibraltar kept the middle to provide the most coverage with his shield. Fan followed him with Stick bringing up the rear.

The steps formed in a zig-zag pattern up the north face. Every ten steps were interrupted by a small platform that allowed for a change in the direction in the stairway.

After the first platform, the failsafes began activating. I noticed some of the blocks beneath us started crumbling and breaking apart. Several of them just winked out of sight.

“We will need to increase our pace,” Stick said from behind once we reached the third platform.

I looked down and noticed that the first blocks on the ground level were receding back into the wall.

“Bollocks.” I began climbing the next set of stairs, when the rasping sound underneath caught my attention.

“Those are werewolves.” Ironheart kept his back to the wall and looked down at the approaching wolves.

“Keep moving and don’t look down.” I looked at the wolves. “Stick.”

He nodded at me and remained on the platform below us. I tapped Ironheart on the shoulder to focus his attention forward. His pace slowed the higher we went.

“Just keep your eyes on me,” I said. “One step at a time.”

A large stone block crashed into the shield. Ironheart screamed and flinched. Gibraltar reached out with a large hand and grabbed him with a grunt before he fell off. Below us, some of the ogres were arming themselves with large stones. I counted another group of four ogres along with several werewolves around them. The wolves howled into the night. A few seconds later the howls were answered.

“I can deal with stones and other projectiles.” Gibraltar angled the shield to give us the most cover. “But I don’t have much maneuvering room here if they unleash something dangerous.”

“You mean like that?” Ironheart pointed down at a robed figure standing with the ogres. The figure held an orb of iridescent energy in his hand and a large hood hid his face. Faintly glowing runes etched into the robe shifted in color as the wizard moved the orb from one hand to the other.

A snarl followed by a howl of pain momentarily diverted my attention as Stick dispatched the werewolf from the platform below and ran up to join us.

I narrowed my eyes at the figure. “Bloody hell, no one mentioned a wizard. Is the hood supposed to be intimidating? Are we supposed to cower in fear?”

“Wizard? They have a wizard?” Panic gripped Ironheart’s features. “We need to get off this wall. We need to get off now!”

“Shut it or I’ll push you off this wall right now,” Gibraltar growled. His face was covered in sweat and I knew he would need to drop the shield in order to deal with any incoming magical attacks. “Banshee, let it go with the wizard.”

“Bloody wizards and their melodrama.” I began to gesture and stopped midway. I looked down to see Fan holding my hand and shaking his head. He said something I didn’t understand under his breath. “What is it?”

“He will deal with this attack,” Stick said as Fan let go and flicked his wrists, materializing a large rectangular object. With another quick motion, it opened with a metallic ring into a black fan covered in red runes. The edge of the fan appeared to be razor sharp. I saw that each metal rib contained a slim, retractable dagger.

I nodded and kept climbing the stairs. “We keep moving, let’s go!”

We reached the next platform. I noticed that even though the large blocks that made the stairs receded back into the wall, the platforms remained. One of the ogres noticed it too and jumped up to grab the lowest platform. I looked up and saw we were two platforms from the top and four from the ground. We needed to get off this wall.

The wizard released the orb of energy at us. Fan materialized another of his weapons, flicking it open, and throwing it at the same time. The orb crashed into the other fan and the runes along its surface exploded with red light as he deflected the orb away from the group. I saw the wizard collapse a second later as his head rolled away from his body. I nodded, surprised, impressed, and with a newfound respect for Fan and his weapons. He extended his hand, caught the returning fan without looking, and headed up the stairs.

The ogres were making progress. Now two of them were using the platforms to climb up to us and a third was preparing to follow. We had to reach the top. According to the activation symbols, there would be a way to remove the celestial stairway once we were at the end.

“Let’s go!” I started running up the stairs, realizing how reckless it was. One misstep and I would be at the bottom of Oblivion or in the clutches of an angry ogre. We managed to reach the top, when the entire structure shook. I looked down over the edge of the parapet, but my eyes couldn’t process the image.

“Impossible,” I muttered, transfixed by the creature below.

“Banshee,” Ironheart said, his voice trembling, “what in all that’s holy is that?”

“How did we miss that thing?” Gibraltar whistled low as he looked down. “No religion is going to save us from that. It only understands overwhelming force” —Gibraltar looked around at the five of us and shook his head—“something we do not possess at this moment.”

The creature was about twice the size of an ogre and just as wide. “An Abomination,” I said softly. “How did they manage that for a guardian?”

“I know what it is…anything that grotesque can only be an abomination, but what is it?” Ironheart asked, trying to make himself as small as possible.

“That’s what it’s called, you dim bulb, an Abomination.” Gibraltar moved Ironheart to one side and leaned over the parapet to get a better look. “I’ve never seen one up this close though. This one looks extra mean.”

I began looking for the symbols to deactivate the staircase. The Abomination had shoved the ogres to one side and began using the platforms as an impromptu ladder to ascend the wall.

“It’s getting closer,” Ironheart said. “Can’t we do something?”

“You mean besides die? Not likely.” Gibraltar began gesturing. “My shields won’t hold long against that thing. I suggest you find the off switch to the stairs, Banshee.”

“Working on it.” I searched the low walls for the symbols that would deactivate the celestial stairway. 

“Work faster. It’s halfway up the wall.”

“How in bloody hell is it tracking us?” I said under my breath as I found the symbols near the corner of the parapet where the north wall met the west. “Abominations need a beacon to track a target.”

“Maybe it’s attracted to your pleasant mood?” Gibraltar leaned against the wall and looked over the edge. “It’s still coming.”

“Surprising how that doesn’t get less annoying the more you say it,” I snapped as I started the sequence to shut down the stairs. “I thought you used a mask?”

He gave me a withering glare. “Of course I used a mask. If I hadn’t the entire island would be on us at this moment.”

“Perhaps the Abomination is just coming up to have a spot of tea with us?” I finished the sequence and nothing happened.

“Nothing.” Gibraltar shook head. “It’s still coming. Did you forget the sequence?”

It was my turn to glare at him. I restarted the sequence and realized that two of the symbols were inverted, which resulted in the stairs remaining active.

“Got it,” I said and activated the sequence in reverse order. With a groan, all of the stairs and platforms slid back into the wall. A loud roar accompanied the grinding of stone on stone.

“Ogres are down.” Gibraltar pointed down. “Abomination is still coming though. It’s taking this guardian thing seriously.”

“Bloody hell.” I leaned over the parapet and looked down to see the Abomination driving its fingers into the stone wall of Oblivion, and climbing.

“It was an admirable ploy, wizard,” the Abomination rasped as it looked up at me. Its deep baritone filled the night and made Ironheart flinch. “But such tricks will not stop me.”

“Seems to think you’re a wizard,” Gibraltar said with a chuckle. “I could see how it could make that mistake.”

“Such wit. Get them to the center and activate the panel.” I gestured and let energy race down my arms and into my hands. “Lowest level. Try to keep them safe and do try to avoid the ley-line.”

“We need two mages to activate the inhibitor rune…don’t get crushed. If you’re not down in ten minutes, Rustyheart here and I will start without you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said as a large hand reached over the parapet. “Remember the ley-line stops in three minute bursts. Go, now.”

“You cannot face this creature alone.” Stick unstrapped his short staff and stood next to me.

“I work best alone.”

“If you choose that path, then you will die alone.”

I felt the energy surge as the passage down opened. Stairs leading down appeared in the center of the roof. A few seconds later, Gibraltar and the others were gone.

Another arm crept over the parapet, followed by the hideous face of the Abomination.

“Are you familiar with this kind of creature?” I asked as the rest of the Abomination appeared over the parapet. Hitting it with an orb would have been ineffective without first lowering its defenses. 

Stick nodded. He held his staff across his body, remained completely still, and stared at the creature. I gave him credit for not running. I’d seen hardened battle mages break formation, running in fear from these things. Those mages never lasted long.

It stood five meters tall, covered in scars and muscle. They appeared to be larger versions of ogres. An assumption that cost several mages their lives. Unlike ogres, Abominations were highly intelligent and in some rare cases capable of wielding basic magic. The fact that it was covered in crackling yellow ley-line energy did not bode well.

“This one is a little different.” 

“It has absorbed the energy of the ley-line below us.”

I nodded as the creature finished its climb and crawled over the parapet.

“This is the guardian of this tower. The ley-line feeds it.”

“It will be vulnerable at the next interruption.”

“If we live that long, yes.”

“Is your mood always this pleasant?”

“Yes.”

The creature narrowed its eyes at me as it stood to its full height. A rictus smile of jagged teeth and drool greeted me as it did the one thing I didn’t expect. Moving faster than anything that size had a right to move, it gestured and unleashed an orb of angry yellow energy at us. 

I hastily threw up a makeshift shield. The orb crashed into it and blasted us across the roof. Stick rolled to my side as the creature approached.

I placed a hand on the roof and closed my eyes. I had been timing the interruptions ever since we landed on the island. The next one was due in about a minute.

“How soon before we can attack?” Stick glanced at me before returning his gaze to the approaching monstrosity.

“Less than a minute until the next line interruption.” I looked around the roof of the structure. It was an open plan with no cover. Surviving for a minute unscathed with a magic-wielding Abomination would be difficult.

“I will get its attention and create the opening. Prepare.”

“Stick, I don’t think that’s—” I started as he closed on the Abomination. 

Stick ducked under a swipe that would have crushed him instantly had it connected. He slid forward and led with his staff, striking the Abomination in the face with several thrusts.

The creature growled in anger and brought a fist down, punching a hole in the roof where Stick stood a moment earlier. I gathered energy and felt for the gap in the line. 

Stick whirled his staff around. He redirected another massive fist aimed for his head and buried the staff in the creature’s armpit with another powerful thrust.

The Abomination brought its arm down with a roar of pain. It trapped the staff, snapping it in half and backhanded Stick into the entrance to the lower levels. I heard the sick crunch of broken bones as Stick rolled down the stairs.

The Abomination laughed as it tossed the pieces of the staff to one side and faced me.

“Your mission ends here, wizard.”

“I’m curious. How did you track us? Who carries the beacon?”

“Before I squeeze the last breath from your broken body, I’ll tell you wiz—”

The yellow ley-line energy around its body faded as the next interruption began. I drew the Sorrows and raced forward as their wails filled the night.

I unleashed the energy I had been gathering and the wails intensified as I slashed horizontally. The Abomination looked down in surprise at the wound across its midsection.

 Blue trails of energy followed the swords as I slid behind the creature and buried both swords in its back. The blades punched through its chest as it fell to its knees. It started laughing as the wounds filled with blue energy.

“Who holds the beacon?” I asked as I stepped out of reach of its massive arms. “Who?”

“Your mission was a failure from the beginning. The moment you stepped on this island you killed yourselves.”

“Tell me—” A flash of blue light blinded me as it burst into a cloud of dust. “Bollocks.”

I sheathed the Sorrows and moved fast to the stairs leading down. By my calculations, I had about two minutes left before the ley-line re-established its connection. Stick sat on one of the steps, binding his broken arm with a makeshift sling made from a sleeve of his shirt.

“Can you move?”

He outstretched his unbroken arm. The pieces of his staff reassembled and flew into his hand.

“I can now.”


























TEN

“WE NEED TO get to the lower level before the line is reestablished. Something is wrong.”

The inside of the tower was a series of descending platforms formed by stairs in a pattern reminiscent of the famous Chand Baori stepwell. In the center, I could see the path of the ley-line from the faintly glowing yellow stone.

On the lowest level, I could see the others. They were in the middle of activating the inhibitor rune when I noticed the wizard. Ironheart looked up suddenly and saw me.

A black orb smashed into Gibraltar and sent him spinning across the floor. Another orb crashed into Fan, who managed to turn in time to partially deflect it. He didn’t see the orb that came from behind and flung him into a sidewall, knocking him unconscious.

Ironheart turned to face the wizard and bowed. Together they cast a teleportation circle and disappeared. I raced down the last steps to where Gibraltar lay. Stick raced to his brother.

“Bloody hell, Tristan. Sneaky bugger poisoned me.”

“We need to get you out of here.” I looked down the tunnel where the ley-line traveled. “Before the line reconnects.”

He grabbed my arm and shook his head. “No time, we have to activate the inhibitor rune.”

“Let’s get you healed first, then we can shut this down,” I said, knowing it was impossible.

“You and I both know we can’t do that.” He coughed and spit up blood. “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”

“Or the one,” I answered and started gesturing as he nodded.

“Better hurry, they’re going after the Black Heart.”

I traced the inhibitor rune in the ground next to him and placed my hand on the symbol, infusing it with my essence. He did the same and the rune radiated lines of orange energy throughout the chamber.

I pulled him to the side as the ley-line burst through the tunnel and transformed from bright yellow to a deep violet. Without the inhibitor rune in place, it would have been over in seconds. The energy from the ley-line would have erased us where we stood.

“For a long time I blamed you for my brother’s death,” Gibraltar said. “But it was never your fault. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not going to die here.” I grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him next to the wall. “We can still get you out of here.”

He pushed my hands away slowly. “Don’t be daft! The mission isn’t done. You have to stop them.”

“I’m not going to leave you here to die.”

“I’m already gone. It just hasn’t caught up to my thick skull. Don’t you see? We weren’t supposed to leave this place alive. Ironheart is just a tool.”

“Splitting up must have forced his hand. He expected me to be finished by the Abomination, but he couldn’t take a chance I would survive.”

Stick walked over to us and I knew his brother was gone. He held the fans in one hand, looked me in the eyes, and shook his head slowly.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Gibraltar said and coughed up more blood. He wiped his pale face and caught his breath. “When you catch up to the traitorous piece of shite that did this, you make him suffer.”

“I’ll send someone back for you. We have eight hours before the ley-line reverts to its normal flow.”

“Eight hours? I don’t have eight minutes. Get going. If they get the artifact this will have been for nothing.”

“I will speak to the Citadel.”

“You do that and make sure I get a large memorial, one befitting my stature,” he said with a crooked smile. “Now go.”

Stick stepped close and bowed. Gibraltar nodded back. We raced up the stairs to create some distance from the nullifying effects of the inhibitor rune. We reached the roof as the first rays of the sun crept over the horizon.

“I’m sorry about your brother, he was a fierce warrior.”

Stick bowed in response.

“It was his time and he met it with honor. I will pass on his weapons and avenge his death. These were his last wishes. I will help you retrieve the artifact. You will help me avenge him.”

“The line will still be active at the site of the artifact.”

I reached into a pocket and examined the rune-covered sheet with the coordinates given to me by Zava. 

“And these coordinates are supposed to put us right under it.”

“Using them would be unwise.”

“I have the distinct feeling they may be fatally inaccurate.”

Stick looked at me and nodded once as I discarded them. The paper fluttered across the roof and into the sky as a gust of wind carried it out of sight.

Stick nodded again and closed his eyes. “We need to go.”

I formed a circle. “This will put us close. Let’s go avenge your brother.”

We stepped into the circle and left Oblivion.


























ELEVEN

WE ARRIVED IN the center of a deserted Times Square. The morning rays reflected from the hundreds of office windows around us, creating a halo effect of multiple suns.

Several blocks away I noticed the patrol of ogres and wolves and pulled Stick back into the shadows.

“Below.” I pointed to the nearest subway station and we descended.

He closed his eyes and pointed down with his staff. He winced as he tightened and adjusted the sling. I looked at his broken arm. The hand was swollen with a tinge of purple bruising. 

“How bad is it?”

“I still have another arm. We must go lower.”

I narrowed my eyes and looked around for the entrance. At the end of the platform, I saw runic energy surrounding one of the doors.

“There.” I pointed to the door but didn’t move. “Wait. This is too easy. Why aren’t there guards? I expected at least some resistance.”

“They will be waiting for us downstairs.”

“Near the ley-line.”

He shook his head. “At the artifact.” He approached the door and tapped it with his staff. “You must open this door.”

I placed my hand on the door and a sequence of runes appeared. “A bloody rune sequence,” I muttered under my breath. “Step back.”

We moved back down the platform as I gestured, releasing an orb. It punched through the door, disintegrating it. 

Stick raised an eyebrow. “That’s one way to open it.”

“We’re not infiltrating, we’re storming.” I stepped through the ruined frame and headed downstairs. We reached the lowest level without incident and arrived at the artifact room. Once past the threshold, a wall of energy cut off our exit. I turned to examine the space.

Even with a dormant ley-line, the room contained an immense reservoir of runic force. I gestured, whispered a word of power, and started absorbing the ambient runic energy.

It was a small, nondescript room. I narrowed my eyes and saw amplification symbols etched on every surface. In the center of the floor, in a shallow depression, sat the Black Heart, a dark stone vibrating with power. 

Ancient symbols surrounded the edge of the depression, creating a runic barrier. I could feel the energy of the dormant ley-line flowing beneath the artifact. I kept my distance once I realized we weren’t alone.

I sensed them before they stepped into view. At least ten wizards of varying levels of power surrounded us. Individually they posed little threat. Collectively, in this room, with amplification runes, they wielded enough power to give me pause. One of them pushed back their hood and Ironheart stepped forward.

I kept my anger in check as he smiled at me.

“The infamous Tristan Montague,” he said with a flourish, waving a wand, and reminding me of a conductor before an orchestra. “A rogue mage disobeying orders and attempting to tip the balance of power to the Free Forces infiltrates enemy territory, only to meet his premature death. You’ll be hailed as a hero.”

“I’ll make sure you die last and painfully.”

“The only one doing any dying here will be you.”

The wizards around us raised wands and formed black orbs.

“You’re not from the White Phoenix, wizard. Who do you work for?”

“You should have used the coordinates you were given. It would’ve made this much easier. I don’t need you alive to remove the barrier to the Black Heart. Your mage essence will act as a key.”

“There’s a difference between a mage and a wizard, do you know what it is?”

“Mages are arrogant, self-absorbed pricks with delusions of superiority, and wizards actually wield real power.”

“Some of that is true, but there is a deeper, fundamental difference. Mages don’t need a focus.”

“Which only proves their inferiority,” he sneered. “Kill them.”

I unleashed the accumulated energy I held in an omnidirectional wave. The black orbs around us winked out as I drew the Sorrows. A mournful cry filled the room.

“You’ve negated their magic,” Stick stated, looking around as the wizards tried to futilely resummon the energy orbs.

“I’ve negated all magic in this room.”

“For how long?” he asked, whirling his short staff.

“Long enough,” I said and closed on Ironheart, who drew a blade of his own.

Stick flowed into the wizards and struck them down as they tried to fend off his attacks. They were no match for his controlled fury as he dispatched them one after the other. The sound of broken bones and screams of pain filled the room as he moved among them. I focused on the wizard in front of me.

“What did you do?” Ironheart asked, tossing his wand to one side and holding his blade with both hands.

“There’s one more difference between us.” I ducked under a slash and parried a thrust. I slid inside his next thrust, redirected his sword wide, and buried one of the Sorrows in his thigh. He cried out in pain and lowered his guard.

I slashed across his neck with my other sword and cut his scream short. He fell to the ground, clutching his throat and bleeding out. I sheathed the Sorrows and looked at the dying wizard.

“Mages learn early on that relying only on magic is a crutch. The real weapon is the person wielding the magic.”

Stick stepped up behind me and I turned to survey his handiwork. Groans and cries of pain filled the room.

He had disarmed them and broken several of their extremities in the process. They were all alive, but they wouldn’t be using their wands or magic for some time. The strikes were surgical in their precision and devastating in their intensity. I noticed he was barely breathing hard.

“My apologies for the delay, but I was only able to use one arm.”

“Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

I walked over to the center of the room. I whispered another word of power and my access to the runic energy returned with a rush. I placed my hand over the Black Heart and allowed a small portion of my essence to cascade over the barrier. Soft blue light fell onto the artifact as the barrier fell away.

“What will you do with it?”

“I can’t allow this to be used by either side. The potential for abuse is too great.”

“Can it be destroyed?”

“Only if we want to take most of the city with us in the resulting explosion.”

“Containment then,” he said with a nod. “Where?”

“No, I have a when.”

I gestured and violet energy fell on the Black Heart. It exploded with darklight for a few seconds and then disappeared. I heard the klaxons scream above us as the runes on the walls flared to life. 

“I’ve deprived you of your vengeance, I’m sorry.”

He glanced down at the lifeless body of Ironheart. “He was the tool. We need the one who wielded him.”

I cast a teleportation circle. 

“Let’s go have a conversation with Commander Zava.”


























TWELVE

THE SUN HAD set by the time I approached the Bravo bunker complex. Armed guards wearing rune-enhanced battle armor surrounded the compound. All of their weapons contained erasure rounds designed to negate all magic ability, permanently. Zava was taking no chances.

By now, I was certain he had considered the mission a loss and redirected attention to the effort on Ellis. Even given the seventy-two hour window, once the artifact was reported missing, it was pointless to pursue its retrieval.

He took a risk and turned up empty. There would be no official record of Operation Hand of Fate and we would be declared missing in action. He would be packing up and relocating to a higher security base farther inland, closer to the front, and would put this unpleasant episode behind him.

Ellis Island had been exfiltrated and I realized that the mission for the artifact, while facilitating the evacuation of the island had been Zava’s attempt at a power grab. His greed had cost the lives of good men.

The plan was almost flawless. With Ironheart as the inside man, he could ensure none of us left Keyes alive. By poisoning Fan and Gibraltar and then teleporting ahead, he ensured I would follow him. If I had used the coordinates he had given me, I would have arrived under the artifact, inside the active ley-line. And dead in less than a second.

My essence would have released the Black Heart and Zava would have had the artifact and power. He only made one miscalculation: making me part of this team in the first place.

I adjusted my enhanced battle armor and approached the bunker complex. Unlike the armor worn by the guards, mine had been runed by a Negomancer. Every rune was designed to negate my presence. Any equipment designed to detect runic presence would only find a hole in existence. Outside of visual confirmation, I was invisible to any scan. 

I traveled the perimeter and dispatched the guards, leaving them unconscious. Killing them served no purpose and the mission only had one target tonight.

I entered the building and stepped quietly to the runed conference room. I stayed to one side as a shotgun round punched a large hole through the center of the steel door.

“Hello, Tristan. Would you like to show yourself and make it easier for me?”

“Good people died because of you, Henry.”

“Don’t be naïve. No one in this war is good. People die every day.”

“And you’d have added to that number with the artifact.”

“I could have ended the war! You think about that each day this conflict continues. I could have stopped it in one fell swoop if you had brought me the artifact.”

“And sacrificed millions?”

“It was a price I was willing to pay. Now we’ll have to use the protocol. You’ve stopped nothing, only delayed the inevitable.”

I heard him step to the side and chamber a round in the shotgun. I rolled back and lay flat as several more rounds punched through the cinder block wall where I’d stood moments earlier. Shells hit the floor. It was the sound I was waiting for. I rushed in as he tried to reload and raise the shotgun to blast me. I released an orb of air and smashed him in the chest.

The gun flew out of his hands as he bounced off the wall. I kicked it to one side and looked down at the commander of the Free Forces.

“What happened to you? When did you lose your purpose?”

“My purpose? You pompous prick! My purpose is to win this war by any means necessary. If that means sacrificing a city, two cities, ten cities, then that’s what I’ll do. That is my purpose! Did you think I was going to lose sleep over sacrificing your team? I’ll sacrifice a hundred teams if it means gaining an advantage over those supernatural freaks.”

I picked up the shotgun and loaded a shell.

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

“What? You’re going to kill me? I’m the commander of the Free Forces. You can’t kill me.”

“I have to admit I’m sorely tempted, but I gave my word.” Stick glided soundlessly into the conference room, his face a mask of death, and I saw fear in Zava’s eyes. “He’s yours.”

I left the conference room and the bunker. The screams went on for a long time afterwards. An hour later, I sensed Stick leave the bunker and approach where I stood.

“My brother is avenged. Thank you.”

I cast a teleportation circle. The violet light glowed in the night.

“He let himself be corrupted and was unfit to lead.”

“Will you continue to fight?”

I nodded. “There are more like him. Willing to throw lives away for their selfish gain. I think I will focus on them and ending this war. And you?”

“I will carry out Kano’s last wish, pass on his weapons, and their teachings to our lineage. I hope the next time we meet it will be in a time of peace.”

“Peace…I’d like that, and a cup of tea.” I held out my hand and he took it with a strong grip. “Until next time, Master Yat.”

He gave me a short nod. “Until next time, Mage Montague.”

I stepped in the circle and the world vanished.

THE END
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TOMBYARDS & BUTTERFLIES

A MONTAGUE AND Strong Detective Novel

ONE

What’s more exciting than chasing a rabid werewolf in the middle of the night? Chasing that rabid werewolf in Downtown Manhattan in the middle of the night. The Village, as a neighborhood, was a warren of intersecting streets and dead ends. We had already been at it for thirty minutes and we were closing in.

“This is what the English did,” I said as we ran down Sixth Avenue. “Who lays out a city like this? A grid, Monty, would it have killed them to use a grid?”

“The Dutch were here first,” he said. “The English didn’t arrive until 1664. That’s how you get the name New York.”

We chased it down Minetta Lane off Sixth Avenue. The wet-dog smell punched me in the face as soon as I turned the corner.

“There’s something wrong with that smell,” I said. “God, he reeks!”

“I didn’t realize you were a werewolf scent expert,” Monty said as he caught up, his long legs making it easy. 

“I’m not, but this guy smells like he hasn’t bathed in a year. And did you see his eyes?” 

“I did,” Monty said. “He seems to be suffering from some kind of reaction.”

“Reaction? He tore that poor woman in half. That’s not a reaction. That’s a full-blown infection.”

“It does seem like he’s unstable,” Monty said as he looked up and down the street.

“Just a bit, yeah.”

We followed the scent to the end of Minetta and on to Macdougal Street, when a large, furry blur shot past us.

 “Shoot it, Simon! Shoot!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I said as I fired several times.

“Shoot it harder!”

We jumped behind a parked SUV. The license plate read RUFFRDR. The truck was one of those huge things that wasn’t quite a tank but could never pass for an ordinary car, either. I figured there was enough vehicle to protect us from the Were’s razor-sharp claws. That theory evaporated, though. We jumped to the side as it sliced through the metal and plastic with ease, rendering our cover useless. The SUV fell apart like blocks of LEGO and I couldn’t help thinking that RUFFRDR was going to wake up in the morning and have a very bad day. 

“Really, that’s what you’re going with, Monty? ‘Shoot it harder’?”

“Strong,” rasped the creature on the other side of what used to be a perfectly functioning mode of transportation. “I’m going to rip out your intestines and eat them while you watch.”

“Wow,” Monty said. “He’s pissed. What did you do to him?”

“Now would be a good time for magic,” I said. “You know, a fireball or two? Or some Were-melting spell?”

“Can’t—he’s wearing a null proximity rune,” Monty said. “But I don’t understand why the silver ammo isn’t affecting him. You did switch out for silver ammo, right?”

“Silver…ammo? Of course I packed the silver—shit.”

I forgot to switch the ammo.

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Monty said, exasperated. “We’re out here fighting a werewolf, Simon.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s a little hard to miss.”

“I’m going to die,” he said as his voice hiked up an octave. “Out here on the filthy street, alongside you. Wonderful.”

“No, I just misplaced it,” I said with feigned indignation. “Hey, I had to pack all the bags while you did your meditation thing to charge the magic you’re currently not using.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and glared.

“Are you saying this is somehow my fault?”

“I’m just saying a little magic would make this go smoother, especially since I forgot to pack the silver ammo.”

The werewolf shoved the debris of the SUV to one side. Saliva dripped from the corners of his mouth as he snarled loudly enough to rattle some of the windows. I jerked my head to one side to let Monty know that tall, dark, and fangy was about to shred us. 

“Monty? Werewolf!!” I said, pointing at the large, angry creature closing on us.

 Monty turned, opened his hands, and formed two large spheres of air in his palms. They were the size of basketballs and whirled with tremendous force, kicking up the detritus around us.

He let them go and they slammed into the werewolf, smashing it into the building across the street with enough force to dislodge a wheelbarrow full of bricks. The Were bounced off the wall and fell to the street face-first, unconscious. I holstered my gun, Grim Whisper, and ran over. The Grim Whisper was a custom designed and runed M&P Shield 9mm adapted to hold ten rounds plus one in the chamber. It had enough power to stop most supernatural threats, especially with modified ammo. For everything else, I had Monty.

I put a pair of silver restraints, individual bracers designed to prevent transformation, around his front legs, and he slowly morphed back to human. Now we stood over a naked man in the middle of the street.

“Did you bring the extra set of clothes?” Monty asked as he looked around and brushed the dust off his suit. He kept his shoulder-length hair loose and moved a few strands out of his face. His eyes gave off a subtle yellow glow, which happened every time he used magic.

I reached into my pack and pulled out a pair of jeans and a large T-shirt. It was one of my old ‘I love New York’ shirts, where the ‘love’ is replaced with a large red heart.

“I hope you know this shirt is a collector’s item,” I said as I dressed the Were. “You can’t get them anymore.”

“Unless you take a stroll around Times Square,” Monty said and shook out his hands. “Hurry up, Simon.”

“I thought you couldn’t use magic on it?” 

“I couldn’t, I used magic around it.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed the one number I knew would be working at this hour of the night.

“NYTF, Lieutenant Ramirez speaking,” answered the voice.

Angel Ramirez had been with the NYTF for the last five years. He was rough around the edges, tough as hell, and a loyal— if not slightly crazy—friend. The only person I trusted more was Monty.

The New York Task Force, or NYTF, was a quasi-military police force created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. They’re paid to deal with the things that can’t be explained to the general public without causing mass hysteria.

“I want my dinner at Peter Luger’s this weekend,” I said. “On you.”

“Simon, el fuerte, you got him?” Ramirez asked. “No way!”

“Of course I got him,” I said as Monty scowled and raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, Monty got him, but I tracked him.”

“Then maybe Monty should get Luger’s, not you. I’m sending a bus over. Where are you?”

“Macdougal and Minetta.”

“Is he silvered?” Ramirez asked. “Or are we walking into a shitstorm?”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation if he weren’t.”  

“Hang tight, they’ll be there in ten.”

I ended the call only to have my phone ring again. Santana’s “Black Magic Woman” played and I seriously considered not picking up.

“Answer it,” Monty said. “You know she’ll just show up if you don’t.”

Bracing myself, I answered the call. 

“Chi, what a surprise.” 

“You know I hate that name,” she said. “Where are you?” 

Actually, I did know. That’s exactly why I always used it.

 “I’m kind of in the middle—”

“Save it. Your office, twenty minutes,” she said and hung up.

I looked at the phone for a few seconds before dropping it in my pocket.

“I think she’s fond of you,” Monty said with a smile. “Certainly sounds like it.”

I gave him my best ‘I’ll stomp you silly’ glare.

“What’s wrong with your face?” he asked. “Are you injured, or constipated?”

“Hilarious.” I waved him away. “You going to be okay here with Scooby?”

“Who?”

“The Were,” I said, pointing. “The guy we just caught?”

“You’re the one going to meet a vampire and you’re asking me if I’m going to be okay?”

He had a point.
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