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About the Story



Energy cannot be created or destroyed, only transformed.

Tristan Montague has had his ability to cast magic broken.

When his confrontation with Edith and Verity leave him unable to access his magic, he must seek out another technique to regain his access.

He must learn the Restoring Palm.

Now, together with Simon and the help of a dark mage, they must seek out someone who knows the technique and is willing to teach it to Tristan.

They must find the Caretaker.

Together they must evade Verity, who believes Tristan and Simon are going dark. To Verity, the only solution to darkness is erasure and elimination—a solution they intend to unleash before Tristan can restore his magic.

ISBN: 9798373948258


“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are stronger at the broken places.”

-Ernest Hemingway

"The scars are the design.

Your attention is drawn to the cracks and how they are mended. That is what you’re supposed to see.

The beauty is in the brokenness."

- Justin Whitmel Earley


ONE




We’re all broken.

Some in ways that are easily seen, others in subtler ways, invisible to the naked eye. Monty was in the second group. His brokenness wasn’t apparent, but I could tell something was off. He was out of sorts and grumpy.

More than the usual.

Which meant he was just this side of dangerous.

“I think it looks dignified,” I said, going for diplomacy as Monty shared a glare and scowl with me. “Now you can be a proper Englishman with a walking stick and everything. Isn’t it all the rage in London, or something like that?”

“You’re off by a few centuries,” he answered. “Walking sticks—unless weapons—are not fashionable. I am a mage; I don’t need additional weapons.”

“Because you are a weapon?”

“Precisely,” he said, looking at his new staff. “Or at least I was.”

The pity party was in full swing.

“You’re still a mage,” I said. “Even with a staff. Maybe you can start a new trend? Something hybrid in the world of mages—a wizage? Half-mage, half-wizard, but total destruction. Best of both worlds.”

“I’m not going to dignify that description with an answer,” Monty said, stirring his tea. “Wizage, indeed. This is humiliating.”

He again glanced over at the staff resting against the wall in the kitchen and scowled again before focusing on his tea. The runes along its surface pulsed slowly.

It had only been a few days since our last encounter with Verity and Edith at the Cloisters. I shuddered at the memory. Edith had managed to sever his access to his magic when he used the Interrupting Palm—a technique designed to…well, interrupt.

Somehow she had used the technique to break or interrupt his connection to magic. It would have been great if we could have asked her how to reverse his condition. There was only one small problem: she had been reduced to ash, and then her ash had been reduced to atoms.

He hadn’t lost his magical abilities; she had merely placed an obstacle between him and his power. I imagined it was like being physically able to lift a tremendous amount of weight but then being limited to only lifting a tenth of it while knowing your true potential was much greater.

It wasn’t a visible trauma, but it was still just as powerful. He felt…lesser. Like he wasn’t magical.

He was wrong.

He was still magical.

Now he was just magical and extra cranky. Aria had given him the staff to assist with the casting, and he was not pleased.

In fact, his crankiness had shot up to a twelve on a ten-point scale. I sat in the reception area, looking across the open space as he fluctuated between seething and sulking in the kitchen.

Peaches, my faithful and trusty hellhound—recently upgraded to the “Mighty Peaches” by the Midnight Echelon, a scary group of black-ops Valkyries—was sitting by my feet and lightly snoring. I knew he was mostly awake because every so often he opened one eye, chuffed, and checked on Monty.

<Why is the angry man sad? Did he eat some bad leaves?>

<Monty doesn’t eat bad leaves. He’s having trouble using his magic.>

<Trouble? Why? Is he too weak? Did he break it?>

<Something like that. It’s not a matter of strength; it’s a matter of access. He can’t access it easily right now. His connection has been blocked.>

<If he ate meat, he could have all the access. Meat can make him strong enough to get the access. He could break the block.>

<I don’t think that’s how eating meat works.>

<He should try it. Then he wouldn’t be so sad. Should I lick him?>

<Don’t think so, boy. It won’t help in this case. He needs a special technique.>

<I could speak. That could help.>

<Could help us become deaf, you mean. No speaking right now. He’s already aggravated. Shattered windows won’t improve his or my, mood.>

<He could make me some meat. Frank says grifting is the gift that never ends.>

<It’s giving, not grifting. You really need to stop speaking to that lizard.>

<He’s my friend. You still speak to the angry man even when he is angry. Friends don’t stop speaking to each other, even when they are wrong or angry.>

<Good point. Let’s see if we can cheer Monty up.>

He chuffed again in response.

“What makes it humiliating?” I asked, pointing at the staff. “You can still access your magic. The only downside now is that you have to do one-handed finger wiggles.” I wiggled my fingers in my best mage-casting interpretation. “Sounds like a fair compromise.”

Monty stared at my superior finger-wiggling skills but was clearly unimpressed. Some mages can’t appreciate talent even when it stares them in the face.

“I do not do finger wiggles, one-handed or not,” Monty snapped. “Many of the casts require two hands, for your information.”

“The last time this happened—”

“There is no last time,” he said, cutting me off, frustrated. “This is not a shift in power. If anything, this is a hampering, a reduction in my power. One where I am forced to debase myself with that…that…thing.”

He pointed at the staff leaning against the wall in the kitchen. As far as staves went, it was impressive. It was a short, black staff around four feet in length. The top of the staff—what I assumed to be the top—was wider than the rest of the body.

It reminded me of a shillelagh—a magical, dangerous-feeling shillelagh. I could tell it was Australian Buloke, because the wood it was made from was identical to the door in the Randy Rump.

As I examined it further, I could see that every inch of its surface was covered in the softly pulsing violet runes. The runes flowed along its length, making my eyes hurt if I tried to focus on them for too long.

I didn’t know if Aria had made the staff, or simply had it in case of mage emergencies. All I knew was that it had a massive energy signature that made it hard to ignore.

“I still don’t see the issue,” I said after taking a sip from my massive cup of Death Wish, pausing to bask in the javambrosia goodness. “You need the staff to do your thing, so you use the staff. I may not be a mage, but I do know that any creature we are facing isn’t going to be picky about how you formed the orbs that are about to end its existence, are they?”

“Are they what?” he answered, distracted. “What were you saying?”

“Will your orbs be any less powerful because you used a staff?”

“On the contrary. Using a staff runs the risk of imbuing my casts with an excess of energy,” he said. “I could overcompensate and create orbs that are too powerful.”

“What?” I asked. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly serious,” he said. “One of the reasons it takes so long to train as a mage is due to the time it takes to hone the body and mind to become a focus. A mage has to attune the energy all around him.”

“So, what you’re saying is that mages have to become one with the forces of energy all around them?”

“Yes, and don’t,” he warned. “I’m not in the—”

“Mages must become one with the Force?” I asked. “Does that mean I can eventually become a Jedimage?”

“Actually,” he said, still looking into his cup, “at this point, you’re more of a mage than I am. You don’t need a staff to access your casts, meager as they are—while I do.”

I gave it some thought and quickly crushed the smile that was threatening to spread across my face. Would I be the kind of friend that would rub salt into his open wound of imposed wizardry?

Absolutely.

“Well, that may be true,” I said, tapping my holster, “but considering that the last cast I was part of almost obliterated the Cloisters and New Jersey, I think I’m going to stick to more conventional weapons in the near future.”

“Conventional weapons? Really?” He looked up at me and stared. “Conventional, like your blade?”

“Ebonsoul is mostly conventional.”

“Of course, the same way your creature is mostly a normal dog,” he said, extending his arm. The staff floated in the air for half a second before flying into his open hand a moment later, which was impressive.

“How did you do that if you can’t access your magic?”

“The staff is keyed to me,” he said, and gestured with his other hand, making the liquid in the cup begin to steam. “What you saw was the inherent energy within it being activated, not my access to energy.”

“What?”

“My access is blocked, but I still possess the energy in much the same way you possess your conventional Ebonsoul,” he said. “Except that, unlike the Sorrows or your weapon, I cannot store this staff within.”

“Ebonsoul is conventional, in the larger context of things I’ve seen.”

“There is nothing conventional about you, your weapons, or your creature. You should accept that by now, O Marked One.”

“I have, really,” I said, waving his words away. “You know what you need? You need to get out. There’s a new spot a few blocks away from the Randy Rump. Supposed to have good food and decent music. More bar than restaurant. It’ll be good for you to get out among other people who aren’t trying to actively kill or melt you.”

“No, thank you,” Monty said with a shake of his head. “The last thing I intend to do is visit a bar that is bound to be loud, full of drunken idiots and modern music that will seem to have been written in an alien language by a toaster oven.”

As I said, he was feeling extra cranky.

“I think you’ll like it. It’s a Spanish fusion place,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “It’s called the Fandango.”

“Which is precisely what a trip there would be. Once again, I decline.”

“True—wouldn’t want to risk getting you in a good mood,” I said, then glanced down the corridor at Dex’s room. “Besides, Dex might show up this century.”

He raised an eyebrow in my direction before looking down the corridor to Dex’s room.

“He’s certainly taking his time,” Monty grumbled. “I do hope this source of his is reliable.”

“What time did he say he was getting here?”

Monty looked at his watch. He had downgraded to a Patek Philippe Calatravone Ref. 570 from his usual Grandmaster Chime. I wondered if it was because he felt his status had diminished from mage—that should be Mage, capital M, to mage, lowercase.

I didn’t dare say the W word within earshot. Even thinking it was risky.

I could live dangerously; I just didn’t want to get blasted by an orb before breakfast. I didn’t understand how he could wear those timepieces outdoors. In my opinion, they belonged in some watch-museum vault, not out and about, risking them to major damage. As I’ve realized, though, you can’t spell damage without mage.

“He said ten,” Monty said, looking up. “But you know my uncle. That could be ten our time, give or take a few hours…or days.”

“He sounded serious and upset,” I said. “I don’t think he’ll be late.”

“Well, after you cast that storm blood—”

“I cast?” I asked, incredulous. “I seem to recall it was a joint cast.”

“Incorrect,” he said, lifting a finger. “You used your siphon, and stabbed Edith—in the side, if I recall Quan’s words correctly.”

“True,” I said, remembering the moments before Edith nearly sliced through me. “Remind me to send Piero a thank-you letter.”

“He will most likely require our presence,” Monty said. “A letter would be insulting. As would that jacket.” He looked at my current outerwear. “We can use the trip to get you a much needed new wardrobe and give him our thanks in person. He would have heard about the incident in the Cloisters by now.”

“How?” I asked. “Is there some kind of supernatural network I’m not aware of?”

“Yes, and you are aware of it,” he said after taking a sip of his tea. “This ‘supernatural network’ has certain nodes, or hubs of meeting and communication. You have met a few.”

“Which ones?”

“Ezra—and his establishment—are a font of information, both current and arcane,” he said. “Many beings visit him to provide or gather information.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “Aside from the food being delicious, I noticed there are some shady characters at some of the tables when we visit him. Where else?”

“More like who, not where,” he said. “There are few beings strong enough to have a fixed point in time and space and also act as points of communication.”

“So they move around?”

“Makes them harder to track…and kill.”

I nodded.

“Who else?”

“The other two would be the Transporter,” he said. “I’m certain you remember her.”

“Roaming the subway of this city is hard to forget, yes,” I said. “That, and payments in chocolate have a way of sticking in your memory. I never realized chocolate was a currency. Who’s the other one?”

“The other would be Piero,” Monty said, taking a moment to inhale and thoroughly bask in the aroma of his Earl Grey. “Aside from your vampire, he is one of the most powerful and influential vampires in this city.”

He seemed to be getting in a better mood as he slipped into professor mode. Most mages enjoyed explaining how things worked—the problem was understanding what they were explaining.

“But he went on an extended vacation when the Blood Hunters were in town,” I said. “Why?”

“The Blood Hunters are still in the city,” he said. “They haven’t left. They’ve just stepped deeper into the shadows.”

“Seems to be plenty in the shadows of this city,” I said. “I wish some of these beings in the shadow would stay there—permanently.”

“Indeed. Piero’s absence was more for his clan; I have no doubt that Piero on his own would be difficult to dispatch without a sizable force of determined and powerful individuals.”

“That’s why he can have a restaurant and everyone leaves him alone?” I said. “That, and his new head of security. No one in their right mind wants to face a Gorgon. At least I wouldn’t.”

“Which is why a letter would be an insult to his station in the hierarchy of this city,” Monty added. “His position as a node of communication demands a visit to his location…in person.”

“So basically he’s a vampire mafia Don?” I asked with a chuckle. “We have to go pay our respects…or else?”

“I’d refrain from making that reference in his presence,” Monty said, his voice serious. “Piero’s influence and presence has far-reaching implications for maintaining peace in this city. After what occurred at the Wordweavers, a visit is warranted.”

That meant we’d have to go to his new restaurant and face the Gorgon security again. I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her or her flaming sword anytime soon.

I shook the image from my head and continued.

“I recall you and Quan being next to me when the storm blood was cast. When we cast the storm blood.”

“Again, incorrect,” Monty said after taking another sip from his cup. “You declared yourself to be Edith’s end—a bit melodramatic, I might add—and proceeded to absorb the energy she unleashed. At that point in time we were merely your support.”

“You didn’t seem like support when that lightning blast dropped on her head,” I countered, lowering my voice. “That seemed more like judge, jury, and executioner.”

I had been concerned about how Edith was killed.

Granted, she had been ready to wipe us off the face of the planet, but it still seemed a little dark, even for Monty. I hoped the use of the lost elder blood rune hadn’t affected him to the point of going over to the dark side.

I didn’t enjoy the thought of facing a Sith Monty. What if he felt that was the only way to get his full ability back? That could become a problem. Facing off against a dark Monty sounded like the worst possible day ever. Verity would be justified in hunting him—us—down.

“She was going to kill us,” he said, matching my tone. “There was no room for mercy with her. We both issued the same judgment.”

I recalled the moment when I pronounced death on Edith. It was a surreal moment and felt more like the storm blood speaking through me, than my actual thoughts—even though I agreed with the judgment.

“Death,” I said, nodding. “That’s what scares me. In that moment, we passed judgment. Who are we to pass any kind of judgment?”

His expression darkened for a few seconds.

“I understand,” he said, before taking another sip of his tea while staring at me. “I really do.”

“Do you?” I asked. “Because we lightning-flambéed Edith. Both of us. If Verity ever needed evidence of us going dark, all they need to do is look for the scorch mark that was once a master venomancer.”

“We are not going dark,” Monty assured me. “We made a judgment call in the midst of battle. The situation was in flux and there was no time to second-guess our course of action. What if we had surrendered to her? If you had surrendered your blood?”

I knew the answer.

“Every magic user on this plane would be at her mercy,” I said. “She would kill because she could, and no one would’ve been able to stop her because of the Dragon’s Breath. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“I would be worried if you did,” Monty said, looking at Dex’s door again. “We have a guest.”

“Finally,” I said. “I hope he’s dressed. Last time—”

“It’s not my uncle,” he said, putting down his cup. “Get ready.”

“Get ready? Why would I need to get ready? Is he wearing clothes?”

I felt her before she stepped into the apartment. A cold shiver gripped me and squeezed. Thoughts of running for my life raced through my brain as a figure stepped through the door and into the corridor that led to the reception area.

The Morrigan.


TWO




She was dressed in darkness and fear.

At least that’s how it felt when she walked into the hallway. She was actually wearing a long, form-fitting black dress, made of some material that seemed to have trouble adhering to any of the known laws of physics as it shifted from black to darker black with every step she took.

Peaches rose and gave off a low rumble as she approached.

<Easy, boy. She’s a friendly.>

<She doesn’t smell very friendly right now.>

“Well met, Morrigan,” Monty said, getting to his feet and glancing my way with a look that suggested remaining seated in the presence of a goddess of death would be a bad idea. “Will my uncle be joining us?”

I stood and gave her some space as I stepped back.

“Well met, Morrigan,” I said, giving her a small bow. “Could you dial back the death vibes a bit? It’s setting off Peaches.”

Monty gave me a glare and slowly shook his head. It’s true that my comment could be seen as having a deathwish, but I wasn’t insulting her, just merely pointing out the facts. The truth was that Peaches, while wary, was probably unaffected. My bowels, on the other hand, were definitely on the more nervous side in her presence.

She glanced down at my hellhound and smiled.

“He has good instincts,” she said, and immediately I felt the darkness and fear around her slowly disappear. “Well met,” she said to me before turning to Monty. “Your uncle requested I escort you to him.”

“Escort us?” I asked. “Why would we need an escort? Not that I’m refusing. Just curious.”

“He has hidden the Golden Circle,” Monty answered for her. “She is here to make sure we can get there.”

“How hidden, exactly?” I asked, carefully measuring my words. “Is that ‘hidden, but hard to see’ or ‘hidden but no longer on this plane of existence’?”

She gazed at me for a few seconds before speaking.

“I can see why Dexter likes you,” she said. “You two share that same recklessness and abandon for self-preservation. The Golden Circle has been…moved. I’m not at liberty to discuss its location further.”

“What you’re saying is that Dex basically removed an entire magical sect out of play,” I said, “while making it impossible to approach by regular teleportation?”

“Correct,” she said. “He has created a pathway, but it cannot be easily traversed unless you know the way.”

“Why?” I asked. “It’s not a matter of privacy. He can have that anytime he wants. Why go through all of this? Moving an entire sect must have been difficult and expensive.”

“Both, yes,” she said. “This question I can answer. Dexter is forming a new institution, one that will not be influenced by the other sects or the Tribunal. This is part of that.”

I held up a finger. “Are you saying Dex borrowed an entire sect? To start another ‘institution’?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of institution?”

“A school of battle magic,” she said. “The Montague School of Battle Magic.”

The pieces were beginning to fall into place. These pieces weren’t falling into place gently, like fluffy feathers landing on the grass—no, these pieces were thudding and crashing into place like cinder blocks at a construction site.

“He’s insane,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “He’s going to start a mage war.”

“That is one possible outcome, yes,” she said. “As for his being insane—he has had more radical notions. This one actually has merit.”

“He’s not just creating a school of battle magic, is he?” Monty asked. “There is a deeper purpose.”

She nodded.

“Yes,” she said, glancing at me. “Tristan, tell Simon what would happen to another mage in your condition under Verity and the current Tribunal.”

I noticed how she deliberately refused to use the word “High”.

“Apprehension and deletion,” Monty said, his expression dark. “With no exceptions.”

“Doesn’t sound any different from what they want to do now,” I said. “Except they are probably extra-pissed after we electrified Edith out of existence. What’s the difference?”

“On occasion, a mage may lose access to their abilities,” she began. “It can be for any number of reasons: trauma, a shift, physical or mental damage. In any of these cases, the loss may be permanent, but most of the time it’s temporary.”

“Why would Verity or the Tribunal get involved?”

“A mage that can’t access their power becomes vulnerable, and perhaps willing to resort to what are considered unorthodox methods of energy manipulation.”

“They go dark?”

“Dark and light are too simplistic of terms, but that will suffice for this example,” she said. “Verity feels that straying from the accepted norms of energy use presents a threat.”

“So they help these mages find their access again?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “They remove what they perceive to be a threat to the greater magical community. They feel that is a better use of their time, and more efficient.”

“They remove the threat? They kill them?”

“There are no retirement plans for mages who cannot access their power,” Monty said, his voice grim. “Verity removes them—permanently. Another reason to dissolve that group.”

I tried to wrap my head around what they were saying and found it hard to believe.

“What if this happens to a young mage? Say, a child mage who just found out they have power, but don’t know how to control it yet?”

Monty looked away. I could see the muscles of his jaw flexing.

“Those cases, while relatively rare, are not entirely uncommon,” the Morrigan said. “If Verity apprehends them first, those young mages are evaluated and tested. Their viability as mages is determined, and they are either placed within Verity or erased—if deemed unstable and dangerous.”

“But they don’t kill them, right?”

She looked deep into my eyes and remained silent.

Her silence spoke volumes.

“We have to stop them,” I said. “We have to undo Verity and the Tribunal.”

“What you are suggesting is akin to standing on the shore of the ocean and stopping a wave with your hand,” she said, still staring at me. “Do you think it possible?”

“Alone? Maybe not, but a group of us with enough power can stop even the ocean.”

“That is the deeper purpose, isn’t it?” Monty asked. “This is what my uncle is doing?”

“Someone must stand for those who cannot stand on their own,” she said. “Dexter has chosen this as his purpose.”

Monty slowly shook his head and smiled. For a moment I thought he was going to hurt himself. His face wasn’t really used to expressions like smiling. Scowls, yes. Smiles, not so much.

“He has truly outdone himself this time,” Monty said. “Everyone will rise against him. Every single sect.”

“Yes. He is looking forward to it,” she said. “I almost pity his adversaries. This will prove to be a fascinating diversion.”

“Anyone care to explain what this purpose is that is going to cause everyone to rise against us?” I asked. “I’m figuring that, if it’s going to cause everyone to rise against Dex, that includes us too, right?”

“It does, at least to some degree,” she said. “I will allow Dexter to go into further detail regarding the school. Currently, he is adjusting the passage to the Golden Circle, which is why he requested I escort you.”

“Oh,” I said. “I thought he sent you because he was pissed at Monty.”

She smiled again and this time, the fear that arrived before her earlier returned in full force, giving me a bearhug and sending a rippling cold throughout my body.

“He is not upset at Tristan,” she said, staring at me as she unleashed her grip of fear vibe around her. Even Peaches whined and stepped closer to me protectively. “Not upset at all.”

Her words sounded safe, but everything else about her screamed: Run away—now! It was like those moments when you’re invited to draw your weapon, knowing full well that making a move to do so will get you killed.

“He’s really not upset?”

“Of course not,” she said, her voice still gentle. “I would not diminish his state to describe it as something so trivial like being upset.”

“He’s beyond upset?”

She gave me a slow nod.

“He made mention of testing your curse and seeing how many times an immortal could be atomized,” she said. “I advised him that getting Kali involved at this time would be ill-advised. She is not known for her diplomacy or tolerance of attacks against her chosen—unless she is orchestrating the attacking, that is. She always was a bit peculiar about that.”

“Did he listen to you?”

“He did…for now, at least. It didn’t improve his mood.”

“Not very comforting, but thank you.”

“He’s livid and has contemplated coming here to throttle you both to within an inch of your lives.”

“Throttle us both?”

“Did you think he was merely upset at Tristan?” she asked, cocking her head to one side. “How deliciously naive. You bear as much responsibility as his nephew in this. In some cases, more…Aspis.”

The last word felt like a gut-punch.

How bad did things have to be for Dex to send the Chooser of the Slain to escort us because he was too angry to be in our presence?

Extremely bad.

“Are we meeting Dex or the Harbinger?” I asked. “I’m just curious on if I have to start getting my affairs in order, or if it’s too late.”

“No harm will come to you,” the Morrigan assured me. “His anger is rooted in concern. You have garnered the attention of entities you are not prepared to confront. In addition, Verity has not lessened their resolve to apprehend and eliminate you. Tana, and more importantly Cain, have redoubled their efforts in their pursuit of your destruction.”

“We just stopped their master venomancer. You’d think they would take a few months off from their seek-and-destroy agenda.”

“The fact that you were able to dispatch Edith only heightened their intentions regarding the two of you—that and the casting of the storm blood. That was an incredible risk. Well done.”

I just stared at her as she nodded in approval.

“That’s why we’re going to the Golden Circle,” Monty clarified. “It’s hidden, even beyond their capabilities.”

“Your uncle is a powerful mage,” she said, lowering her voice. “He is taking you to meet someone even stronger than he is to deal with this condition of yours.”

“Stronger than Dex?”

“And older as well. A distant relative as I understand.”

“You know any older distant relatives stronger than your uncle?” I asked, glancing at Monty. “I don’t know about you, but that sounds dangerous and scary.”

“Even though I’m certain they exist, I don’t,” Monty said. “Did he happen to mention the name of this distant relative?”

“He did,” she said, turning her back on us. “I will let him share that with you. Are you ready to depart?”

“One moment,” Monty said, stepping to the front door. “I need to activate the security measures.”

He stepped to the door with his staff in one hand, pressing certain parts of the door frame in sequence, before tracing runes in the air. The symbols floated over the door, impacting it and glowing softly. The air around the door and windows shimmered for a few seconds before returning to normal.

The Morrigan turned and looked at the staff in Monty’s hand, raising an eyebrow. Monty looked back defiantly, and I really hoped we weren’t about to get into a battle with a death goddess over Monty’s disapproval of using a staff.

“Your staff is…quaint,” Morrigan said. “It poses a danger, however. Are you aware?”

“I am,” Monty said with a nod, before glancing at the staff in his hand. “I will exercise the utmost prudence in its use.”

“See that you do,” she said. “This way.”

She turned again and led us back to Dex’s room. As she stood before the door she waved her arm horizontally, causing the fear and darkness to come back in full force. A green glow appeared around the door frame, and she turned to us again.

“This will feel unpleasant,” she continued. “Gather yourselves and maintain control over your fear, or else you will become lost. Is that understood?”

“This is the only way?” I asked. “I mean, maybe we can contact Cecil and—”

“This is the only way,” she said, cutting me off. “You will face…fear. This will be part of the vetting process—but I’m getting ahead of myself. Face your fear and vanquish it. Entry to the other side of the passage is dependent on you overcoming your fear. Alone. Do not fail.”

I nodded mutely, because it was taking everything in me not to run away screaming. She wasn’t kidding about the fear. The rational part of my brain knew this was something she had just unleashed, but fear is rarely rational.

The other, irrational part of my brain suggested that going with her would be the worst thing I could possibly do, ever, and that I should run to my room and hide under the bed until she left.

Like I said—irrational.

Peaches nudged me in the leg to remind me he was there. I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He didn’t seem to be scared at all despite his earlier whine. I really doubted he was scared of much. I think the possibility of never getting another sausage would be the only thing that could put fear in him.

<Where you go, I go.>

I looked down at him and nodded as the fear around us intensified.

The Morrigan grabbed the door handle and pulled the door open as the world flashed green, blinding me.


THREE




I stood in a large grassy field.

Alone.

It wasn’t just any grassy field. It took me a few seconds, but I recognized it once my vision cleared. I was standing on the Great Lawn in Central Park.

Even though Central Park was mostly…well, a park, the Great Lawn was a large, flat, open field of grass. It sat just off 86th Street and directly across from the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The Lawn itself sat in the center of six equidistant baseball fields and was about a good twenty-minute walk from the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir to the north.

To the south sat Turtle Pond and around the entire Lawn was a roadway encircling it. They had given the road a clever name: the Great Lawn Oval—which, when I thought about it, made sense. The Lawn and the ballfields were enclosed in a large oval area.

Normally, during the day, the Lawn would be full of people laying out, taking in the sun, listening to music or reading. The Lawn I currently stood in was empty.

It was more than empty.

It was barren.

There were no city sounds, no birds, no traffic and no sounds of people. All around the edge of the park, I could see the silhouettes of the buildings, but they were blurred, as if I stood in a thick fog. I doubted they were real. Whatever this was had pulled this location from my memory and then had decided to focus on the Lawn.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” said a voice behind me. “It almost looks real.”

I whirled, reaching for Grim Whisper as I turned and discovered that I had no weapon. I took a moment to feel within for Ebonsoul.

Nothing.

The figure in front of me gave a small cough and nodded with a slight smile. It was a smile I recognized easily.

I was staring into my own face.

An older, scarred, graying me.

I let my hand fall as I examined my older self. This version of me was dressed in a black pea coat, gray shirt, blue jeans and dark boots. He looked fairly stylish and smiled when he caught me looking at him.

He extended his arms to the side and did a full turn.

When he faced me again, I noticed the scars along one side of his face. I reflexively touched my own face, but my skin was smooth.

Is this something that’s going to happen?

“Who are you?” I asked, taking a step back warily. “What are you?” I looked around. “Where are we?”

“I’m you,” he said, pointing at me. “Well, a personification of you. Guess that covers the who and what. This is a Factual Existential Array Runic System—think of it as your personal magic ID, specific to you.”

“My what?”

“Consider this place a three-dimensional representation of your magical DNA,” he said. “This is your magical self.” He looked around. “A bit sparse if you ask me. You’re not very magically inclined, are you?”

“You could say that,” I said, still keeping my distance from him. “I’m not a mage. My ability—or lack thereof—has been given to me, not entirely with my consent.”

“That would explain the emptiness,” he said. “You seem to have some affinity for this location. It figured prominently in your memories.”

“I grew up coming here when I was young,” I said, glancing around at the pseudo-park. “It never looked like this. This place is always crowded during the day. What is this?”

“This is a gateway. It forms a passage to the Montague School of Battle Magic. In order to gain access to your desired location, you must face me—well, you.”

“I thought I was supposed to face my fears.”

“You are, and you will,” he said, staring at me. “That is my purpose.”

I glanced around again.

“This place doesn’t look very scary.”

“We’re discussing fear, not being scared,” he said. “What does fear look like?”

“Why don’t you illuminate me?”

“Of course,” he said. “Do you mind if we walk and talk?”

I looked around the empty Lawn.

“Where exactly do you plan on walking to?” I asked. “There’s nothing here. This is all in my mind.”

“Yes and no,” Not-Simon said. “This locale is drawn from your memory, but this is a real place leading to a real place. Your physical body is here, now.” He materialized a short blade. “I could give you a small demonstration of how you are corporeally here if you like.”

I looked down at the blade he held.

“How exactly would you do that?”

“A small cut—nothing fatal, but enough to draw blood and cause an unpleasant sensation,” he answered, following my gaze to the blade with his eyes. “Your regenerative abilities are still functional in this place. You would heal immediately. Would that be sufficient proof?”

“I’m going to pass on the slice and dice as proof,” I said. “For now I’ll take your word that this isn’t a dream of some kind.”

“This is not a figment of your imagination or your subconscious. It’s a construct of your imagination—but I can assure you, it is very real.”

I nodded and waved him on as he began to walk.

“First off, I would never say, ‘I can assure you’,” I said, matching his pace as we walked. “You sound more like Monty than me.”

“I am a runic construct designed by Dexter Montague to help you face your fears and to facilitate entry into the Montague School of Battle Magic.”

“Dex made you?”

“In a very loose sense, yes. I’m the product of a series of casts that are”—he narrowed his eyes at me—“too elevated in concept to explain in terms you would understand.”

“You certainly sound like a Montague,” I said with a growl. “Why do you look like me?”

“While I appear like you, I am not exactly you. My semblance will facilitate the process of facing your fears.”

“All your semblance does is creep me the hell out, especially since you don’t even sound like me.”

“True. Due to my nature, I will possess certain affectations and speech differentiators. However, you can be confident that I know you almost as well as you know yourself.”

“I really doubt that,” I said, skeptical. “How could you?”

“Let’s get back to fear, shall we?”

“What happens if I can’t face my fear?” I asked. “Does that mean I’m trapped here?”

“No,” Not-Simon said. “This system is designed to hold you until you progress forward or you are returned to the inception point. Those are your only two possible outcomes. You will not be trapped here. You either attain your destination, in this case the Montague School of Battle Magic, or are returned where you entered the system.”

“Dex really needs to shorten that name,” I said. “So I either face my fears and pass, or I don’t and get sent back where I came from. Makes sense if you’re training battle mages.”

“It does,” he said. “What do you fear?”

“Not much,” I said as I looked down at the grass. “My world has been turned upside down and sideways lately. Every time I face something to fear, something new pops up to give me a larger dose of fear, making the first thing tame in comparison. I haven’t had a chance to evaluate my fears when things are trying to kill me and those close to me.”

“That is an excellent non-answer.”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“What?”

“I asked you a simple question and you chose to deflect.”

“I didn’t deflect. I answered you. You just weren’t paying attention.”

“You didn’t.” He pointed in front of us to a silent playground in the distance, full of people and children playing. “See that playground?”

“Of course I see the playground,” I snapped. “How did it get there is the real question. Why can’t I hear them?”

“Irrelevant. Please observe the face of fear.”

In the middle of the soundless playground stood a woman with a baby carriage. She looked familiar, though I couldn’t place the face. She was looking around the playground, her movements becoming more and more frantic. She stopped every few feet, grabbing people by the arm, asking them something, before rushing off to someone else.

“What is she looking for?”

“Her child.”

Her face was taut with concern and fear. She looked everywhere for her missing child, but no one had an answer for her.

“You’re saying fear is losing a child?”

“Am I?”

I stopped walking.

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not. I’m not doing this whole magespeak ‘mystic riddle wrapped up in an enigma and hidden from view in plain sight thing’ with you. Simple question gets a simple answer. If you can’t do that, I’ll just wait until I’m returned home.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Not-Simon said. “May I make a counter offer?”

“Go for it,” I said, crossing my arms. “In plain English.”

“I ask a simple question, you give me a simple, honest answer, no hedging, no deflecting,” he said. “If you can do that, I will answer your questions plainly.”

“What’s the catch?” I asked. “There’s always a catch.”

“You deflect, I magespeak,” he said. “No catch. That is the cost of simple, honest answers.”

“That’s the second time you said honest. Why?”

“In this system, everything about you is being monitored: heart rate, respiratory rate, perspiration levels, pupil dilation—even your tone of voice. Everything. If you lie, or attempt to, I have a 99% chance of detecting it.”

“Not 100%?”

“It’s closer to 99.9%, but I didn’t want to intimidate you,” he said with a slight smile. “You may feel free to be less than honest or even outright lie, but I will know. More importantly, you will.”

“I have no need to lie.”

“We shall see,” he said, extending an arm forward. “Shall we continue?”

“Sure, lead on.”

“You asked a question.”

“What you showed me is fear? The loss of a child?”

“Every parent possesses that fear on some level,” Not-Simon said without looking at me. “How would that apply to you?”

“I don’t have children,” I said, glancing at him. “It wouldn’t.”

“Are you certain?”

I gave it some thought. I didn’t have children, but I did have people close to me. Losing them would be unacceptable.

“No, I’m not,” I said. “I don’t have children, but I do have family, people close to me. I do fear I could lose them.”

He nodded.

“We’re getting there,” he said. “How do you handle that fear?”

“By making sure they remain safe.”

“How is that working out?”

“It’s not,” I said. “Monty is in deep shit, not being able to access his magic, and I was recently poisoned. My hellhound has some kind of battle form I know nothing about, and I won’t even go into everyone else around me that’s now in danger because Verity has their underwear tied in a bunch, all because they think we are going dark.”

“Are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Going dark?”

“No, not to my knowledge, unless having this virtual therapy session in some system counts as going dark—then no, I’m not going dark anytime soon. Insane? Probably.”

“What about Tristan? Is he going dark?”

I glared at him, but took a moment to answer.

“No, he isn’t,” I said. “He may be many things, but dark isn’t one of them.”

“You hesitated,” he said. “Why?”

“Because one of my fears is that he will,” I said. “That he will try to undo whatever is happening to him by any means necessary.”

“Like using a lost rune?”

“They don’t seem to be designed for anything good,” I said. “They weren’t lost, more like hidden. The more I learn about them, the more sense it makes to keep them that way.”

“You think Tristan will seek them out?”

“If it can fix whatever happened to him? Yes.”

“Even if that means going dark?”

“Even if it means going dark,” I said. “He’ll spin it some way as to how the ends justify the means and how he’ll be fine.”

“But you don’t think he will be fine, do you?”

“I’ve seen what power does,” I said. “Mundane and supernatural. Monty keeps telling me power isn’t good or evil, light or dark, but I have yet to hear how someone has achieved massive amounts of world-ending power and then suddenly became a force for good.”

“Do you doubt the good in Tristan?”

“No, I don’t, and never have,” I said. “Power is subtle. It doesn’t change a person all at once. It’s a slow process. Like I said, I have yet to see someone with new power all of a sudden have an incredible dose of integrity and goodness.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“Power reveals,” I said, giving it some thought. “We all have darkness within. Most of us keep it controlled and channeled, but it’s there. Power has a way of loosening the chains that keep the darkness in check.”

“Do you truly believe this?”

“I do. My past experience confirms it. Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely. As it has always been.”

“Good or evil, light or dark,” he repeated. “Your classification of the power structure of the world you find yourself in is very binary. Why?”

“It’s actually simpler than that,” I said. “Usually, it’s people trying to actively kill me and my friends, or people who aren’t trying to kill us.”

Not-Simon smiled.

“It’s never that simple, even though it may feel that way most of the time,” he said. “What happens if Tristan goes dark?”

“I don’t understand the question.”

He gave me a look that said: I know that you know exactly what I’m asking.

“Try again,” he said. “What do you think happens?”

“He dies,” I said after a brief moment. “Someone will try to kill him. Hell, they’re trying to do it now.”

“What happens if they succeed?”

“They won’t succeed, not while I’m breathing.”

“You would protect him? Even if he goes dark?”

“He’s my family. You don’t abandon your family even if they screw up and mess around with lost runes that completely turn them into a Sith. You don’t leave them; you help them find a way back.”

“I see. What if they do succeed?” he pressed. “What happens if they manage to kill Tristan?”

“You know how they say some people just want to watch the world burn?”

“I have heard the statement before, yes.”

“The world would burn.”

“Wouldn’t that turn you into the very monster you claim to stand against?” he asked, lowering his voice. “The world burns and you become its incinerator, unleashing the rage within until everything is ash and destroyed. Isn’t that why Verity is trying to kill you? Your potential capacity for destruction as a dark immortal?”

I opened my mouth to speak and closed it again.

“You made this about me,” I said, taken off-balance. “I thought you were—nevermind.”

“This has always been about you,” he said, gesturing to himself with a large wave of this hand. “It’s why I look like you.”

“Why do you look like an older version of me?”

“We’re getting to that next—the heart of your fear.”

“Oh, that sounds fun,” I said as we continued. “Not.”

“What is your fear?” he asked, pointing to another scene in front of us. “At its root, what is it? Do you know?”

In front of us sat a young man on a bench. A moment later, he was joined by a woman. Over the next few minutes, more people joined the couple. I could tell from the faces that these were their children. The children had children and the new additions stood around the original couple as they aged.

No—they didn’t age.

The woman aged, but the man remained the same age. The children aged and the grandchildren aged. Slowly, one by one, they started disappearing from sight, the original man on the bench remained, unchanged.

“You’re saying old age is my fear?” I asked, glancing at Not-Simon. “Kali kind of changed that plan.”

“You’re not witnessing old age. Look again, closer. What happened to the central figure? The first man in that scene?”

“He stayed young while everyone aged around him,” I said. “Eventually, I’m guessing everyone died and he remained…”

“Alone,” Not-Simon finished. “Does this feel familiar?”

“Fuck you,” I said, walking away.

He reappeared next to me.

“That would be physiologically impossible. Why are you angry?”

“That’s not me.”

“I never said it was. You are making inferences, not me.”

“I’m done with this, whatever it is. It’s over.”

“Not yet, it isn’t.”

I stalked off.

“Where are you going?” Not-Simon asked, looking around as he reappeared by my side. “Everywhere and anywhere you go in this place, I will be there.”

“You don’t know me.”

“Do you?” he asked. “In those moments of solitude, when you are alone with your thoughts…do you know who you are? Who you really are?”

“That’s not something I have to share with you,” I shot back. “I know who I am.”

“Really? Why didn’t you take the shot, Deadeye?”

My hand reflexively went to my holster, which was empty. I clenched my fist instead.

“What the fu—?”

“You missed,” he said, cutting me off. “You never miss. Yet on that day, you did. Why? What made you adjust that rifle half an inch off, just enough to allow the target to live? What did you fear?”

Being alone. Ending up alone.

It was the fear I wouldn’t, I couldn’t face.

“It is a cruel irony, don’t you think?” he continued. “The one fear that drives you, is the fear tied to the curse Kali placed on you. One could almost think it was intentional on her part.”

“You think I haven’t given it any thought?”

“Thought?” he said with a small chuckle. “Yes, in the fleeting moments when you lie awake at night, I’m sure you’ve given it thought.”

“What are you saying?”

“Giving something thought is not the same as facing it, is it?” he asked. “Have you really sat with it? Do you understand what it means to be immortal? Or are you still giving it thought while you run away from the reality of what it means?”

“What reality?” I asked, knowing what he would say.

“Everyone you care for—everyone—will be taken from you. Until no one remains. You can’t defeat time, no matter how hard you rail against it.”

“I know.”

“You can’t shoot it,” he said. “Your bullets, entropy or otherwise, are useless.”

“Stop it.”

“You can’t fire a magic missile at it. You don’t possess enough power to stop time permanently or reverse it indefinitely.”

“Stop it.”

“There’s no dawnward you can cast that will protect you against its passage. You won’t be able to protect your family from growing old and dying. From leaving you. Abandoning you.”

“I said, stop—”

“No Tristan, no Peaches, no Michiko, no Dex, no Angel, no anyone else you call friend. No one will be left. No one. They will all leave you, eventually.”

I felt the rage inside begin to snap its bonds. This was not good.

“You need to shut up now,” I said. “This isn’t something—”

“In the end, you will be unequivocally, inextricably, totally, and completely alo—”

Something in me snapped and the power raged forth from me as I screamed. Violet, black, and golden energy exploded from my body in waves as the world around me melted into nothingness.


FOUR




I stood in the middle of the darkness.

“That could’ve gone better,” I said to myself as I looked around. The darkness was absolute. “Good thing I’m not scared of the dark. I hope I didn’t break Dex’s interview system.”

“You’re not quite that powerful, boy,” a familiar voice said next to me. “You did push it, though, with that last outburst. You’re going to need to learn to control and channel that rage.”

Dex.

The space around me began to lighten and I saw I stood in a large, stone courtyard. As my eyes adjusted to the brightness, Dex stepped into view.

He wore a dark green suit with a pastel-green shirt. This was accented with a shimmering emerald tie and a pair of stylish black shoes bearing green accents.

I didn’t recognize the designer, but his ensemble was levels beyond Monty’s Zegna mageiforms. The material appeared to be vicuna wool, and the runes in the fabric pulsed in soft greens, in and out of sight every few seconds.

“You heard?” I asked. “You heard what I said?”

“No,” Dex said solemnly. “The FEARS gateway is a private journey. No one can eavesdrop on ye, no matter how powerful, but I can guess as to what your fears will be, if you don’t mind an old man sharing his thoughts.”

“I don’t mind as long as they don’t involve escapades with the Morrigan.”

He chuckled and then grew serious as he motioned for me to follow him down a narrow stone path. All around us, tall bamboo trees formed a green tunnel on either side of the path.

“You’ve been cursed alive,” he said, pensively. “Thrust into a world you barely understand, and hanging on by your bloody fingernails as everything around you tries to kill you and yours. That close?”

“Don’t forget about being reminded constantly how I’m not a mage. I don’t ever recall saying I was one, but at every opportunity someone or something feels the need to inform me of what I’m not.”

“Aye, that too,” he said, pausing in his walk and turning to face me. “I’d figure your deepest fear is finding yourself standing alone one day. Friends and family gone. Everyone you know and knew, everyone you cared for, becoming dust and memories. How close am I?”

“Too close,” I said, staring at him. “How did you know?”

“Ach, I’m not immortal, but I am old,” he said and started walking again. “I’ve had friends become enemies, enemies become allies; I’ve had loved ones die in my hands, and I’ve seen too many comrades lost on too many battlefields to count. I know a thing or two about loss and ending up alone.”

“Is that why you’re with the Morrigan?”

“Maybe you should clarify your question,” he said, his voice holding an edge. “What do you mean by with the Morrigan?”

“Well,” I said, giving it some thought, “it’s not like she’s going to grow old and die on you, is she? That means being in a relationship with her is kind of safe, in a way. I mean she is a death goddess, so there is that, but she’s going to be around longer than you, isn’t she?”

He looked at me while remaining silent for a few beats.

“Aside from the fact that we do love each other, strange as it sounds, your theory is sound,” he said. “Time will not ravage her or steal her from me. In the end, we are alone.”

“That’s going to happen to me, isn’t it?”

“If you live long enough, yes. Best to accept that fact now, while you’re still a pup.”

“I’m going to lose everyone. In the end, it’s just going to be me—alone.”

“One second,” he said, holding up a finger and patting his suit as he looked around. “I know I have them around here somewhere.”

“What are you looking for?”

“I have a special packet of feeling-sorry-for-myself tissues I meant to bring to this pity party of yours,” he said with a low growl. “So what? We are all going to die one day. Haven’t you met Ezra?”

“Well, yes—”

“You haven’t figured it out yet?” he snapped, and tapped my forehead with finger. “Eventually we all have one last meeting with Ezra—all of us. Even you.”

“But I’m cursed alive. That means—”

“Even immortals can die, boy. You know this,” he said gently. “I’ve seen it and had a hand in a few premature immortal deaths myself. Do you know what life is for?”

“No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“Life is for living,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Do not squander the gift given to you, even if it has been sheathed in a curse from Kali.”

“How do you do it?” I asked. “How did you handle losing those close to you?”

“I focus on other things. The universe doesn’t revolve around Dexter Montague,” he said with a sad smile. “In the grand scheme of things, I, we, are not very large at all.”

“What do you focus on?”

“I focus on doing some good, stopping evil when I can, and helping those less fortunate than me. I try to leave this bloody world a better place than when I arrived,” he said. “You’d do well to do the same.”

“I’m working on it,” I said. “It’s a little hard to do any of that when my life is on the line constantly.”

“It isn’t,” he said. “You just think it is.”

I shook my head.

“No, I’m pretty sure there are plenty of beings out there trying to kill me on a regular basis,” I said. “I know this because they start their conversations with: ‘I’m going to kill you, Marked of Kali.’ ”

“Most of those threats are empty,” Dex said after some thought. “The serious ones, they don’t announce their intentions—they act on them. Remember that.” He pointed a finger in my direction. “You need to shift your focus away from yourself, and help others.”

“Is that what you’re doing here with the Montague School of Battle Magic?” I asked. “The name does need a bit of work, though. Was that your idea?”

“That is a bloody long name, and a bit presumptuous,” Dex said with a crooked smile. “It was Mo’s idea, and I’m not one to disagree readily with that woman.”

“Not if you enjoy living with all your parts attached.”

“Exactly right!” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “I prefer to call it, the Forge. Mo says it’s too dramatic and doesn’t state its true purpose. I disagree.”

“In private, of course.”

“Aye,” he said, nodding sagely as he looked ahead and down the path. The bamboo shifted in the gentle wind as we walked. “This place will burn away the dross. It will become a home to a new generation of battle mages. We will need them.”

“By the way, nice suit,” I said, admiring the look. “Is that a Zegna?”

“Aye, from his private collection,” he said, glancing at his clothing. “This is a suit worthy of a Harbinger.”

I shuddered at the thought and stopped walking. He turned to stare at me with a scowl before softening his expression.

“No worries, boy,” he continued with a smile. “Nemain will not be seeing the light of the sun today.”

“I’m sorry about the storm blood. I—”

“No apologies,” Dex said, cutting me off and raising a finger. “You did what you felt needed to be done. You take ownership and deal with the consequences, but you don’t need to apologize to me—Aria, perhaps, but not me. Josephine is quite proud that you were able to pull it off, though she’ll never admit it openly, and I have to agree. It was impressive; deadly, but impressive, and dangerous.”

“Well, it wasn’t just—”

“If you ever tell her I said that, I’ll rip your arms off and beat you with them,” he threatened. “Clear?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good. Now we can get down to business,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back as we walked. “You need to see someone dangerous, and I need to prepare you and my nephew, or this will be the shortest family reunion in Montague history.”

“More dangerous than you?”

He looked off to the side, into the bamboo, as we kept moving.

“There are few more dangerous than me,” he said after we had walked for a while. “Still, he is quite dangerous.”

“Who exactly are we meeting?”

“Later,” he said. “Let me look at you.”

We stopped walking and he grabbed me by the shoulders as he narrowed his eyes at me. A few seconds later, he let me go and we continued on the stone path.

“The poison has been neutralized, but it’s part of ye now,” he said. “Anyone who gazes on you will see its darkness and come to a definite conclusion about you.”

“Dark immortal?”

“Without the immortal part,” he said with a curt nod. “Your curse is not easily visible, but the poison is. The fact that you’re still alive will make anyone question how you’re doing it without having surrendered to darkness. It’s a good thing Kali didn’t make her mark easy to see.”

“Somehow I’m not seeing the advantage here,” I said. “Everything about that sounds like a bad thing.”

“If it were true that you had gone dark, yes,” Dex said. “But this can be used to your advantage. Several entities will now think twice before attacking you, due to your energy signature now. This can buy you some time to grow into your power.”

“Won’t those same entities see that I don’t have the power I need?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that make them attack me sooner, before I grow into my power? You know, kill the potential threat before it becomes a real threat kind of thing?”

“Some will think that way. You will have to convince them that killing you will be more trouble than it’s worth. For the ones you can’t face, you will have to hide.”

“Hide? As in on a tropical island hidden by runes and amazing beaches?”

He gave me a glare and for a second I thought he was going to whack me. I slowed my pace to increase the distance between us slightly.

“It means you will have to play a deadly game of runic camouflage,” he said as we approached a small stone building at the end of the path. “You’re going to need to play your part as a budding dark immortal to get the attention off of you.”

“I don’t understand. Won’t that just attract the attention of Verity and the High Tribunal?”

“You already have their attention,” he said, waving my words away. “It’s not them I’m concerned about at the moment.”

“I don’t know, Edith was pretty concerning,” I said. “I doubt Cain and Tana have decided to give up on Monty and me.”

“They haven’t and they won’t. You want them to think you are a known quantity, something they can predict and anticipate. That will make them complacent in the short term.”

“What about the long term?”

“The High Tribunal will unleash Cain and the full power of Verity on you—until they either kill you, or you convince them that it’s not in their best interest to pursue that course of action.”

“And I do this by pretending to be dark?”

“Aye,” he said with another smile, this one more on the devious side. “You are going to have to convince everyone you are going dark without actually going dark.”

“I barely know how to be light, and now I have to pretend to go dark?”

“Only if you want to help Tristan get access to his abilities.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Not about this, no,” he said, his voice somber. “Follow me.”

We entered a small stone building with a large arched opening on the other side. It looked vaguely familiar. Past the exit, I saw another larger structure in the distance that reminded me of Angkor Wat.

Past the archway stood a large Torii gate made of black, rune-covered stone, towering high above the granite walls around us.

“This is…” I started, looking around with a growing sense of realization. “I mean, this is…?”

“The Sanctuary, yes,” Dex said as he stepped next to me. “This is the outer courtyard with some new modifications.” He pointed back over his shoulder to the Torii gate. “That was the entrance you used the last time you were here.”

“I have been here before,” I said, gazing at the Torii gate.

“Yes you have,” he said. “The last time you were here, I was educating you.”

“Educating?” I said, giving him a sidelong glance. “I seem to remember you kicking my ass six ways to Sunday.”

“Some people require different methods of instruction,” he said. “You, for instance, required violence that day.”

“A nicely worded email would’ve worked too,” I said, still taking in my surroundings. “But tomato, tomahto. How are you hiding the entire Golden Circle? You never did explain that to me last time.”

“Nor am I going to explain it this time,” Dex said. “We don’t have that kind of time. Ask me again in a century or two.”

“Right, so this is the new school of…I mean, this is the Forge?” I asked, looking past the gate into the larger structure ahead. “How many students do you have? Where do you find them?”

“Not many,” he said. “We haven’t officially opened, what with rumors of a mage war brewing and all that. Best to deal with the unhappy sects first, and then open our doors. We do have some students, but they are special cases. All of them have been rescues.”

“Rescues?”

“Mages who have been persecuted or singled out for being different,” he said. “We offer them a home, a sanctuary. Despite what the sects say, I am not consolidating power to raise an army. Fear has a way of seeing the imagined, not the true.”

“Why would you even need an army?” I asked incredulously. “You have the Morrigan.”

“True,” he said. “That’s only part of the reason the sects are unhappy.”

“By unhappy sects, you mean all of them?” I asked. “What’s the other reason?”

“The sects, for as far back as I can remember, have always been exclusive,” he explained. “Entrance to any of them was and still is through lineage and ability. Over time, it has created an elite group of bloody myopic snooty mages who believe they are infallible.”

“Then you up and remove the Golden Circle. Pissing them all off.”

“Aye, that I did,” he said with a grin. “They didn’t think I could, or would, do it. So I did, removing the criteria for acceptance in the process. That is the real reason they have their knickers in a twist: any mage will be welcome to apply to The Forge.”

“You have students?” I asked. “Who are here of their own free will?”

“Aye,” he said. “Even though we aren’t officially open, word travels.”

“And they applied to be here with you?” I asked.

“Why is this surprising?” he asked, mocking offense. “I’m an excellent teacher.”

“Is Nemain part of your curriculum?” I asked, taking a step back in case he suddenly felt Harbingery. “If so, I’d like to warn whatever students you currently have. Maybe they can transfer somewhere safer, like the warmer part of Hades.”

“Oh, ha ha,” he said. “I’ll have you know I’m one of the best instructors in the Golden Circle, and now the Forge. One of the best.”

“How many instructors does the Forge currently have?” I asked. “Not including you.”

“Not including me?”

“Yes, how many besides you?” I asked. “As in other non-axe wielding instructors that are on the premises.”

“Well, right now I’m the only instructor, if you don’t include Mo.”

“You’re saying that you and the Morrigan—the Chooser of the Slain—are the head instructors right now?”

“Well, Mo’s position is more head of security and student relations,” he said. “I do all of the teaching right now.”

I gave him a stare but remained silent. I may live life on the edge, but that doesn’t mean I want to be thrown off of it. The idea of a school with Dex as the instructor, alongside the Morrigan on the staff, in any capacity, filled me with a sense of cold dread.

“Right, so one instructor and one Morrigan,” I said. “Well, can’t say I’m surprised. Will your future instructors have to go through that FEARS gateway? If they do, you’re not going to have many of them.”

“They do,” he said his expression dark. “Those that make it past will be some of the best instructors, and all students that apply in the future will have to as well.”

“Students too?”

“Not now—but in the future, yes,” Dex said. “A school of battle magic is much needed and will be in demand. Not all will be rescues. Some will want to study here because of what they can learn.”

“And who they can learn it from.”

He nodded.

“Others will be sent to infiltrate us and destroy us from within,” he added. “Best to vet those who would be difficult from the start.”

“Not for the faint-hearted,” I agreed. “Near the end, I wanted to blast that thing to bits. I didn’t appreciate that it looked like me.”

“A better-looking version of you, actually,” he said. “My version had gravitas and maturity. A definite improvement over the original.”

“That was not fun, at all.”

“That one I created especially for you.”

“It was a nice gesture,” I said. “Really, you didn’t have to go through all that trouble just for me.”

“Kind gesture? It was nothing of the sort,” he said, his mischievous smile returning before becoming serious again. “The road ahead for you and my nephew will be a hard one. You will have to step into the shadows before this is done. I hope you learned something about yourself in the gateway.”

“I did,” I said. “It wasn’t pleasant, but it opened my eyes.”

“Good,” he said with a nod. “Let’s go meet the others.”

We headed toward the large main structure.
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We were approaching the main structure when a young girl—she had to be no older than eleven or twelve—darted past us and into the building.

She was giggling as she ran past and moved lightning-quick through the doorway. Her energy signature was considerable and her laugh was infectious.

“Hello, Uncle Dex!” she yelled as she raced past. “See you later?”

“Not if you break your neck first,” he called out. “What did I say about running?”

“If I’m going to run, make sure I do it as fast as possible!”

“Aye!” he called out after her. “Mind your abilities. I’ll not be replacing the stones again because you lost control!”

“I’ll be careful this time!”

Her black hair was tied back in a long ponytail, and she wore a yellow sundress that contrasted against her caramel-colored skin. She was barefoot as she glided across the stone floor. Whether she was chasing or being chased, I couldn’t tell—what I did know was that she was having fun.

“Student?” I asked as the little girl disappeared from view in a small cloud of blue flame, the energy radiating from her increasing. “Whoa. Powerful student.”

“She’s one of our first. Her name is Peanut,” Dex said, shaking his head with a short laugh. “Sometimes I don’t think this place is big enough for her. She spends her days running around the grounds, chasing who knows what.”

“She seems happy,” I said, craning my neck to look in the direction she’d headed off into. “Is she the only child here?”

“No, there are a few others, but Peanut…Verity almost got to her,” he said, his expression dark. “No parents, no family.”

“Verity?”

He nodded.

“Turns out a certain Professor Richards was a Verity agent working in the Light Council.”

“Was?”

“Mo retired him, permanently.”

“What did Verity want with a little girl?”

“Not just a little girl,” Dex said, his voice filled with menace. “A little girl mage with an immense energy signature and the ability to manipulate cold flame.”

“Cold flame? Sounds dangerous. She seems good now, though. Happy and settled.”

“When we found her, she was going to be an experiment and then most likely erased,” Dex answered, looking off into the distance. “Mages her age don’t usually survive the erasure procedure. Body and mind aren’t strong enough.”

“They were going to kill her?”

“To Verity, she is a potential threat to be removed,” he said, glancing at me. “Much like you becoming a dark immortal, or Tristan using lost elder runes.”

I looked off where the little girl had disappeared, remembering Edith’s words about how dangerous Monty and I were. That little girl posed no threat as far as I could see. Verity was willing to snuff her out—a child—on the principle that she might be dangerous.

They needed to be shut down and eliminated with extreme prejudice.

“No parents or family. She’s alone?”

“Not any longer,” Dex said. “That child is under the watchful gaze and protection of the Morrigan herself. Peanut is one of her favorites.”

“Oh, boy,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

“For Peanut, a good thing. For those who dare attack her—a very bad thing.”

I nodded as we made our way inside the main structure.

The interior of the building was an exact opposite of the exterior. The outside looked ancient, being made of aged stone and covered in powerful runes. The inside was sleek and modern—still covered in runes, but these were subtle. It did, on some level, remind me of an old university that had been upgraded into the current century, while keeping the aged exterior intact.

“This was a major renovation,” I said, looking around. “It looks amazing.”

“Thank you,” Dex said as he led me down the marbled corridor. “It hasn’t been easy or inexpensive, but it has been worth it.”

“This reminds me of an Ivy League university,” I said, noticing the runes inscribed everywhere. “Does it double as a fortified position?”

Dex nodded.

“I was serious when I said most of the sects are upset with me,” he said. “If it comes down to it, we can defend this place easily…if they ever find it, that is.”

“How hard will that be? Finding it, I mean.”

“You’re aware of how the Moving Market and the Living Library are not fixed locations, but travel along the planes?”

“I am,” I said, recalling Tessa Wract and the Moving Market with a small shudder. “Is this place like that?”

“On one level, yes; on several others, it slips through time, being in different whens simultaneously,” he said, his smile returning. “Only an accomplished teleportation mage or a Lead Designer could find this place. Even then, they would still need help gaining access.”

“Lead Designer?” I said. “You mean like Sid?”

He raised an eyebrow in a very typical Montaguean way.

“I’m surprised you know of him,” he said. “Although I shouldn’t be, knowing the things you and my nephew have been getting up to. Yes, I know him. Sidney is an…interesting individual. He has a special relationship to time that was useful in creating our defenses here.”

“Interesting is an understatement. Sid comes across as slightly unhinged.”

“Perhaps,” Dex said. “Dealing with the facets of time can warp even the strongest mind. I expect he is slightly off, considering his age. You live as long as he has and becoming slightly unhinged is the least of your worries.”

Dex led us down the corridor to a large wooden door, which reminded me of a smaller version of the door at the Randy Rump that led to the back room.

“What’s this place?” I asked, looking at the massive door. “It looks…dangerous.”

“This is one of the magical labs,” he said, placing a hand on the door. Violet and red runes flared to life along its surface and slowly faded from view as he pushed the now open door. “We have to establish baselines for safety before your meeting.”

“Why does that sound explosive?”

“Because it can be,” he said as the door whispered open. “Tristan is not familiar with using a staff. Things can go wrong in a hurry. Follow me.”

The door opened into a long corridor with another matching door at the end. The corridor in between was a deep green marble filled with symbols along the walls, floor, and ceiling. They looked vaguely familiar.

“These look like some major runic defenses,” I said, looking at the runes. “I feel like I’ve seen them before. What are they?”

“All of the corridors in the Forge have been designed by Wordweavers,” he said, pointing to the runes on the walls. “With a simple command, any or all the corridors on the property can become Corridors of Chaos.”

“Major runic defenses,” I said warily. “Someone could get lost in here with no way out…ever.”

“That’s the intention,” he said as we reached the other side. “Stand back, boy.”

He placed a hand on the smooth wood, and like the first door, the symbols on its surface flared to life, a mix of reds and violets with dashes of greens this time. A few seconds later, the door opened, sliding to the side. I noticed the thick groove in the floor where the door rested.

The door itself was easily three feet thick. It slid effortlessly to the side, which I knew was due to a combination of the runic symbols on the door and those cut into the groove below it.

As we crossed the threshold and stepped into a small waiting area, I felt a sensation of ants racing across my skin.

“What was that?” I asked as we stepped into the space. “Full body scan?”

“Felt that, did you?”

“I’m still feeling it,” I said as I shuddered. “Feels like ants all over me.”

“Aye, that would be the runic scan,” Dex said as we moved deeper into the spacious room beyond the door. “Gives us an indication of relative power levels and stores your runic information for future visits, if any.”

The room inside was half science lab and half training space. On one side, I saw large tables with beakers of liquids and what appeared to be plants, none of which I recognized. It reminded me of my high-school science class on steroids. The tables—there were three of them—were set up to conduct all kinds of experiments, it seemed.

Across from the tables, and past a line of runes dividing the room in half, was a training area with mats on the floor, targets on the wall, and an assortment of weapons in different racks along that same wall.

Past the training space was a small sitting area, where my hellhound lay on the ground, snoring and taking up most of the available space.

I saw Monty standing in the training area, his staff floating in the air in front of him, gently bobbing to some hidden rhythm only he could hear. The violet runes along its surface pulsed brightly as he focused on it.

“Did Monty have to go through your gateway?” I asked, keeping my voice low as it seemed Monty was uber focused on something on the staff. “Or did he get the secret nephew entrance?”

Dex glanced at me and shook his head.

“Everyone goes through the gateway,” Dex said, keeping his voice low. “His entrance was as difficult as yours, except he didn’t almost break the system.”

“Why not?”

“Because he still hasn’t learned the lesson.”

“Which is?”

“That magic doesn’t make the mage. The mage makes the magic.”

“Which is nonsense,” Monty said with a scowl from the training area. “That is a cliched statement to persuade young mages into mindless menial tasks for the benefit of their instructors.”

“Cliched or not, it’s still true,” Dex snapped. “The sooner you accept it, the sooner you can get past this difficulty.”

A sudden thought struck me.

“Wait a minute—did Peaches have to go through the gateway?”

Dex gave me a look that said: Have you hit your head somewhere hard recently?

“Why would a hellhound have to face its fears? Are you daft? A hellhound’s purpose is to induce fear in others. Besides, what fear could your hellhound pup have? A lack of sausage?”

“What if he thought I was lost?”

“Lost? You and your pup are bonded. Your hellhound knows where you are at all times,” Dex said. “Not even the FEARS gateway is strong enough to hide your bond from his senses. You can’t get lost, not to him.”

I glanced over to where my fearsome hellhound, Destroyer of Sausages and All Things Meat, dozed.

“I can tell he really missed me,” I said, looking at the sprawled-out, snore-master taking up all the space in the sitting area. “He looks worried sick.”

“He’s been well fed,” Dex said. “I believe you call that state a food coma?”

“That would imply he’s had enough to eat. I don’t think that’s even possible.”

Dex laughed, then grew serious again when he looked at Monty.

“Any progress?” Dex asked as we headed to the edge of the training area. “Did you manage to store it?”

“No,” Monty said, upset. “It won’t conform to any of my instructions. Unlike the Sorrows.”

“Stop fighting it,” Dex advised. “You need to make it part of you.”

“Absolutely not,” Monty snapped. “This…thing is not and will not be a part of me…ever.”

“Why is this such a big deal?” I asked. “You need the staff, at least in the short term. Just use it. It’s a tool. I’ll even get you a long white robe—I mean, you already have the hair. If you would let your beard grow out, you can pass for a respectable Gandalf.”

Dex coughed to hide a sudden fit of laughter.

“I am pleased that my current condition is of such amusement to you both,” Monty said with a growl. “I shall not pass as any kind of Gandalf, respectable or not.”

I managed to keep a straight face until my next question.

“Did you just say you shall not pass?” I asked, looking behind me. “Is this where you slam your staff into the ground?”

Monty glared at me briefly before returning his focus to the staff.

“Leave him be,” Dex said, chuckling before sobering slightly. “We do need to resolve this before your meet.”

“You still haven’t told me who we are meeting,” Monty said, moving his hands in a gesture. “Who is it?”

“My Uncle Albert,” Dex said, his voice suddenly serious. “He will be here within the hour.”

“Albert Montague?” Monty asked as the staff clattered to the floor. “He’s alive?”

Dex looked down at the staff and pointed.

“Aye, very much so. Focus on your focus and get that staff in place,” Dex warned. “You have until he gets here to settle your storage issue. Ziller will be escorting him.”

“Why does he need an escort?” I asked. “Is he an invalid?”

“Far from it,” Dex said. “He’s currently in the custody of Ziller and the Living Library.”

“In custody? Why is he in custody? What did he do?”

“We will discuss all of that later, when he arrives,” Dex answered, dodging my questions as he focused on Monty. “If you wish to expose your vulnerabilities, by all means, leave the staff on the floor.”

Monty glared in our direction.

“It’s not like he would hold you in lower esteem for it. Oh, wait—he would,” Dex continued. “Then he would try to use that against you.”

“Against him? Monty is his great-nephew. Why would he use that against him?”

“You’d be surprised by what a nephew could be forced to do in certain circumstances, even to family,” Dex answered his voice a mix of menace and sadness in his words. “I’ll be back in half an hour. Get to working on that staff.”

Dex gestured, forming a small green teleportation circle. He stepped into it and disappeared from sight.

“Who is Albert Montague?” I asked. “Why did it sound like Dex was talking about himself?”

“Because he was,” Monty said, crouching to pick up the staff. “I don’t know the entire story and most of it is conjecture, but there are rumors about how my great-uncle ended up in the custody of Professor Ziller and the Living Library. Most of them involve my Uncle Dex.”

“Is he scared of Albert?” I asked, looking at the fading teleportation circle. “He did say Albert was dangerous.”

“I’m sure there is a healthy amount of wariness; not fear, per se,” Monty replied. “He held his uncle in great esteem, once, the same way I now hold mine.”

“Okay, but we are a little scared of Dex, right? Because I know I am. Especially when he whips out Nemain. Then it’s just straight fear, no wariness.”

“Whips out?”

“Materializes, manifests, wields, whatever you want to call it. When he has that axe-mace in his hands, fear is the first, second, and third thing on my mind.”

“I would imagine my uncle feared Albert at some point early on,” Monty said pensively. “That is no longer the case. I would hazard to say that Uncle Dexter has little to fear from most.”

“Except the Morrigan.”

Monty nodded.

“She is in a class of her own,” Monty said. “A healthy fear of her and her abilities is a wise position to take.”

“Same position I take with Dex. You should’ve seen him with Nemain.” I shuddered. “Not an experience I want to go through again, ever.”

“A little fear regarding my uncle is a wise thing as well,” Monty said, holding the staff vertically with both hands in front of him. “All I know about my great-uncle are the rumors I’ve been told.”

“Which are?”

“He’s impossibly old, unimaginably powerful, acutely irascible, and rumored to be one of my uncle’s first instructors.”

“Why would that strike fear in anyone?” I asked, not seeing the cause for their reactions. “Sounds like any other odd family member who is slightly off. Every family has at least one.”

“Mine has more than one,” Monty said. “There is one other thing that has ostracized Uncle Albert.”

“What?”

“The rumors are that he is an accomplished dark mage with a sordid past, who escaped Verity’s capture only to be apprehended by my uncle,” Monty said. “That is the reason he is in custody.”

“Verity captured him?”

“Yes,” Monty said. “They seem to have an intense dislike for dark mages, if you haven’t noticed.”

“I have,” I said. “What were they going to do with him?”

“I heard Albert was slated for erasure when he escaped,” Monty answered. “I don’t know how he escaped them, and no one seems to want to elaborate on the outcome. Dark mages are not well thought of in the Montague family.”

“When you say dark mage, do you mean he likes to wear black most of the time?”

“I mean dark mage as in he has been known to skirt the rules, or downright ignore the prohibitions concerning the manipulation of energy.”

“This is the person Dex thinks we need to help us?”

“I assume it’s because we will have to move in less than respectable circles,” Monty said. “Albert will be able to go where Dex cannot or will not.”

“That doesn’t exactly fill me with a sense of excitement and adventure. More like dread and fear.”

“If Uncle Albert doesn’t know the restoring palm, I’m certain he will know where we can locate someone who does,” Monty said, as the runes along the staff pulsed with violet energy. “That is, if he doesn’t attempt to kill us first.”

“Why would he do that?” I asked. “Just curious for those of us who enjoy living.”

“Uncle Dex was the one who placed Albert in custody at the Living Library,” Monty said. “I’m certain some animosity still remains between them.”

“You think?” I said, with a shake of my head.“This sounds like a horrible idea. Can’t we find a non-dark mage? I’d even settle for a gray one.”

“If the next sentence you utter contains the words, wizard or Gandalf, or any combination thereof, I will visit pain upon your person,” Monty warned. “I’m serious.”

“I wasn’t even thinking about anything gray, and certainly not a wizard.” I said hastily. “I still think this isn’t one of Dex’s best ideas. You’re saying Albert may want to share his dislike of Dex with us—how is this a good idea?”

“Not dislike, hatred. According to what I’ve heard, Albert hates my uncle for robbing him of time.”

“Did I say this was a bad idea? I meant that this is a horrible idea. What is Dex thinking?”

“I am inclined to agree, but we are limited in our options,” he said. “Unless you happen to know the restoring palm?”

“That would be a no,” I said. “Why can’t we go see Professor Ziller directly? There’s probably a book somewhere on this technique.”

“We probably will,” Monty said, staring intently at the staff. “Albert actually studied under Ziller, if my uncle is to be believed. I’m sure the Living Library will be one of our stops.”

“Just how powerful is Albert?”

“No one truly knows, except for perhaps my uncle and Professor Ziller,” Monty answered. “There are rumors and conjectures, however.”

“Which are?” I asked. “Is he as strong as you?”

“He is orders of magnitude beyond my level,” Monty said as he flexed the muscles in his jaw. “He is closer to being on par with my uncle; or even stronger, some would say, if you can imagine it.”

“That’s…I can’t. I can barely wrap my head around Dex’s level of power,” I said, not understanding. “If Albert is just as strong, or stronger, it seems like too much power. What exactly did he do? How did Dex stop him?”

“It is staggering to think of his power level, yes,” Monty answered, never taking his eyes off the staff. “As for your other questions, you’ll have to ask my uncle. All I know is that he’s been in custody ever since I can remember. I thought he had perished, actually.”

“Dex never said why he was in custody. Do you know?”

“I don’t know why, or what he may have done to warrant being transferred to the Living Library. I would imagine dark mages move in less-than-savory circles, and he’s done something deemed reprehensible, but he’s still my family. I can only assume he is assisting us now because my uncle requested his presence.”

Monty let go of the staff and it floated in the air in front of him. From his expression, I could tell Monty was uncomfortable discussing Albert, so I dropped the subject.

No one likes airing the dark skeletons in the family crypt, even if the person creating those skeletons is a dark mage. It’s still embarrassing, and Monty didn’t do embarrassing well. It was all he could do to admit he needed to use a staff. Discussing Albert and whatever he’ done right now would be a step too far.

“So what’s the issue with the staff?” I said, staring at it. “Are you trying to put it in your pocket dimension, where you keep the cry-babies?”

“The Sorrows, and yes, except that it won’t transmute.”

“Won’t or can’t?” I asked. “Is it sentient?”

“Of course not,” he grumbled. “I can’t seem to rearrange its molecular structure no matter how hard I attempt to do so.”

“So it’s just a staff—not like Grey’s sword that wants to kill everything?”

“Not just a staff, but a wordweaver staff, which means its potency is unparalleled,” he said.

“Do you get the sensation of wanting to kill anything when you hold it? Any feelings of murderous rage flowing through your veins?”

“Only when prodded incessantly by inane questions.”

“Understood,” I said, nodding seriously. “Do you feel like you have to go on a quest to destroy an object of great power—say, a ring or a bracelet? Does the staff at anytime speak or whisper to you? Are you feeling that it has become particularly precious?”

He stared at me for a good three seconds.

“You’re not going to stop, are you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, really.”

“It is not sentient nor is it like the Night Warden’s weapon,” he snapped. “It’s an excellent focus, except that I can’t get it to shift form.”

“Can’t or won’t?” I asked. “You seem dead set against the whole using a staff thing. Maybe you’re creating a block?”

“Can’t,” he said through clenched teeth as he gestured. “It won’t respond to any kind of mental or physical instruction.”

“Maybe it’s deeper than that,” I said. “Maybe you have to attune to its frequency?”

“Is that your official recommendation?” Monty said as sweat broke out on his brow. “From your extensive years of magic use?”

“No need to get all snippy,” I said. “I’m just trying to give you a hand.”

“Apologies, it’s just that it is quite frustrating,” he said. “Transmutation is an entry-level mage cast and I can’t seem to perform it with this thing.”

“You did manage to get it to float there in front of you,” I said, pointing at the staff hovering in front of him. “That’s a start.”

“Oh yes, that is quite the feat,” Monty said. “If I ever need to suspend something in midair, well, now I have a staff I can use just for that purpose.”

“I’m impressed,” I said. “It’s not every day I get to spend time watching a real-life authentic wizard in action.”

“I understand,” he said, nodding sagely. “You’ve grown tired of living?”

“I’m just saying, it’s quite an honor,” I said, raising a hand in surrender as I stepped back, pressing my luck—because what else are friends for? “Though,” I said, tapping my chin in thought, “I may have to change the signage at the office. I’m sure we can change it to Montague & Strong, WDA. How does that sound?”

“WDA?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Which means?”

“Wizardly Detective Agency,” I said with a smile. “Or maybe the Montague & Strong AWED—the Agency of Wizardly Extreme Detecting? What do you think?”

“Hmm… What do I think?”

The staff sailed through the air and thwacked me in the forehead before I had a chance to react. It was more shock than pain. He really hadn’t gotten a handle on using a staff—thankfully.

“Ow!” I said, rubbing my forehead. “That wasn’t necessary.”

“Again, my apologies,” he said. “I still haven’t mastered having a staff. Does it hurt?”

“Like you really care,” I said, pointing at the staff. “You’d better get cracking on storing that thing.”

“I would have more success without you trying to insinuate my status as a wizard,” he said as the staff floated back to where he stood. “Allow me some silence to concentrate.”

I waved his words away as I rubbed my forehead and moved back.

“Concentrate away.”
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Monty closed his eyes as I relocated to where my hellhound slept. I crouched down and rubbed his head. He stirred, slowly standing and shaking his body in one energetic move—launching an enormous glob of slobber in my direction, causing me to shift to the side to dodge it.

I continued rubbing his massive head as he nudged against my hand.

<Hey, boy. How are you feeling?>

<The birdman made me meat. It was very good.>

<Dex makes good meat, I’m sure. Did you eat enough?>

<I’m not starving, but I could eat more if he makes more. Did he make more?>

<Of course you could.> I patted him on the head. <Monty is trying to work with his staff. Maybe we can get you some meat later.>

My hellhound chuffed and sprawled out on the floor next to me.

<Does he need help? Why is he playing with a stick?>

<Long story. He needs to transmute it like he does with his crying swords.>

<Is he not strong enough? He can ask the birdman to make him some meat. Then he can play fetch with his stick.>

I stared at my hound for a few seconds before shaking my head.

<He’ll figure it out. I need you to keep an eye on Monty. If he starts to smell different, I want you to tell me right away, okay?>

<I will watch him with my eyes and my nose.>

I patted his head again as Monty began to gesture.

The staff began to slowly rotate as the runes grew brighter. In a few seconds, the staff was a blur of motion as Monty’s brow became slick with sweat. I had never seen him struggle to cast like this in the past.

White symbols floated from his fingers to the turning staff, joining the violet runes along its length. For a moment, I saw him pause to catch his breath and thought he was going to lose concentration, but he kept gesturing. More symbols raced into the staff, converting it from a wooden focus into a small cloud of energy. With another sudden movement of his hand, the cloud of white-violet energy shifted behind him and disappeared.

Monty fell to one knee and gasped.

I ran over to where he knelt, concerned.

“You did it,” I said, looking around him. “You mutated it.”

“Transmuted—and yes, I managed to pull it off,” he said, slowly getting to his feet. “I didn’t anticipate it would be that difficult.”

“What happens if you need to cast now?”

“I would still need to retrieve it,” he said, closing his eyes for a few seconds. “But it should be much easier to store and remove now.”

“Can’t you just cast while you hold it in your pocket dimension?” I asked, curious. “That way you can keep both your hands free while you do your finger-wiggling. Bonus: you won’t look like an angry Gandalf.”

“The properties of the staff prevent my casting while it’s in storage,” Monty said. “Casting will require its active use.”

“At least until you fix your broken magic.”

“At least until I fix my broken magic,” he agreed, and turned as a green teleportation circle formed near us. “My uncle is back.”

Dex appeared dressed casually this time in a white dress shirt and loose-fitting black house pants. He stepped over to us silently, his bare feet making no sound. Herk glided silently over to one of the weapon racks and perched on the end, staring at us with glowing green eyes.

“What happened to the suit?” I asked as he approached.

“Mo happened to the suit,” he said with an evil chuckle. “She never could resist me in a suit. I have to say I do cut a rather dashing figure when suited. She couldn’t keep her hands off me. From there, well—”

“No. Hard pass,” I said, cutting him off and raising a hand. “I don’t want to hear about your escapades with the Morrigan.”

“Are you certain?” Dex asked with another chuckle. “I don’t mind sharing.”

“In what dimension did you ever get the idea that I actually want to hear about your private life with the Morrigan?” I asked. “No, thank you—really.”

“Ach, your loss,” he said, and then turned to Monty. “I see you’ve gotten it worked out, nephew. Good job. Ziller will be bringing Albert along any moment.”

“Why was it so important for Monty to get the staff thing done before Albert got here?” I asked. “He must know that Monty is dealing with broken magic at the moment. Wouldn’t he expect Monty to be using a staff or something like that?”

“He knows my nephew needs the restoring palm,” Dex said. “He doesn’t know about his current condition with his casting.”

“You didn’t tell him Monty broke his magic?”

“Broke his magic?” Dex said. “I suppose that is as good a definition as any, and no Albert does not and will not know about Tristan’s condition. It’s too dangerous.”

“And we’re not telling him because…?

“Tristan not being able to wield his power without a staff appears vulnerable,” Dex answered. “Albert is being allowed to assist Tristan on the condition that I vouch for his immediate return, even though I can’t accompany you on this mission.”

“Does that mean Albert is going to try and escape?”

“He’s been working in the Living Library for close to two centuries,” Dex said. “He’s a dark mage with limited access to his power because of his actions. Yes, he will try to escape. The moment he senses an opening, he will take it.”

“Remind me again why we need him to help Monty?”

“Because he will know where to take you,” Dex said. “I cannot leave the Forge right now, as much as I would want to, and Albert knows dangerous people in low places. It won’t be easy to find the restoring palm, even with his help.”

“What happens if he escapes?” I asked, concerned. “Does Professor Ziller send out the Librarians to get him back? Does the Living Library have a mage police force?”

“It’s a library, not a military institution,” Dex answered, giving me a look. “It doesn’t have a mage police force.”

“It does have the Librarians, though,” Monty said. “And they are formidable.”

“Aye, that they are,” Dex admitted with a short nod. “But formidable with books and the hidden knowledge of the library itself, not escaped mages. If Albert manages to evade the two of you, whoever is responsible for him will serve out the rest of his sentence at the Living Library. That is the condition of his temporary release.”

“How does that make any sense?” I asked, confused. “If he gets away, you have to serve out the rest of his sentence? How is that fair?”

“Not me,” Dex said. “We. We are all responsible for his returning to the Living Library. I never said it was fair; they’re just the conditions of his release.”

A hard knot formed in the pit of my stomach.

“How much longer does he have on his sentence?” I asked, hoping against hope that he was at the end of whatever time left he had. “Tell me it’s not something insane like two millennia.”

“That would be inhumane,” Dex said. “No, he only has three cycles to go.”

“Cycles?” I asked. I had heard the term before somewhere. “How long is a cycle?”

“A century,” Monty clarified. “Albert has three centuries of his sentence left to serve.”

“This is beginning to sound worse and worse by the second,” I said. “Are you sure we don’t have another alternative?”

“Of course we do,” Dex said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Tristan here could adapt to using a staff, I’m sure.”

“That is not an option,” Monty said. “Under any circumstance.”

“Well, then, there you have it,” Dex said. “You have to find the restoring palm, evading both Verity, and, I’m sure, your Kali fan club, while making sure the dark mage under your supervision doesn’t escape. Should be easy.”

I stared at him for a good five seconds.

“Should be easy?”

“That’s what I just said,” Dex replied. “Are ye going daft, boy?”

I was about to reply when an ornate door formed on one of the walls of the training area with a surge of energy. The frame glowed with golden light as the door materialized.

“Brace yourselves,” Dex said. “Ziller is here.”
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The ornate door pulsed with golden energy.

This was unlike any of the other doors I remembered from the Living Library. The last time I had seen Professor Ziller, he had appeared in our closet, using it as a portal to the Living Library.

This forming of a door was a new experience, but it didn’t surprise me. I doubted Dex would have Ziller appear in the nearest closet—somehow, it didn’t seem right.

Another surge of energy caught my attention.

The edges of the ornate door blazed with golden light as the door shuddered in place. I took a few steps to the side, out of the direct line of fire, just in case something decided to explode into the space.

The door shuddered violently for a few more seconds before becoming perfectly still. It opened, then, two figures emerged, stepping into the training area.

I recognized Professor Ziller immediately. He was dressed pretty much the same way I remembered when I last saw him. He wore what I liked to call librarian casual—jeans, a long-sleeve white shirt, and construction boots. His sandy-brown hair was a little thinner on top, and he sported a goatee along with what appeared to be a rune-covered monocle—which I recalled from our last meeting.

He held a black-and-red orb in his hand as he gazed at us. Violet arcs of energy traveled around his body in random patterns. The energy signature he gave off was clearly of the “step closer so I can disintegrate you” level of power.

He released the orb and let it hover in the air next to him. It bobbed in the air for a second before tracking close to him, following as he moved forward into the training area, carrying with him the smell of old books.

Behind him, through the ornate door that remained open, I could see rows and rows of books and hear the sounds of rustling paper. I looked in awe at the Living Library’s book repository. It stretched out endlessly behind him, the rows of books continuing into the distance as far as my eye could see.

Behind him stood a tall figure—thin, but wiry. His face was in shadow, but I could see he had excellent taste in clothing. He wore a Zegna mageiform in black with a slate gray shirt, no tie, and a pair of black Armani Leather Derby shoes.

Once he stepped into the light of the training area, I noticed three things: he could easily be Monty’s older brother; he used a cane to help with his very pronounced limp; and he had no energy signature.

“Ziller,” Dex said with a tight smile, outstretching a hand. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“Dexter,” Ziller said with a nod, grasping Dex’s hand and pulling him in close for a man-hug; it was one of those hugs where men bumped one side of their chests while giving each other a thump on the back. “It has been too long.” He looked to the side and behind him. “Are you sure about this?”

Dex looked over to the side, following Ziller’s gaze.

“Aye,” he said with a curt nod. “This can’t be helped. How neutralized is he?”

“Completely, at the moment,” Ziller answered. “Once I lift the veil, he will have partial power, and that will be relegated to the use of his staff.”

“Staff?” Monty said, narrowing his eyes at Albert. “Why does he need a staff?”

“The staff is part of his agreement with the Living Library,” Ziller said. “In his case, a staff is being used to curtail his powers, not enhance them.”

“I had no idea a staff could be used that way,” Monty said, looking at Albert. “This staff is being used to contain his powers?”

“Because unleashing a dark mage’s full power is a sure recipe for disaster,” Dex said, turning to the second figure. “Isn’t that correct, Albert?”

Albert gave Dexter a short bow and leaned on his cane/staff as he took a step forward.

“Hello, nephew,” Albert said, focusing on Dex. His voice was a deep bass, and well-modulated. He spoke calmly as he took us all in with his sweeping gaze. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“I have a mission for you,” Dex said. “Feel free to decline if it’s too much of a bother.”

“Why would I decline without hearing my assignment?” Albert replied smoothly. “I’m sure if you deigned to request my presence, this mission is fraught with danger and personal risk, yes?”

He sounded almost exactly like Monty, with an extra dose of arrogance and mage superiority. This was not going to go well.

“Yes,” Dex said, and then turned to Professor Ziller. “Thank you, Ziller. I shan’t keep you any longer.”

Professor Ziller nodded and tapped the orb next to him. A tether of black energy shot out and connected to Albert. It slowly withdrew, until nothing could be seen of the tether.

“Ah,” Albert said, rolling his shoulders, “that’s better. Not by much, but still better.”

“Remember the condition,” Ziller said. “Once this mission is over, he returns to the Living Library to serve out the rest of his sentence.”

Albert gave Dex a small smile, but remained silent.

“Aye. Once we are done, he’ll be back where he belongs,” Dex said, staring at Albert. “He knows the consequence of trying to renege on the agreement.”

“I am a man of my word,” Albert said. “I will keep it until my last breath.”

“Save it,” Dex said, giving him a dark look. “I know how much your word is worth. You’re here because you’re family, and you are the only one I could reach out to with this situation.”

“And which situation precisely is that, exactly?” Albert asked, glancing at Monty and me. “And who are these two most interesting gentlemen?”

“A moment,” Dex said, raising a finger. “Thank you again, Ziller.”

They both headed to the ornate door.

“Keep your wits about you, Dexter,” Ziller said, glancing back at Albert as they approached the door. “He doesn’t have access to his full power, but that doesn’t mean he is without resources. His mind is still as sharp as it has always been.”

“I’m sure,” Dex said. “And bent towards darkness, as always.”

Ziller nodded and walked through the door that led to the Living Library, but remained at the threshold.

“You know how to reach me,” Ziller said, turning back to face Dex. “I’ll await your call when you’re done.”

Dex nodded and extended a hand. Ziller took it and gave him a firm shake.

“Thank you again,” Dex said. “Once things calm down, I’ll need your assistance with some things here.”

“Of course. Anytime,” Ziller said and closed the door.

The ornate door shuddered with energy again for a few seconds before fading from sight with a golden afterglow.

“Right,” Dex said, turning to us. “Introductions are in order.”

“This one here is a Montague,” Albert said, pointing at Monty. “I’d wager my life on it.”

“And you’d be right. That there is Connor’s boy, Tristan, my nephew,” Dex said. “Your great-nephew.”

Albert gave Monty a short bow.

“Connor’s child, really?” Albert said, glancing at Monty with interest before turning to Dex. “How is Connor these days? Is he still as stubborn as I remember? He has his father’s strong features.”

“That he does,” Dex said, his voice firm. “And his mother’s skill at finding trouble.”

“I see,” Albert said, looking around. “Why isn’t Connor here to chastise me as well? I should like to see him; he was always the more level-headed of you two.”

I could see the pain flit across Dex’s face.

“Connor… Connor,” Dex managed, squeezing out the words. “Connor is dead.”

“I see,” Albert said, bowing his head for a moment. “My deepest condolences. Was there nothing that could have been done to prevent his death?”

“He died saving his son,” Dex said, the words tight in his chest. “It was as it should be for a Montague. We will not discuss it further.”

Albert nodded his understanding, his lips drawn tight into a thin line.

“Who is this?” Albert said after a few moments, narrowing his eyes at me. “Fascinating. You are an amalgam of contradictions.”

“That there is Simon Strong,” Dex said. “The Marked of Kali.”

“Kali, as in the goddess?” Albert asked, looking at Dex. “She chose him?”

“Do you know of another goddess named Kali?” Dex asked. “Of course, Kali the goddess. He managed to get her attention.” Dex gave me a glance. “It wasn’t his best moment.”

“It also wasn’t my choice,” I added. “How did I know she had a short temper? She happened to be on site and I just happened to piss her off. A bad coincidence is all it was.”

“As you can see, he has trouble keeping his thoughts to himself,” Dex noted dryly. “His mouth can be quite dangerous. He seems to encounter those coincidences more often than most.”

“He is insolent,” Albert said, still looking at me. “I can’t quite read his energy signature. It seems scattered, but I can see solid threads in the midst of the power. What is he, exactly?”

“Don’t bother,” Dex said, waving a hand. “He’s complicated is what he is, and he’s family. That’s all you need know. He and my nephew are blood brothers—that’s the sum of it.”

“He’s not a mage of any consequence, and yet Kali chose to mark him?”

“Chose is a strong word,” Dex confessed. “More like cursed. He has a way of introducing himself into lethal situations beyond his current power level…and surviving.”

Albert turned to examine me again and smiled. I noticed the frown slowly forming on his face as he looked down.

At Peaches.

“What manner of foul creature is that?”

He was referring to my amazing hellhound, who gave off a low rumble at being called foul. He stepped closer to me and smiled at Albert, who took a few steps back at the baring of fangs.

<I am not foul. He is the one who smells like old paper and shadows.>

<Easy, boy. He doesn’t know you are the Mighty Peaches. Just stay calm.>

<I am calm. I smiled at him to show I will not bite him…yet.>

<No biting at all, unless I say so.>

“That,” Dex began, glancing down at my hellhound, “is Peaches.”

“It’s a…a hellhound? Since when do Montagues track with demons and their spawn?”

“He is not a demon,” I said quietly. “He is a hellhound—”

“A spawn from hell is a demon, child,” Albert said, cutting me off. “Even one as unskilled as you should know that.”

“The name is Simon, and this particular hellhound is my bondmate,” I said, my words about as friendly as a blade slipped between the ribs. “His name is Peaches, not demon, spawn, or foul creature. Peaches.”

“You’re bonded to this abomin—?”

Peaches let out a low warning growl as I gave Albert a look and slowly shook my head.

“Excuse me?”

“You are bonded to this Peaches,” he corrected as he gazed at my hellhound. “I will not pretend to know the details. Forgive me; this arrangement is quite unnatural to me, even as a dark mage.”

<Can I bite him now?>

<No. So far he’s just clueless, not dangerous. If that changes, you can chomp on him a bit.>

<I hope he becomes dangerous.>

“Yes, I am bonded to him. Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not in the least,” Albert said, turning to Dex, but giving Peaches a wary glance. “What is my mission, Dexter?”

“Simple enough,” Dex said. “Tristan needs to learn the restoring palm.”

Albert shook his head.

“There is nothing simple about learning that technique,” Albert said. “It was forbidden when I was young, you know this. Finding someone proficient enough to show young Tristan will be…challenging.”

“Do you know it?” Monty asked.

“Sadly, I do not,” he said, looking at Monty. “I am aware of its existence, but I am not proficient in its execution. If I was, it would be my honor to instruct you in it, but that knowledge has been closely guarded for centuries.”

“Where?” Dex asked. “Where has it been guarded?”

“Are you certain you seek this information?” Albert asked, his expression serious as he faced Dex. “Those who would know this technique will not part with it easily or willingly. Does he even know the first half—the interrupting palm?”

“He does,” Dex said. “See for yourself.”

Albert turned to Monty and narrowed his gaze at him. He shook his head slowly.

“I think I understand the situation here,” Albert said after about thirty seconds of examining Monty. “The interrupting palm has been used on—Tristan, is it?”

“Something like that,” Dex said. “It was used against him.”

“It is proving to be difficult to cast with it in place,” Monty said. “My casting has been hindered.”

“You can still cast?” Albert asked, surprised. “Even now?”

“With some difficulty, yes.”

“And you,”—Albert turned to me—“can you cast?”

“I’m not a mage,” I said. “My abilities are…different.”

“I see,” he said, turning to Dex. “The boy is running out of time. In a few months, he won’t be able to cast at all, and then he’ll start aging rapidly. I don’t know if he can be saved.”

“He can be, with the restoring palm,” Dex said. “Do you know where to start looking?”

“I do,” Albert said slowly. “The question is: why should I help him, or you? His ability is broken. He can’t cast without assistance. This is more trouble than I’m looking for, and you know my past with the High Tribunal.”

Dex narrowed his eyes at Albert as the air around us suddenly dropped a few degrees. Dex’s expression was leaning toward gentle maiming with a side of dismemberment. I took a step back in case he had a sudden attack of axe swinging.

“I suppose the fact that he’s your kin isn’t going to sway you?”

“My kin trapped me in the Living Library”—he gave Dex a piercing look—“and stripped me of my power. You’ll forgive me if I don’t exactly leap at the chance to help my kin.”

“What happened between us, remains between us,” Dex said. “The boy is blameless for the history between you and me.”

“I disagree,” Albert said, shaking his head. “He is tied to you and me by blood. He is far from blameless. I see no motivation to help him…or, more specifically, you.”

“What do you want?” Dex said. “Speak plainly.”

“My sentence commuted and access to my full abilities.”

“Impossible,” Dex said. “Your sentence was not my doing. I spared your life. The order was to end it.”

“You consigned me to the life of a librarian,” Albert said with barely controlled rage. “Me, Albert Montague, the scourge of the sects—a mere librarian.”

“A mere living librarian.”

“I would rather you had ended my life.”

“That is still an option,” Dex said softly as his energy signature increased around him in a cloud of power. “Is that your final wish?”

“I was a real threat,” Albert replied, presumably caught up in the memory of his days of being a scourge. I don’t think he noticed that the air was thick with energy. Dex’s energy. “I wielded world-ending power. Few could stand before me.”

“That is precisely why the Harbinger was summoned to bring you to justice…scourge of the sects,” Dex said calmly. “Your rampant attacks were not victimless. You needed to be stopped. The Council of Sects wanted you eliminated, not apprehended. I spared your life at great personal cost, because you are my family.”

Albert must have sensed the energy in that moment because his expression suddenly changed to one of wariness as he looked at Dex.

“I may have been somewhat rash in my approach,” Albert conceded. “In retrospect, eliminating elders may have created some animosity toward my person. Still, what can you offer me? What is in this for me?”

“You mean besides your continued existence?” Dex asked, letting some of the energy around him dissipate. “You want…more than that?”

“Yes. Yes, I do,” Albert said, staring at Dex. “Either offer me something to make this worthwhile, or summon Ziller and let him take me back to my literary prison.” He glanced at Monty. “No offense, Tristan, but saving your life is not motivation enough to risk mine. Your magic is broken, and repairing that will be quite the undertaking.”

“None taken,” Monty said with a short nod of his head.

“Partial restoration of your powers and a shortened sentence,” Dex said. “That is the best I can do for you.”

“I doubt it,” Albert said with a smile, “but I accept your terms. I request the rule of halves. My power restored to half what it was and my sentence reduced to half what it is.”

Dex flexed the muscles of his jaw, looking at Albert and then at Monty. His expression was hard and unreadable. After what seemed like an eternity, he nodded.

“Aye,” Dex said. “The rule of halves it is—on three conditions.”

“Which are?”

“That Tristan learns the restoring palm and can execute it without fail, that you do everything in your power to keep them both safe and alive until this task is complete, and that you return to fulfill the time left on your sentence.”

“You make this request and then place conditions on it?” Albert said. “You need me more than I need you.”

“Allow me to remove that thought from your mind,” Dex said, and walked over to where the ornate door had formed. “I will summon Ziller so you can return to your exciting life of librarian. You only have three cycles left. I’m certain they will pass quickly. My apologies in requesting your assistance.”

Dex began to gesture when Albert stepped close to him.

“Hold, nephew,” Albert said quickly. “Let’s not be hasty in our decisions. After all, he is family and we must look out for each other.”

“Of course,” Dex continued to gesture. “But it seems more trouble than it’s worth. It was thoughtless of me to involve you. You must have settled into your life at the Living Library. I’ll set things right; give me but a moment.”

“He’s so young, though,” Albert said, glancing back at Monty. “It would be a shame to see someone so young have their life cut short. Don’t you agree?”

“He has lived a rich and full life,” Dex said, glancing at Monty as he continued to gesture. “If it ends in a few months, well, it will sadden me, but life is a cruel mistress. We must go on even when others fall. I’m sure you understand.”

Albert stared at Dex.

“You are a cold, hard man, Dexter.”

“I am what I need to be,” Dex answered, his voice soft as granite as he paused his gestures. “What is your choice?”

“I accept your offer, but I warn you now: this will not be easy or free of danger,” Albert said. “I make no guarantees on all surviving this task.”

“Life offers no guarantees,” Dex said, holding out his hand. “Seal it.”

Albert looked down at Dex’s hand and hesitated for a second before clasping Dex’s hand with his. They joined hands and Dex whispered something under his breath. Violet light radiated from the joined hands and filled the room with blinding light and a surge of energy before fading away a moment later.

“To break this seal is to make your life forfeit,” Dex continued. “It is done.”

“Let it be so,” Albert answered. “To break this seal is to forfeit my life.”


EIGHT




Dex led us out of the training area.

He opened another door which led to a smaller space, about half the size of the room we had just been in. This room was empty except for several large circles etched into the ground itself.

“You have a dedicated transportation room?” Albert said in surprise. “The Sanctuary has evolved since my last visit.”

“Aye, it has,” Dex said, handing Monty and me each a small pack. “You’ll be needing these.”

Albert looked at us and then at Dex.

“What? No going-away pack for me?” Albert asked with a smile. “I feel excluded and unwanted.”

“You’re not excluded,” Dex said. “Where do you need to go?”

“I need to reach out to some of my contacts,” Albert said. “We can start at The Hybrid. I presume it still exists?”

Dex’s face darkened as he heard the destination.

“It does,” Dex said, his words clipped. “These two are not on the best of terms with The Hybrid.”

“I’m sure it’s a minor misunderstanding,” Albert said, waving Dex’s words away. “Castor and I go back some time. They will be safe with me.”

“Are you certain?” Dex asked. “That place is a den of darkness.”

“I know,” Albert said with a small smile. “It’s where we must begin. It may be a den of darkness, as you say, but I will gather information there.”

“And not betray your great-nephew to their attacks,” Dex added.

“I have given my word and sealed it,” Albert replied, his voice laced with menace. “They will be under my protection.”

“See that they are, Albert,” Dex said. “It would pain me to unleash the Harbinger, but that would be nothing compared to the pain I promise you.”

Albert paled at Dex’s words and nodded.

“They will be safe—on this, I promise.”

“There is one other thing,” Dex said. “One other situation you will be forced to confront.”

“More conditions?” Albert asked. “Now this is seeming like deceit. Will you take advantage of my good nature?”

“You don’t have a good nature,” Dex corrected. “Verity has targeted them for elimination.”

“Verity? What—of the High Tribunal? Have they sanctioned this?”

“It appears they have,” Dex said. “I thought you should know. I will not have you accuse me of subterfuge.”

“No, that would be more my area of expertise,” Albert said. “Who leads Verity now?”

“Cain and his second, Tana.”

“Cain and Tana? They are but children. How can they lead Verity?”

“They are children no longer,” Dex said. “Cain has been dealt with for now.”

“Dealt with how? Has he been killed?”

“Nana neutralized his ability for the time being, but he still wields influence.”

“Ah, Anastasia—always soft when a sharp edge is called for,” Albert said. “She should have killed him, or else erased him permanently.”

“On this we agree,” Dex said. “Tana, his second, is the present danger.”

“I see,” Albert replied. “Do you share this with me to see if I am dissuaded from the task?”

“I share this with you to alert you to the possibility of attack,” Dex answered. “Verity has grown since your day. They are considerably larger, and what they lack in skill, they more than make up for in numbers.”

“I understand, but my resolve is the same. Tristan will learn the restoring palm and undo the damage he has suffered. Verity will not find us such easy targets.”

“Do not make me regret this, Albert.”

Albert placed a hand on Dex’s shoulder.

“Trust in me, nephew,” Albert said. “I will see this through to the end. I am a Montague, after all.”

“That is what concerns me,” Dex said, slowly removing Albert’s hand from his shoulder. “I believe in redemption, you know I do, but I also believe that in order to save the host, the poison must be excised with little-to-no mercy. Are my words clear?”

“Absolutely,” Albert said, raising a hand in surrender. “No excisions will be needed. You have my word. Now, can you facilitate a transport to The Hybrid?”

Dex nodded.

“Wait over there,” Dex said, pointing to the far side of the room. “I will activate the circle.”

Dex stepped over to one of the circles and motioned for me to draw closer as he crouched down closer to the circle. He began to touch the edge of the teleportation circle as he spoke under his breath. With a gesture, he enclosed us in a sphere of silence.

“Under no circumstances, are you to trust him,” Dex said, keeping his voice low as he activated the circle. A green stream of energy flowed around the outer edge. “Do you understand?”

“If he’s so untrustworthy, why are you sending us with him?”

“I’m not sending you with him,” Dex said, looking down at the circle as he touched some of the symbols along the edge. “I’m sending him with you. This is for Tristan; he needs to see the cost of going dark.”

“You’re using this moment to teach Monty a lesson?”

“Every moment is a teachable moment, boy,” Dex answered brusquely. “The best lessons are lived. He won’t get this from my sitting him down and explaining it to him. He must live it and understand what darkness is. It’s also an opportunity for Albert.”

“To do what? Stab us in the back at the earliest opportunity?”

“That would be his nature, and what you, as an Aspis, must be on guard for,” Dex said. “Remember, Tristan is not at full strength. He is still stronger than Albert in his current state, but he refuses to surrender fully to his staff use. This puts him at a disadvantage.”

“How is this an opportunity for Albert?” I asked, frustrated. “All I see is that you’re giving him a chance to cut us loose the first chance he gets.”

“Albert was captured by Verity a while back,” he said. “He managed to escape, but it was too neat. I never felt right about his dealings with Verity, so I decided to play the long game and place him in the Library.”

“Why?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to place him in a detention center somewhere and throw away the key?”

“Yes,” Dex said. “Both Ziller and I monitored all his communications and we didn’t see any irregularities—except for his cane.”

“His cane?”

“It gave off a strange energy signature once it was bonded to him,” he said. “It inhibits his ability to access his power. Ziller told me it was a normal side effect due to the inhibitory nature of the runes on it.”

“You think it’s something else?”

“Nothing I can prove, but my gut doesn’t like it,” he said. “The irregularity faded after a few days, but I remembered how it felt. It felt like a connection to some place or someone.”

“Is that why you’re using him for this mission?”

Dex nodded as he worked his way around the symbols of the circle.

“Albert must decide if escape is more important than his family,” Dex said, his voice serious. “If Tristan doesn’t learn the restoring palm—”

“Monty won’t be able to cast?”

“At first. That will be the initial sign. Then the aging, followed soon after by death,” Dex said. “No one can cheat time forever, boy. Sooner or later, it claims what it rightfully owns.”

“And you think Albert would abandon Monty to that end?”

“I don’t know,” Dex said, tracing a symbol in the center of the circle. “Albert is not evil—he is dark. There is a difference. He surrendered to the allure of power and paid a heavy price for it. Verity wanted to kill him for it. This is his last chance to embrace the mage he could be. This is his chance to do some good.”

“And if he doesn’t? What happens if he fails this test you’re giving him?” I asked. “What happens if he goes full Sith on us and we have to bring him down?”

“You saw the seal,” Dex said. “If he breaks it—”

“His life is forfeit?”

Dex nodded.

“If he succumbs to the power…again…and abandons you, breaking his word and the seal, his life is forfeit. This time, the Harbinger won’t apprehend him. If he fails this test, I will have to end him.”

“Are you sure there isn’t another way to get this technique?” I asked as the thought of Dex as the Harbinger raced through my mind. “Are you sure Ziller doesn’t have some book somewhere that we could use? You know, Finger-Wiggling for Dummies or something like that?”

“I worry about the state of your mind at times, boy,” Dex said, staring at me for a moment. “When I asked him about the restoring palm, he presented me with my uncle. The Living Library is a living library. For arcane subjects like the restoring palm, we need an actual source of instruction, not a book.”

“Did you try googling it? Is that even a thing with mages? Or is it all arcane libraries and musty tomes?”

“Do I need to jar your brain into functioning?” Dex asked. “This is the only way.”

“Can I ask you another question without getting my brain jarred?”

“Ask. I make no promises.”

“Why aren’t you doing this with us? Why him? You don’t even trust him, but you’re sending us on this mission with him. Why?”

“Your first stop is The Hybrid, correct?”

“Yes—not that I’m looking forward to it, but yes. The last time we were there we left the place under less than friendly terms.”

“Aye,” Dex said, with a knowing nod. “Do you know what would happen if I paid The Hybrid a visit in search of information about a forbidden technique?”

“No, but I’m guessing it would be bad?”

“We would be allowed to enter, of course,” Dex said, his voice grim. “Then we would have to kill our way out of the building. They would unleash everything at us, at me. Having me with you on something like this is not a benefit. It jeopardizes everything.”

“But he’s a dark mage,” I said, glancing at Albert. “Why would they react that way with you?”

“I was—am—the Harbinger, boy. Can you even comprehend how many enemies I’ve created over the centuries, enemies that have long lives and longer memories? No, my joining you would put you in more danger than you already are.”

“But walking in there with a dark mage is safe?”

“Yes,” Dex said, placing a hand in the center of the circle and allowing energy to flow outward to fill all of the symbols contained in it. “Albert is a dark mage; that is his world. He walked in the shadows and thrived. It was one of the reasons the sects wanted him stopped. They feared him, rightfully so.”

“But you didn’t kill him,” I said quietly. “That was the order, wasn’t it? To kill him.”

Dex nodded and slowly got to his feet.

“It was, and I failed at the task.”

“Why didn’t you kill him?”

“Could you kill Tristan?”

“No.”

“Even if he went dark and threatened everyone and everything you know?”

“No. I’d find a way to erase him or something,” I said without hesitation. “I’d do something to make him less dangerous.”

“Why not just kill him? It would be easier, don’t you think?”

A cold fear gripped me at the thought and I shook my head as if to shake it away from my mind. It was impossible to even consider.

“He’s family. I couldn’t—can’t—take that step.”

“That is why I couldn’t kill Albert when ordered to do so,” Dex said. “He knows it and I know it. He will try to use that knowledge to escape the Living Library. Count on it.”

“Will you let him?”

“Not this time, Dex said. “The last time he didn’t have an opportunity to redeem himself. The thirst for power overtook him. I know the danger of that and how you can lose yourself. I barely escaped myself. Now, during his time in the Living Library, he has grown and had time to reflect on his actions. If he breaks the seal, and betrays you two, there will be no reasoning, no excuse. He will have made his final decision.”

“I really hope that doesn’t happen.”

“Neither do I, boy,” Dex said as he undid the sphere of silence. “We’ll burn that bridge once we stand on it.”

“I really don’t think that’s how the saying goes.”

“It does…for me,” he said with a smile. “Let’s get you on your way.”

He motioned for Monty and Albert to join us.
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We stood in the center of the circle as Dex gestured outside.

A column of energy shot up and enveloped us, making it impossible to see anything but the bright green light blinding us. I closed my eyes and immediately felt the shift from the Sanctuary.

My stomach lurched to one side and I felt the rest of me go in the other direction. It was like being on a vicious rollercoaster ride without the actual rollercoaster.

A few seconds later, it was late afternoon, and we were standing outside the building that used to be the Metropolitan Club. From the looks of things, the place had been renovated back to impenetrable-fortress status after our last visit.

“This may not be the best idea,” I said, looking at the exterior of the building. “The last time we were here, it didn’t go smoothly.”

“You’ve been here before?” Albert asked. “Who did you meet?”

“Castor,” I said. “Our meeting was cut short.”

“Cut short?”

“He wanted us killed and we disagreed,” I said. “Then we had to leave in a hurry.”

“I see,” Albert said, looking at the main entrance. “How long ago was this? Is it possible Castor still bears animosity toward you?”

“Not long ago enough for Castor to have forgotten,” I said. “We had to create our own exit. It wasn’t pretty.”

“But it was functional,” Monty said. “Castor and Pollux will not be pleased to see us.”

“Understood,” Albert said, pulling on one sleeve. “Then this meeting calls for diplomacy.”

I gave Monty a look.

“Diplomacy? Really?” I asked. “Is this a Montague thing?”

“Of a sort,” Albert replied. “When diplomacy fails, there’s nothing like a well-placed orb of destruction to facilitate cooperation and understanding.”

“Right, because nothing says diplomacy like orbs of destruction.”

“Quite right,” Albert said with a curt nod. “Let’s proceed.”

I shook my head as we approached.

The twelve-foot wrought-iron fence covered in runes gave off a not-so-subtle message of: If we didn’t invite you, you are not welcome.

We were not invited, and even if we were, I knew we would not be welcome. Dex’s words about having to kill our way out came back to me, and I really hoped we weren’t stepping into a kill box.

I noticed the oblivion circles near the path, all of which snaked around the interior of the property. It seemed like there were more of them since our last visit here. Never let it be said that we didn’t encourage the best security practices.

The heightened security measures made me pause. If this was the exterior, I didn’t want to think about what Castor and Pollux had added to the actual interior of the building.

I had a feeling this was going to be a Hotel California kind of situation—we could checkout any time we wanted, we just wouldn’t be allowed to leave.

Not alive, at least.

I took a moment to take in the actual structure. It was part of old New York and built with old money. The guard at the gate recognized Albert, giving him a short nod and waving him in. Apparently being out of commission in library prison hadn’t lessened his street cred.

The guard must have remembered Monty and me, too, though I had the feeling it wasn’t with anything resembling the respect he showed Albert, because his expression immediately shifted to one of anger mixed with concern.

From there, it degraded to one of fear when Peaches stepped up to my side and smiled. He quickly said something into a shoulder radio as we made our way inside.

Peaches rumbled next to me and nudged my leg gently with his massive head, threatening to launch me into one of the nearby gardens.

<Why is he scared?>

<Probably had something to do with your smile.>

<I have an excellent smile. It is a mighty smile.>

<Mighty scary is what it is. Maybe don’t smile too much inside. I’d like to avoid getting attacked for as long as possible.>

The Hybrid had kept the original lobby of the Metropolitan Club when they acquired the property. A grand double staircase led to an arcade on the second level, overlooking the reception area.

A large, rust-colored Bokhara Persian rug dominated the center of the floor. Spaced evenly around the rug were clusters of wingbacks grouped in threes, providing little capsules of privacy for some of the guests.

The impressive wood ceiling fit right in with the abundant use of gold-leaf and marble. The only word that fit the building was palatial—it whispered of old money and extravagance, and I was sure J.P. Morgan would be proud to see it had been maintained in the same condition as the Metropolitan Club.

Opposite the grand staircase, a marble fireplace large enough to burn a small forest held a raging fire. Places like this usually made me upset; it smacked of elitism and privilege. The people who used these places only did so because they belonged to a certain group—in this case, demigods.

It wasn’t through any merit on their part. I don’t know what pissed me off more: the fact that they acted superior to normals, or that normals actually believed they were superior. After a few recent encounters with gods, my overall impression of deities, full or half, was that power drove them round the bend on a straight road.

The ones that appeared sane were actually scarier than the ones that were batshit out of their minds. I stopped in the center of the reception area and looked around at the old-world opulence, impressed they had kept the building in such good shape.

“You’d think a master of teleportation could make the trip here a little easier on the system,” Albert complained as we approached the reception area. “Dex needs to work on his circles.”

I smiled as I realized I wasn’t the only one tortured by teleportation travel. Around us, I noticed people going about their business. Some sat in the wingbacks; others were heading in or out of The Hybrid.

The area vibrated with a subdued energy I didn’t notice the last time I was here. It was safe to say that most of the guests in the lobby of The Hybrid were supernatural sprinkled with a few normals here and there.

“No lasting damage,” I said, keeping my voice low as I walked next to Monty. “Maybe they won’t remember—”

Four security guards dressed in black combat gear suddenly materialized, surrounding us with drawn weapons aimed mostly at me.

Somehow, the fact that they were focused in my general direction made me upset. I didn’t move, though. It’s never a good idea to make sudden movements when nervous, armed guards have their weapons trained on you.

Peaches gave off a low growl and two more guards joined the party pointing their weapons at my hellhound. If I was bothered before, now I was getting thoroughly pissed.

It’s one thing to threaten me, but no one threatens my hellhound.

“That’s some response time,” I muttered under my breath. “I didn’t even sense them coming.”

“There must be dampeners and new security measures installed to prohibit any advance warning,” Monty said, casually taking in our welcoming committee of angry-looking security guards. “Interesting. These are not Einherjar.”

“Looks like Castor remembers our last visit,” I said. “You think he’s still upset?”

“I would hazard to say he is not overjoyed at our presence, after our last visit,” Monty said, slowly raising his hands while turning to the nearest guard. “We’re here to see Castor.”

“We’re—” I started, and was cut off.

“We know who you are,” another guard snapped, cutting me off. “We have specific instructions regarding your presence on this property.”

“You’ve been flagged as RED,” the first guard said. “You will stand down and disarm.”

“We’re not standing up,” I said. “No one here wants any trouble.”

“Simon,” Monty began, and shook his head. “What he means is—”

“Besides, red has never been my color,” I said. “It clashes with my…everything. How about blue? Or magenta? I like magenta.”

“Rogue Extremely Dangerous,” Monty said. “Not the actual color.”

“Ah, I see,” I said, slowly raising my hands. “We don’t want any trouble. We’re just here to have a conversation with Castor. You point us in the right direction and we’ll get out of your hair.”

“Don’t think so,” first guard said. “We’re here to escort you off the premises, with force, if needed.”

“Allow me,” Albert said, stepping forward. “Inform Castor that Albert Montague is here to see him.” Albert looked back at us. “This will all be resolved shortly.”

Six more guards ran toward us in a tactical formation. All of them had their weapons drawn. They remained some distance away—a smart move. If the first group went down, the second would shred us where we stood.

The second group was equipped with nasty-looking assault rifles covered in runes. Castor was taking no chances. I had to believe something else had happened since our last visit to create this kind of response.

I looked around to see if we were creating a commotion.

There are some things you learn after living in this city for some time. Few things—aside from an actual explosion or major property damage—get an actual response from New Yorkers, and places like The Hybrid are self-contained worlds with their own rules and laws.

Several of the guests closest to us in the reception area moved away quickly. I didn’t blame them. Having guns aimed at you has a way of making you suddenly unpopular.

What caught my attention was that some of the guests hardly reacted.

These guests looked our way with disinterest and then turned back to whatever they were doing before being interrupted. I figured these were the demigods in attendance.

“This looks exactly like Montaguean diplomacy in action,” I said, remaining absolutely still. The second batch of guards looked ready to shoot first and not bother with any questions. “Are you sure you’re friends with Castor?”

“I never said we were friends,” Albert admitted slowly. “We were associates on several business ventures. Acquaintances, of a sort.”

“We are totally screwed,” I said under my breath. “Acquaintances of a sort? Is that code for enemies?”

“We are not enemies.”

“My mistake,” I said, looking out at all the hardware pointing our way. “I didn’t realize that the accepted custom among acquaintances was to start conversations with a squad of weapons pointed at each other.”

“That would depend on the acquaintance, I think,” Albert said, looking at the guards. “I believe this is more your doing than mine. Didn’t you mention your last visit was somewhat strained?”

“Strained,” I said, realizing that Albert shared the mage gift of conversational understatement. “Something like that.”

“Then this could be a reaction to you two returning to this esteemed establishment,” he said. “I rarely, if ever, elicit this kind of response. Most of my enemies don’t remain enemies for long—or alive, for that matter.”

He did have a point.

Monty and I weren’t exactly experts in the “make lasting friends” department. What we had was closer to the “how many enemies could we accumulate in one day” kind of expertise.

“Are you sure you know Castor?” I asked again, just to make sure and to buy us some time before the shooting started. “He doesn’t seem like the type to shoot first. This feels more like something Pollux would do.”

“True,” Monty said. “Are you on good terms with him as well?”

“No one is on good terms with Pollux,” Albert explained. “Except perhaps Castor.”

“Who is currently acting like he doesn’t know you. Or if he does, he’s not a fan.”

“We know each other,” Albert assured me. “He owes me a favor.”

I heard the chirp of a radio, and one of the larger guards put his ear to his shoulder radio. This guard had a name tag sewn into his black combat uniform—the only one to have one. It read Fredricks, and I guessed he was a squad commander from the way the other guards acted around him.

Fredricks was clearly in charge of the situation.

“This way,” Fredricks said, holstering his weapon. “Mr. Castor will see you now.”

“Well, at least we aren’t getting ejected,” I said.

“I told you,” Albert said smugly. “He owes me a favor.”

The fact that Fredricks holstered his weapon didn’t put me at ease, considering how much firepower was still aimed at us. The group of guards formed around us in a phalanx, keeping us in the center of the formation.

It was a solid tactical formation designed for combat and rapid response to threats. The speed and ease in which they executed it let me know these men were a well-trained unit. They escorted us out of the reception area in silence, and we were led to a large sitting room. It seemed that Castor used this space instead of his office these days—could have something to do with our renovation the last time we were here. The walls were lined with bookcases, making the room a small, but impressive library.

Large, comfortable wingbacks were spaced evenly around the room, giving it a welcoming feel. The subdued lighting was offset by the natural light that came in from the large windows on either end of the room.

At the far end was a large desk, covered in papers and several monitors. It seemed this place doubled as a conference area and office.

Standing in front of the desk was a displeased Castor.
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Castor moved to the center of the floor with his arms behind him as we entered the room.

Even this room was upscale. The walls were a rich mahogany; the desk and bookcases were of the same wood, with the shelves of the bookcases filled with books of all kinds. I wasn’t close enough to read titles, but most of the books seemed old. Some of the ones closer to the desk radiated a low energy signature, and I could see the spines of some glowing faintly with different colored runes.

The floor was covered in a thick Persian rug made up of deep reds and browns to match the wood on the walls. Near some of the wingbacks sat small desks with writing tools on them. I saw notebooks and what appeared to be Montblanc pens resting on top of them.

The ceiling was covered in a large painting of a ship on the open ocean in the middle of a major storm. The detail was incredible, and I could see the faces of the men fighting the waves to save the ship against the forces of nature.

Castor followed my gaze with his own and glanced up at the painting.

“The Argo,” he said before returning his gaze to us. “One of the many times we saved her from a storm. It had ventured into dangerous waters we should have avoided—deadly waters that killed some of the crew.”

The subtle threat hung in the air until Albert coughed politely, getting Castor’s attention.

“Hello, Castor,” Albert said with a short nod. “It has been too long.”

The guards entered the sitting room and spread out along the edges of the room, covering every wall. I noticed then that their uniforms were covered in softly pulsing blue runes. They may not have been Einherjar, but I had a feeling that facing this squad of security would be a lot harder than I imagined.

Fredricks stepped to Castor and whispered something in his ear. Castor nodded, replied, and gestured to the door with a hand.

The guards filed out after Fredricks, with the only door closing silently behind them. I glanced around the room, seeing only one way in and only one way out.

Something set off low alarms in my head.

This would be a perfect place to trap an enemy and end them. I also doubted Castor would meet anyone he considered an enemy in a trapped room. There had to be another exit somewhere; I just couldn’t see it at the moment.

Castor was dressed in an impeccable dark blue suit, and looked more like a powerful CEO headed to a board meeting than the owner of a hotel for demigods. His gray hair was carefully cut and coiffed, and he looked at us with an expression of barely managed displeasure. He gave Peaches a long stare, and then looked up at Albert again.

In that moment, his expression changed.

“It has been too long, Albert,” Castor said with a trace of a smile across his lips, before he turned to look at Monty, Peaches and me. “You three”—he pointed at me—“it hasn’t been long enough. Please explain why you are here and why I shouldn’t have my guards eject you from my place of business with extreme violence.”

“There’s no need for that,” Albert said, raising a hand. “I assure you, we won’t take up too much of your time.”

“The only reason they aren’t fighting for their lives right now is due to your presence,” Castor said. “Rest assured, my hospitality has limits—short ones. Especially to those that destroy my property.”

“I seem to remember you told your Einherjar to kill us,” I said. “What were we supposed to do? Stand there and let it happen?”

“You should have done the reasonable thing and died,” Castor replied with the smile still across his lips. “Be grateful that I’m the one here today and not Pollux. There would be no conversation. Only death.”

Castor had definitely gone grim since we saw him last.

“There’s no need for threats,” Albert said. “We wish you no harm. We are only here for some information.”

“Why should I provide any information to the likes of these two?” Castor asked, turning to Albert. “They are not welcome here.”

“Consider it a personal favor to me,” Albert answered. “I can assure you they will make no move against you while I am here. You have my word. Consider them under the same protected status you have extended to me.”

Castor stared at Albert for a few long seconds, and then relaxed somewhat.

“On your word,” Castor repeated. “If they violate your assurance, then your protected status is null and void.”

“Understood,” Albert said, glancing at Monty and me. “We would not be so crass as to attack you in your own home.”

I noticed he didn’t mention the crassness of someone attacking a guest in their own home. That seemed to be okay.

Mages.

“I would imagine your time here is limited,” Castor said, glancing at me, but focusing on Monty. “It’s my understanding that the three of you have suddenly become very popular in certain circles.”

“The three of us?” Albert asked. “I have no idea—”

“Verity is looking for the three of them.” Castor motioned to Monty, Peaches, and me. “Something about going dark, which explains the hound.”

He said the last word as an insult, and I seriously considered shooting him in the leg, but we were doing diplomacy and I didn’t want to rush to the shooting part just yet.

“Verity is misinformed,” Monty said matter-of-factly. “They are operating with false information and pursuing us under false pretenses.”

“Really?” Castor said. “According to them, you’ve gone dark, along with”—he narrowed his eyes at me—“the Marked of Kali here. The hellhound... Well, the name speaks for itself, doesn’t it?”

“His name is Peaches, not ‘hellhound.’”

“Of course it is. However, it is a hell hound, is it not?”

“Yes,” I admitted grudgingly. “And?”

“Well, you’re running around with a hellhound. It practically screams darkness,” he said. “In addition, you have come here with a known, if not diminished, dark mage—no offense, Albert, but your reputation does precede you. I’d say their information is accurate.”

“Be that as it may,” Albert cut in. “We need to locate the Inner Sanctum and the Caretaker.”

“I am merely a humble, honest businessman,” Castor replied. “A businessman who does his most to uphold and follow the law.”

I gave him a hard stare.

The load of B.S. was so large he could fertilize a field the size of Yankee Stadium. It took everything in me to remain calm. We were playing a game called death diplomacy. I just didn’t know the rules just yet, but I had an idea how it went.

We were on limited time; he had told us as much. Tana and Verity were on their way and we had to be gone before they arrived.

“Which was the right thing to do,” I said, letting some of the menace creep into my voice. “An honest businessman like you wouldn’t deal with wanted individuals, right?”

“Precisely. When Tana asked me if I had had contact with you, I told her no,” he answered with another small smile. “I didn’t even know where you were, and I would certainly alert them if you ever paid me a visit.”

“I see,” Albert said, getting the meaning of Castor’s words. Monty’s lips were pressed into a thin line as he stared at Castor. “We won’t take up more of your time then. Do you have information on the Inner Sanctum or the Caretaker?”

“The Inner Sanctum is thought to be a myth, and the Caretaker even more so,” Castor said. “I’m afraid you come here on a pointless quest, chasing stories and risking your lives in the process. There is no Inner Sanctum; it’s a fable. The stories about the Caretaker are nothing more than idle gossip, never proven, but often speculated upon.”

“The Sanctum is no myth,” Albert said, suddenly serious. “Nor is the Caretaker. However, if you do not have the information we need, we will bid you a good day and take our leave. I do not wish to impose on your hospitality or time.”

“There’s no need to rush off,” Castor said, a little too quickly for me to feel comfortable. “Perhaps I can still help you.”

“How so?” Albert said, giving Castor a wary look. “You just expressed you don’t believe the Inner Sanctum exists.”

“True,” Castor said, holding up a finger as more alarms went off in my head. “I do, however, have a number of obscure books which make reference to the Inner Sanctum. I don’t know how reliable the information is, but it may assist you. If you don’t mind, Albert? They are just over here, behind my desk.”

Castor pointed to the bookcase with the glowing books.

He turned and went to the bookcase behind his desk with Albert in tow. He started pointing out books to Albert, who would examine the titles, but shake his head every time.

Castor was buying time. I don’t know if Albert refused to see this or if he knew what Castor was doing, but was counting on Monty and me to do something. It could be that he really needed this information and felt this was his only solid lead. Whatever it was, I could feel the walls closing in by the second.

Verity wouldn’t send a small group to detain us. After what had happened to Edith at the Cloisters, Verity would unleash its full wrath on us. Personally, it wasn’t something I wanted to stick around to admire or experience.

I glanced over to where Albert and Castor were examining books. The uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach increased. The other option was that Albert was working with Castor—if Castor handed us over to Verity, Albert would be free.

The bookcase behind the desk was on the other side of the room. Like everything else in The Hybrid, the conference room was extravagant, in both detail and size. The space we were in was cavernous, large enough for them to be out of earshot.

“I’d really like to know what they are discussing,” I said, stepping next to Monty. “Can you hear what they are saying?”

“I’m not the one bonded to a hellhound,” he said in a huff. “Why don’t you link to his senses and try to listen in?”

“I can do that?”

“I would presume the bond is not for the sole purpose of procuring meat for a hungry creature,” he said, glancing down at my perpetually starving hellhound. “The bond should serve for more than just a runic GPS.”

“I’ve never tried it,” I said, giving it thought. “I’d rather try something like that somewhere private in case something goes wrong. Plus, if it works, it’s not the kind of information I’d like to share with someone who wants us dead.”

“A wise choice,” Monty said with a nod. “That means we must resort to reading lips or getting closer to facilitate eavesdropping.”

I glanced over to where Castor and Albert were speaking.

“This feels off,” I said to Monty as I kept my eyes on Castor. “He’s being way too courteous. I don’t recall him being this welcoming the last time we visited.”

“Perhaps he wishes to avoid violence this time.”

I gave Monty a look, which he returned, and we both shook our heads.

“Unlikely,” Monty continued as I nodded. “This is suspect. With my access limited, my senses aren’t what they usually are. Something is wrong.”

“You think?” I asked, incredulous. “Castor tried to have us killed last time we met. He seems like the type of person to hold a grudge, don’t you think?”

“And we walked right into his trap.”

“With a little help from Albert,” I said.

“Indeed. He was the only reason we weren’t attacked.”

“What are the odds that Castor is working with Verity?” I asked. “How exactly did he hear about Edith?”

“I would imagine the odds are not in our favor,” Monty said, then glanced at the door, narrowing his eyes. “Bloody hell.”

“What is it?”

“The runes on the door are set to explode if they are tampered with,” Monty said, still staring at the door. “They are also on some kind of timer. This does not bode well.”

“A timer? Which means?”

“It could mean they will be disabled by the timer running out, allowing unimpeded entry, or they will explode once the timer counts down,” he said. “Considering we are standing in The Hybrid, in the room of an enemy who tried to eliminate us the last time we met, it stands to reason the runes are set to go off and destroy us. It’s difficult to be certain due to my limited access, but that is my best assessment.”

Mages. Masters of understatement.

“I say we go with the runes exploding and trying to kill us,” I answered, glancing at the door. “Do you think Albert is in on this?”

“Albert may not be complicit, but that doesn’t mean he’s innocent,” Monty said. “He could use this opportunity to rid himself of us.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said. “If Tana and Verity are on their way, we need to find another exit and fast. How long do we have?”

“Ten minutes on the runes at the door…but I don’t think they are on their way,” Monty said, glancing over at some of the bookcases. “I think they were here before we arrived.”

“What?”

“I can’t be certain, but it makes sense,” Monty said. “If you were Tana, where would you station agents if you thought your targets were going dark? Not the Dark Council. You’d need a location that was lax regarding the whole concept of light and dark. A place that was morally ambiguous when it came to those types of affiliations.”

The realization dawned on me.

“A place like The Hybrid.”

“Among others,” Monty said. “I’m sure Verity has placed agents everywhere they feel we would visit or frequent. Places we know or would seek out as protection from them.”

“That means anywhere we go can be compromised,” I said. “They have that kind of manpower?”

“It appears they do. I haven’t personally corroborated this, but it is the most plausible explanation for our current situation.”

I noticed Albert approaching us holding two books as Castor remained by his desk. Castor’s expression seemed neutral, but held an undercurrent of anger.

“We have a problem,” Albert said, keeping his voice low as he placed the books in his jacket pockets. “I do believe he is going to betray us to Verity.”

Castor sat at his desk and rested his palms on its surface.

“I would say it wasn’t personal, except that it is,” Castor said as the surface of the desk gave off an orange glow. “Verity will be here shortly to remove what’s left of you. My apologies, Albert—with you, it wasn’t personal. It’s just a matter of you being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Your apology is worthless,” Albert said, turning back to face Castor. “Consider our friendship terminated.”

“If I cared, that would distress me. Since I don’t, it doesn’t,” Castor said with a smug smile I wanted to punch off his face. “From what Tana informs me, your future looks bleak. If you survive the blast, I hope it is filled with long days of agony before your erasure and death. Goodbye.”

The glow increased in intensity as Castor slid back into the bookcases behind him—chair and all vanishing from sight.

“Erasure and death?” Albert said slowly as he turned to us. “Verity wants you for erasure and death?”

“Yes,” Monty said. “We may have angered them somewhat.”

“Some of our recent talks shot us to the top of their blacklist,” I said. “Starting with melting their venomancer, Edith. Things went downhill from there.”

“You melted someone?”

“With lightning, even,” I said. “That was mostly Monty, though.”

Albert turned to face Monty.

“Are you certain you haven’t gone dark?” Albert asked seriously. “To elicit such a response from Verity. Only dark mages—”

“They are wrong,” Monty said, cutting him off. “We are not dark. I thought you, of all people, would know the difference.”

Albert looked away.

“Forgive me,” he said, rubbing his temples. “I have been confined too long. Of course it’s preposterous for you to have gone dark; Dexter would not have allowed you to roam free if you had. He takes that sort of thing seriously.”

“Yes, he does,” I said, tapping the top of my wrist. “Ticking runes?”

“We don’t have much time,” Monty said, looking around the conference room. “The dampeners in here prevent any major shield casting.”

“Then we need to find or make an exit,” I said. “Any ideas?”

Albert looked at the door and cursed under his breath.

“The door is set to explode if—” Albert started.

“We know,” I said, cutting him off. “Bookcases?”

“Only the one he used,” Albert said, looking at the bookcase Castor had disappeared into. “His demeanor changed suddenly when he noticed that I had discerned the false bookcase.”

“Floor and ceiling are marble,” Monty said, materializing his staff. “No egress that way.”

“A staff?” Albert asked, momentarily confused. “Why are you using a staff?”

“Really? Right now?” I asked. “We have other priorities at the moment…Verity?”

“Too true,” Albert said, shaking his head and then looking at Monty. “But you will explain this.”

Monty nodded and then focused on the end of the room. He started walking across the conference room to the large window.

“The window?” I asked. “Are you sure it’s not some kind of magical plexan designed to withstand a tank shell or any kind of runic attack barely less than a nuke?”

“It’s our only option,” Monty said, gazing back at the door. “Three minutes from now this room will be a runic blast zone. I doubt we will all survive the blast”—he gave me a pointed look—“though some of us are more hearty than the others.”

“Heartiness has nothing to do with this,” Albert scoffed. “The blast from that door will kill us all.”

“We’re not dead yet,” Monty said and placed his staff against the window. “Stand back. I don’t know how this will affect the window.”

“What exactly are you going to do?” I asked as I peered at the window. Like the door, it was covered in softly glowing runes. I figured these runes weren’t designed to explode, but to harden the glass to prevent access from outside. “That window is covered in runes.”

“I realize that,” Monty said. “I’m going to overload them and compromise the integrity of the glass, causing the molecular structure to degrade while rapidly expanding.”

“What?” I asked, confused. “You’re going to what?”

“He’s going to attempt to explode the window,” Albert said, leaning over Castor’s desk. “Help me turn this desk over. It should provide a measure of cover.”

“You’re going to explode the window,” I said, looking at Monty. “Why couldn’t you just say that?”

“I did. Get behind cover.”

I made sure Peaches was next to me as we crouched down behind Castor’s desk. Monty began to gesture as violet and black energy shot out from the staff and slammed into the window. I could hear the cracking as the energy raced across the window’s surface. I glanced over at Albert, who was focused on the door.

“How much longer?”

“If he doesn’t move faster, it won’t matter,” Albert said. “Brace yourself; the margin for error here is going to be slim to nonexistent.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we only have one chance to get this right, or else we will be reduced to ash once the runes on that door go off.”

“What about Monty?” I said, looking at Monty gesturing and sweating as he channeled energy at the window. “What’s he going to use for cover?”

“He won’t have any,” Albert said. “There’s no time to destroy that window and throw up a shield, not in his weakened condition.”

“Couldn’t you?”

He shook his head.

“I’m even more hampered than he is,” he said, gripping his cane tightly. “Any shield I create will be as effective as holding up a sheet of paper against that blast.”

“What are you saying?” I demanded. “Are you telling me he’s sacrificing himself?”

Albert remained silent and looked away.

“Not on my watch,” I said under my breath and gripped Peaches’ neck. “You may not be able to do something, but we can.”

“You can’t,” Albert said. “You’ll be killed.”

“I’m not that easy to kill,” I said, sensing within me for my dawnward. The energy was there but the dampeners in the room made it hard to grab. “I just need to focus. These dampeners make it almost impossible.”

“Focus? Haven’t you been listening to a word I said?” Albert said, raising his voice. “You’ll have no protection. The blast will tear through you and your hellhound. You will die a needless death.”

“I’m not leaving Monty alone to die,” I said, getting to my feet. “You can stay here behind cover. I’m going to make sure we can get out of here before Verity agents crash this party.”

He looked at me with an expression of shock and disbelief. I stood and walked over to where Monty focused on the window.

“This may not be the ideal location for you right now,” Monty said as sweat poured down his face. “This window is proving to be more resilient than I expected.”

“Well, maybe if you ate more meat—”

He shot me a glance and I stopped.

“Sorry about that,” I said, raising a hand with a smile. “Hellhound wisdom. I’m not leaving you here to barbecue alone. I think I have a way to get out of here—after you weaken the window, that is.”

“That may be all I can do,” he said, the strain clear in his voice. “I didn’t expect all these layers of security.”

A few more cracks formed in the window as I crouched down to hug my hellhound. I placed my head against his massive skull and rubbed behind his ears.

<Hey, boy. I need your help with something.>

<Why is the angry man trying to break the window?>

<The door is going to explode soon. If we don’t get out, we are going to get hurt.>

<Can he break it?>

<He is having trouble because his magic is broken.>

<If he ate meat he would be strong enough, even if his magic was broken.>

<I agree. We are going to have to help him.>

Somehow, after much exposure to my hellhound teachings, I had become a firm believer in the Tao of Meat.

<How? I cannot find a way out of this place. All the ways are closed. It makes it hard to see.>

I figured the dampeners were affecting him as well. My theory was that the dampeners could only work if the integrity of the room was intact—if we changed that, the dampeners would fail. It was thin, but it was all I had.

I shared my thoughts with Monty.

“The theory is sound. It’s the execution that we are lacking,” Monty said, never taking his eyes off the window. “That and we don’t have the luxury of time to carefully examine the structure of the runes holding the window together.”

“How fast can you create a teleportation circle? Are you as fast as Dex?”

“No one is as fast as my uncle,” he answered. “But I’m not slow. What were you thinking?”

“How long do we have?”

He risked a glance at the runes on the door.

“Just under two minutes,” he said tightly. “If you have an idea, I recommend haste.”

I told him the rest of my plan.

“You are certifiable,” he said. “However, I don’t see another option. Get your creature ready. I’ll do my part.”

I went to stand next to Monty, positioning myself between the door and where he stood, and then I crouched down again to hug my hound.

<Here’s what we’re going to do, boy.>
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The plan was simple.

Once Monty felt he had weakened the window enough, he would alert me. Peaches would launch himself through it, shattering the window and breaking the integrity of the dampeners. Monty would then fastcast teleportation circles and get us out of The Hybrid.

As an added security measure, I would cast whatever I could of a dawnward to prevent as much of the blast from the door from atomizing us while he cast the circles.

It was as solid as a plate of Jell-O on a trampoline being used by a hyperactive six-year- old, but it was the best I had.

I glanced over at Albert before explaining everything to my hellhound battering ram. He was braced against the desk, his face a mask of determination, fear, and resolve, as if he were coming to a conclusion.

As I turned to face the door, I felt him stand and approach Monty on the other side, abandoning the cover of the desk. I looked the question at him and he pulled on a sleeve before answering.

“We may be doomed,” he said, dusting off his jacket. “But I am a Montague, and we are not cowards. If we must die this day, then we shall face death and not cower. I can still summon some power in this wretched trap. It may not be much, but I will give it my all.”

I nodded at him, impressed that he had chosen to stand with us. I still didn’t trust him completely, but facing imminent death together has a way of creating bonds. I had thought all dark mages were self-serving megalomaniacs, or at least that had been my experience. Albert was showing me that there were exceptions.

As I reached inward for the dawnward, Peaches moved back to the other side of the conference room opposite the window and entered shatter-and-destroy mode.

He hunched down and gave off a low rumble.

<I’m ready, bondmate.>

<As soon as I tell you, you put all your force into breaking that window.>

<Of course I will put all of my force. When we are outside, can the angry man make me some meat?>

<When we get outside, I will make sure he makes you all the meat you want.>

My hellhound gave me a low growl and chuffed as he shook his enormous head. I saw a faint glimmer of the runes along his flanks as he prepared.

“Is something the matter with your hellhound?” Albert asked, concerned, as he looked across the room at him. “Why is he standing over there? He should be here near us. My shield will at least diminish the force of the blast. Hellhounds are hardy creatures; perhaps he will survive. I regret I cannot offer such reassurances to either of you or even to myself.”

“We’re not dead yet,” I said, grabbing hold of the energy as best I could. It was like trying to grab a fish in a rapidly flowing river while fighting against the current. “He’ll survive. Trust me.”

“You will forgive me if I don’t share your optimism,” Albert said, holding his cane in front of him and gesturing with the other hand. A transparent gray shield formed around us. “The force contained in that door is linked to the defenses of this place, this location contains ancient energy. If even a tenth of that energy is routed through those door runes, all we will be are memories.”

I had a few excellent answers to his comment, like: There hasn’t been a rune that can take me down, or, I spit in the face of death—let it come.

I couldn’t say any of them because I was too focused on holding onto the power I had managed to grab to form the dawnward. The next seconds ticked by, each moment an eternity.

I heard the crack of the window, this one louder than all the rest. At the same time, I saw the runes on the door bloom to life with a cloud of orange-red energy forming on its surface and spreading out, before racing in our direction.

What really grabbed my attention was Monty. His nose was bleeding, but he seemed not to notice.

“Monty,” I said pointing at his face, “your nose.”

“Irrelevant,” he said as he forced more energy into the window. “Get ready. It’s begun.”

Time dragged as death headed our way.

I watched, frozen, as the runic energy from the door devoured everything in its path. It took me half a second to register that Monty was screaming my name.

“Simon! Now! Now!”

<Go, boy! Now!>

Peaches took off, gouging small trenches in the marble floor, and pushed off with his hind legs. His powerful muscles propelled him forward for several bounds before he blinked out. He reappeared again at the window a second later and everything slowed down.

I saw his ginormous head tuck down as he impacted the window. The window bowed outward, but held. Peaches let out the breath he had been holding and unleashed a thunderous bark.

The window held for another moment before exploding outward. With a rushing of energy, the dampener on the room vanished. I raised the dawnward a second before the wave of orange-red energy washed over us. Albert stood next to me with his mouth open as Monty whirled around and created four small green circles of energy around us.

In moments, each of the circles exploded with green light as the conference room disappeared from sight.
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I looked up into the night sky.

My everything ached. My stomach felt like it was still in The Hybrid, and had I eaten anything earlier, it would’ve been all over the ground right now. I gripped my protesting intestines as the effects of the teleport slowly wore off, waves of nausea gripping my body.

“That…that was horrible,” I managed around the strong desire to empty my stomach. “What the hell, Monty?”

“You’re welcome,” he said with a slight groan as he used a handkerchief to wipe his nose. “It was hasty, but effective.”

“Why are you bleeding?” I asked. “What happened? Did the window hit you in the face?”

“No. Forcing that much energy through the staff appears to have had some unfavorable side effects,” he said, still wiping his nose. “I will have to be prudent about my casting in the future.” He looked down and cursed. “This shirt is ruined.”

“You can always get another shirt,” I said, smiling at the fact that he was more concerned about his shirt than the fact he was bleeding his brain out of his nose. Typical Monty. “Can you avoid casting like that for the time being?”

“If it’s a choice between a nosebleed and obliteration, I’ll opt for the nosebleed,” he said with another small groan. “It doesn’t seem to be serious. The runes on that door were.”

Somewhere, a part of my brain was amazed that we had escaped The Hybrid. Then my stomach lurched again and shut my brain up for the moment. I took no pleasure in hearing him groan—well, maybe some pleasure. It was a small comfort that I wasn’t the only one who felt like he had been turned inside out.

I looked around and realized we were in the middle of a large group of trees. We were somewhere in the Park. The night was cool and the grass under me felt comfortable. I managed one more groan before my hellhound stealthily sidled up to me and tongue-slapped me.

“What?” I pushed his head away, trying to avoid the tongue lashing. “I’m good, really. You can stop now.”

<Do you feel better now? My saliva will heal you.>

For a moment, I ignored the attempted slobbering and gave him a tight hug.

<Thank you, boy. You were awesome.>

<I was mighty. I am the Mighty Peaches.>

<You are totally the Mighty Peaches.>

<Will the angry man make me some meat?>

I glanced over to where Monty sat, still looking slightly disoriented. Albert wasn’t doing much better as he lay on his side, clutching his stomach and groaning a few feet away.

<I’ll make sure he does. Give him a moment to get it together. He looks a little dazed and worn out.>

<If he ate meat—>

< I know. I’ll tell him he needs to adjust his diet to become stronger.>

<Meat is life, and will make him mighty too.>

<I’ll tell him that, too.>

Zen meat wisdom from my hellhound.

My hellhound gave off a low rumble and squatted down next to me, resting his head on my legs. I waited for the world to stop gently spinning before I tried to sit up.

I lay still for another few seconds.

“Can we not do that again? Like, ever?” I said, keeping my voice low as I slowly sat up. “I’ve never seen you create circles that fast.”

“I’ve never had to…” Monty groaned softly for a second before continuing. “I’ve never had to create circles that fast. I can empathize with your displeasure at teleportation.”

Albert groaned as well and remained holding his stomach.

“You’re worse than Dexter,” Albert said, barely above a whisper. “This must be some twisted form of torture. No one should have to experience this much discomfort.”

“I agree,” I said, slowly getting my bearings. “Can we also not visit The Hybrid again, unless it’s to reduce it to a crater?”

Monty nodded as he stood, composing himself.

“I have no intention of returning there unless it’s to dispatch Castor and Pollux,” he said, standing unsteadily. “That is a battle left for another day. Right now, we must move. Verity reinforcements will be arriving at The Hybrid shortly. Once word of our escape spreads they will be searching the surrounding areas. We are still exposed and vulnerable here.”

“Where exactly is here?” I said, looking up into the night. “How far away are we from Hybrid?”

Monty pointed.

My gaze followed his arm and I turned my head to see The Hybrid— just across the street.

“You’ve got be kidding me,” I hissed, standing up as fast as possible without falling over again. “We need to get going, now.”

“Agreed,” Monty said as we started walking. “Are you joining us, Albert?”

Albert got his feet unsteadily and stared at The Hybrid for a few seconds. He pulled on his sleeves and turned to join us. I didn’t know what he was thinking at the moment; all I knew was that we had to get scarce before Tana and Verity started searching the Park.

“All that power and you only got us across the street?” I asked as we moved as fast as our bodies allowed across the Park. “I thought we were at least a mile away, or more. “You teleported us across 5th Avenue, not even half a block.”

“I’m aware of the distance,” Monty replied curtly. “We were fortunate to have teleported anywhere at all. How did you manage to form the dawnward?”

“Yes, how did you manage to form that shield?” Albert asked. “My shield was sadly ineffectual. I noticed no discernible power in you. It’s clear you aren’t a mage—what exactly are you?”

“Tired of hearing people tell me I’m not a mage,” I snapped. “How about we get some place safe, and then we can discuss the details?”

“That would be wise,” Monty said. “I think another teleportation circle would be contraindicated at this time.”

“You think?” I said, staring at him. “I thought I was over this.”

“You mostly are,” Monty said. “It was the severity of the cast and the velocity of the shift that is making you feel ill at the moment.”

“We’re moving too slow,” I said, glancing back at Albert, who was having a rougher time than Monty and me. “Verity will be on us in minutes if we can’t increase the pace.”

“I agree,” Monty said with a nod. “I’m open to suggestions that don’t involve teleportation circles.”

“Call Cecil,” I said with a sense of dread, remembering the Mobula. “We need his help. Albert doesn’t look too good.”

He pulled out his phone and held it out.

We both looked back at Albert, who stumbled for a few steps before joining us. He was trying to keep pace with us and failing. Monty held the phone and stared at it as we moved.

“It works better if you actually dial a number,” I said, snaking my arm under Albert’s arms to keep him moving with us. “Call him, now.”

“My deepest apologies,” Albert said under his breath. “It would seem my body is not up to the rigors of our task. Perhaps this was mistake.”

“One we can fix,” I said, staring at Monty, who had still not dialed Cecil. “Monty, what’s the hold up?”

“I have to explain the Mobula,” Monty answered. “This is not a conversation I’m looking forward to. He is most displeased at its destruction.”

“Dial the number and, here”—I handed off Albert to him—“I’ll talk to him.”

Monty pressed one button and handed me the phone. Of course he would have Cecil on speed dial.

It rang a few times before connecting.

“You destroyed my yacht, my one-of-a-kind, incredibly-difficult-to-rune yacht,” Cecil said as a greeting. “Do you know how difficult it was to complete that project? It took me five years, and you destroyed it in an evening.”

“Technically, we didn’t destroy it,” I said calmly. “It’s Verity’s fault.”

“Simon?” he said, concern suddenly lacing his voice. “Why are you on Tristan’s phone? Where is he? Is he injured?”

I glanced over at Monty and Albert, who was still looking wrecked.

“Not exactly, but he—we—aren’t doing too well,” I said. “We need help.”

“I’m not sending you another vehicle. For what? To have it turned into some kind of abstract art? Tell me, were you piloting the Mobula when you two decided to render it to its component parts? Was that you?”

“Not me or Monty,” I lied, recalling how Monty had plowed through the stone columns of the dock with Mobula. “It was Verity.”

“Verity? You’re lying to me,” he replied, clipping his words as he seethed. “There was nothing on the water that could keep up with the Mobula. How did Verity kill my yacht?”

“I’d love to be able to tell you, but we are going to be facing some angry agents if you don’t help us soon.”

“Put the phone on speaker.”

I shifted the call to speaker.

“Good evening, Cecil,” Monty said, his voice strained as he walked, helping Albert. “It’s good to hear your voice.”

“Is this true? Verity destroyed my yacht?”

“Yes, they were the catalyst for its destruction,” Monty said. “We could use your assistance.”

“Where is the Dark Goat?”

“In the garage,” I said. “We used another form of transportation to get here.”

“Where exactly is here?” A pause. “Why are you in the middle of the Park?”

“We’re currently in the middle of—” I looked at Monty. “How do you know where we are?”

“Don’t be naive, Strong,” Cecil said. “You think I provide you with vehicles, expensive vehicles, and I don’t know where you are? The real question is what are you doing in the middle of the Park at night?”

I stared at the phone.

“Trying to stay alive,” I said, raising my voice. “Are you going to help us or not?”

“Not,” he said with finality. “Use whatever method of transportation you used to get there. It won’t be SuNaTran this time.”

He hung up and ended the call.

I just stared at the phone for a few seconds as we kept moving.

“He must have really loved that yacht,” I said. “I told you he’d be pissed.”

“He did,” Monty said. “Give him a moment. He just needs to vent.”

“We don’t have moments,” I said, glancing behind us. The Hybrid was lit up and I could see the black vehicles, which meant Verity was on the scene in force. “Verity has left the building.”

“It will be some time before they head this way,” Monty said. “My energy signature is diffused because of the staff. They won’t pick up the trail for a while.”

“But they will pick it up, eventually. Won’t they?”

He nodded.

“By then we will be gone.”

“I wish I was as confident as you,” I said. He was right, though—there was plenty of activity, but it was all focused around The Hybrid for now. “I don’t think Cecil is going to—”

The phone rang.

I connected the call and put it on speaker again.

“Can you get to the other side of the Park?” a resigned and still angry Cecil asked. “Or do you need an escort?”

“We can make it across,” Monty said. “Where?”

“There will be a vehicle waiting on the far side of Columbus Circle,” he said. “You can’t miss it. Robert will take you wherever you need to go—within reason.”

“Aren’t you scared we will destroy this vehicle, too?” I asked with a small smile. “What are you sending?”

“Do not provoke me, Simon,” Cecil said quietly. “Not even you two could destroy what I’m sending. We will discuss my yacht later, Tristan.”

“Of course,” Monty said. “Thank you.”

“Do not thank me,” he said. “Get in the vehicle and get safe.”

Cecil ended the call.

“What do you think he sent?” I asked, handing Monty his phone. “Another Lambo?”

“I find that highly unlikely,” Monty said as he came to a stop. “I would imagine something more durable.”

Albert gently pushed off Monty and stood on his own.

“I think I can manage on my own,” Albert said, taking a few steps and testing out his balance. “Who is Cecil?”

“That is a long story,” I said, looking at Monty. “This one is all yours.”

“Cecil is a Fairchild,” Monty said. “He provides vehicles for us.”

“Ah, understood,” Albert said. “Well done maintaining the connection, Tristan.”

“That’s it? ‘He’s a Fairchild’ and you’re good with that explanation?”

“Yes, actually,” Albert said. “The Montagues and Fairchilds have a long history. Is it far to this vehicle?”

“Not really,” I said. “A few more blocks to the west side. The circle is right on the corner of the Park.”

“Are you certain you can continue, Albert?” Monty asked. “If you need to rest, I’m sure we could spare a few minutes to let you catch your breath.”

I looked behind us. Some of the light was heading our way. They were still some distance from us, but they were definitely moving in our direction.

“I don’t know about a few minutes,” I said, shaking my head. “A minute, maybe.”

“I’ll not slow you down,” Albert said as he started walking. “Let’s go. Time waits for no man.”

I shrugged my shoulders and followed as Monty fell in next to me. We moved at a fast pace, but not so fast that we would leave Albert behind.

We arrived at Columbus Circle several minutes later.

Parked right on the circle sat something that looked like a cross between an armored truck and a tank. Robert stood outside of the vehicle and waved us to him as he lowered a small ramp at the rear before heading to the front.

“Wow,” I said as I took in the armored truck tank. “Cecil wasn’t kidding. I don’t think you could destroy this thing. It looks like an M1 Abrams and an armored truck got together and had this. What is it?”

“We can always ask Robert,” Monty said. “From inside.”

“Good point,” I said, picking up the pace. “Let’s get off the street.”

We headed to the ramp and made our way inside. The rear door closed as the ramp retracted and the engine was silent as we pulled away, heading downtown.
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“It’s electric too,” I said in wonder as we moved fast across town to 9th Avenue. “Is Cecil creating an army? First the Shrike, now this. Are you sure he doesn’t have plans for world domination?”

“I seriously doubt he could conquer much with one plane and one tank.”

“One plane and one tank that we’ve seen,” I said. “What if he has a warehouse full of these things?”

“Unlikely. In all likelihood, this is a prototype,” Monty said, sitting on one of the benches. “He likes to tinker.”

“This is so beyond tinkering,” I said, admiring the state-of-the-art equipment in the interior of the vehicle. “Can Robert hear us?”

“Yes, I can,” Robert’s voice came over an intercom. “Welcome to the Juggernaut Mark 2, Mr. Montague, Mr. Strong, and guest. Please make yourselves comfortable. What is our destination?”

“Verity is going to scour the area around the Hybrid all night once they pick up my energy signature,” Monty said. “We need somewhere quiet and out of the way to plan our next move.”

“I’m all ears,” I said. “Verity is everywhere in the city.”

“Not everywhere,” Monty countered as he tapped his chin. “We need to play to our strengths.”

“That eliminates the Randy Rump,” I said. “I’d rather not bring Verity to the Moscow. Olga would be pissed and would probably evict us on principle alone. We need someplace off the grid.”

“Someplace unknown to them that is difficult to infiltrate,” Monty seconded.

“That would make sense. Do you know of a place that only dark mages go to?” I asked. “Because that would be the perfect spot to get things straightened out.”

“I do, actually,” Monty said.

“Wait, what? You do?”

“Robert, The Abyss, please,” Monty said then leaned back. “Please use the rear entrance.”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

“The Abyss?” I asked, staring at Monty. “What is The Abyss?”

“A place you should not gaze into for too long, according to Nietzsche.”

“Oh, was that humor?”

“Considering my present state, I would say it’s life advice.”

“What exactly is The Abyss?” I asked. “Without the philosophy class, thank you.”

“Like you said, a place where mostly dark mages frequent,” Monty said, closing his eyes. “This location is not common knowledge, and the owner is a bit on the reclusive side.”

“This owner is someone you trust?” I asked warily. “Who is he?”

“Someone we are both familiar with,” Monty said. “The Abyss is his venture into an alternative meeting place for those less accepted.”

“A clubhouse for mages sounds like a perfect target for the Dark Council or Verity,” I said. “This sounds like a disaster in the making.”

“The Dark Council will leave The Abyss alone,” Monty said. “As for Verity, I doubt they would attempt to attack the location. The backlash would be substantial.”

“Is that magespeak for Verity being scared of its owner?” I asked. “Someone strong enough to make Verity think twice before bringing the hammer down on professed dark mages?”

“You’ll soon find out,” Monty said. “I suggest you get some rest if you can.”

I just looked at him.

How did he know about this place? Was he a member or just a guest? Why did this sound like a horrible idea?

“This Abyss,” Albert started. “Are you saying it is a den of darkness?”

“It is a place where we can plan our next move without Verity attacking us in the process,” Monty said. “Though some dark mages gather there from time to time, The Abyss honors the tenets of neutrality. We should be relatively safe there.”

“Are you certain?” Albert asked. “Dark mages have been known to be duplicitous. I speak from experience.”

“If Monty says we can trust the owner of The Abyss, his word is good enough for me,” I said. “It’s not like he’s claiming to be BFFs with him, or even acquaintances or anything. We may even leave The Abyss without having to fight for our lives. Imagine that.”

I turned to Monty.

“Are we going to have to fight for lives in this place?”

“Unlikely,” Monty assured me. “This is not The Hybrid.”

At that, I turned and gave Albert a look that let him know his assessment of Castor at The Hybrid was totally off. Lethally so.

“It was not my fault Castor loathed you two,” Albert said defensively. “He lumped me in with his dislike of you both. We may not have been friends, but we weren’t enemies.”

“Until tonight,” I said. “You’re enemies now.”

“True,” Albert admitted with a small nod. “We are enemies now.”

“Welcome to the club,” I said with a tight smile. “If there is anything Monty is really good at—besides instant building renovations—it’s making enemies.”

“Building renovations?” Albert asked, looking at Monty. “What is he saying?”

“Oh, he’s expanding into vehicles too,” I added. “Cars, yachts—you name it, he can transform it. Just recently he managed to disintegrate the Duezy: a classic automotive work of art. I didn’t think he could top that, but he did, by shredding the Mobula: a custom-made Lambo-yacht.”

“Do you understand any of what he is saying?” Albert asked Monty. “This all sounds like gibberish to me.” Getting no reply, he turned back to face me. “Were you injured at The Hybrid? Have you suffered head trauma?”

“The Duesenberg was not my doing, and the Mobula was precipitated by actions set into motion by Verity,” Monty continued. “Both of those situations were the result of extenuating circumstances, outside of my control. I do seem to recall a particular Lamborghini Aventador, part of which is still hanging in Cecil’s garage as an object lesson.”

“No fair,” I shot back. “I had nothing to do with that. That was the troll.”

“Troll?” Albert said, looking back and forth between us, a perplexed expression on his face. “You’re dealing with trolls now?”

“Your skill is on par with mine,” Monty added, ignoring Albert. “In fact, I would hazard to say your skill in making enemies exceeds mine, O Marked of Kali.”

“Again, not by choice,” I countered. “If you think about it, my situations are always caused by an outside party. Your situations all have you in common.”

“Circumstantial at best,” Monty said in a huff. “I’m not the one walking around with a target on his back.”

“Like that was my call?”

“Trolls?” Albert said again. “Why are you fighting trolls?”

“We aren’t,” Monty said, still focused on me. “Simon encountered one on his last date. It did not go well. Did it?”

Albert raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not in any position to judge,” Albert said. “But if you’re dating trolls, wouldn’t that be awkward? Interspecies relations are fraught with misunderstandings, not to mention physical hazards.”

“Dating?” I asked in disbelief. “I’m not dating any trolls. Who said I was dating trolls?”

“Didn’t you just—?” Albert started, looking even more confused.

“I wonder if your vampire would be insulted,” Monty said, barely holding back a smile. “She may dislike you calling her a troll.”

“I never called her a troll!”

“I’m merely stating that calling a powerful ancient vampire a troll is a certain way to invite pain into your life,” he said. “I would advise against it.”

I stared daggers at Monty.

“Vampires?” Albert said after a pause. “Who is dealing with vampires? I’d advise against interacting with them. Dangerous creatures.—they will suck the life right out of you.”

“I doubt that will be an issue for Simon,” Monty said, now actually smiling. “Isn’t that right?”

“I hope your Earl Grey is always cold and stale.”

“Such vitriol is uncalled for,” Monty said, feigning offense. “No need to get personal.”

I shook my head and stared at Monty.

“I seem to have missed the thread of this conversation,” Albert said, shaking his head and looking from Monty to me. “Are we going to be pursued by vampires and trolls?”

“Only if we’re lucky,” I said darkly. “If we do get chased by them”—I focused on Monty—“I’m making sure to send the trolls your way.”

“I’m sure you will,” Monty said, growing serious again.

It was good to see him smile. Considering everything that had just happened, taking his mind off of having to wield a staff was a good thing, even if it was for a brief moment.

Peaches, who was curled up by my feet, looked up at me and whined.

“Monty, do you think you could provide for the black hole that is my hellhound?” I asked. “I think he earned it at The Hybrid.”

“I agree,” Monty said, opening his eyes, materializing his staff and gesturing. “He was exceptional at The Hybrid.”

Several long links of sausage appeared in front of Peaches, who looked up at me before devouring them. I nodded and he pounced on the meat, chomping away.

“You feed it?” Albert asked incredulously. “As if it were some kind of pet?”

I reached down and rubbed Peaches’ neck as he inhaled the meat.

“He is my bondmate,” I said. “Not a pet. Also, it would be a bad idea to not feed him, don’t you think? A hungry hellhound is a dangerous hellhound.”

“I apologize; you’re quite right. His actions at The Hybrid were extraordinary,” Albert said, and then gazed over to Monty’s staff before looking up into his eyes. “Tell me about the staff.”

“There is not much to tell,” Monty answered. “The interrupting palm inhibits my access to my abilities. The staff facilitates it.”

That was the Reader’s Digest version of the CliffsNotes of what had happened at the Cloisters. I didn’t add to it, because if Monty didn’t want to share more than that, it was his choice. Monty must have had his reasons for not going into too much detail.

Albert looked down at his cane which doubled as a staff.

“Your staff is a focus, while mine is a shackle,” he said. “Mine prevents me from accessing too much power, lest I become a threat once again.”

“A threat? What did you do?” I asked. “Why were you imprisoned?”

Monty gave me a glare and shook his head, but Albert raised a hand.

“It’s fine. You both deserve to know if we are to face death together on this task,” Albert said with a short sigh. “I am not, by any stretch of the imagination, an innocent man. I became a dark mage in a selfish quest for power.”

“You wanted to become a dark mage?”

“Yes,” Albert replied after a pause. “I wanted to be feared, respected, and stronger than any other mage in the Golden Circle. Stronger than any other mage—period.”

“Were you?” I asked. “Stronger than any other mage?”

“For a short time, yes,” Albert said with a nod. “None could stand against my power. With time, I grew increasingly arrogant, thinking I was the strongest mage in the Golden Circle, the strongest Montague in the history of my family.”

“That sounds like a mistake.”

“The first of many,” he replied. “I attacked the elders of the Golden Circle and the White Phoenix, among others. I gave the Council of Sects no option regarding their response to my actions. I sought to escape them when I was neutralized by Verity.”

“Verity got the drop on you?”

“I was foolish and arrogant,” Albert admitted. “I had blind spots they exploited and they managed to capture me. Some of their mages are quite accomplished in apprehension and detention. They used my avarice against me.”

“How did you escape them?”

“I was slated for erasure,” he continued. “In order to complete the procedure, they needed to transport me to their main headquarters. I managed to escape during transit, only to discover that the Council of Sects had taken matters in hand and ordered my death.”

“They dispatched the Harbinger to stop you,” Monty said. “To remove you…permanently.”

“It is as you say,” Albert agreed. “I thought myself too powerful to be stopped. In my hubris and naïveté, I thought myself invincible. I quickly discovered that was not the case.”

“Why didn’t the Harbinger kill you?”

“Truly, I don’t know,” Albert said pensively. “He had every right. I had become a blight on the sects—a threat to anyone who stood against me. He was within his rights to end my life, and yet he didn’t.”

“You’re family,” I said quietly. “Dex didn’t want to end you because you’re his family.”

“I’m certain that is part of it, but I think it goes further than that. He saw something in me I had not seen in myself.”

“Even after you were dark?”

“Dark and light are merely words,” Albert said, waving my words away. “Poor substitutes for the reality that is magic. Are we still calling it magic, by the way, or has some new term been adopted in my absence?”

“It’s still called magic,” I said. “Or energy, I guess.”

Albert nodded.

“The energy we wield is not light or dark, it just is. We, the mages, shape its intention by our actions into what is then known as light and dark. Fire is both beneficial and destructive, for example; no one would dare to call fire evil or good. It can warm your home or burn you to ash. It all depends on how it is used and harnessed.”

For once, a mage that wasn’t trying to melt my brain with his explanation.

I glanced at Monty.

“So you’re saying there’s no such thing as evil? Just varying shades of gray?”

“Of course not,” Albert said, giving me a look. “People, including mages, can be evil just as they can be good. What I am saying is that the energy wielded in and of itself is neither good nor bad. It holds no affiliation and does not adhere to the concepts of dark and light. That province is the domain of people.”

“Then what is the deal with the lost elder runes?” I asked. “Why is there such a commotion about them? Why are they kept secret? Everyone seems scared of them.”

“The elder runes,” he said, and drifted off in thought for a few seconds. “I was after them when Dexter finally stopped me. The elder runes are not evil or good. What they are is pure power. More power than any mage in those times had had access to. If I had found them—”

“They are too powerful to be wielded with any degree of control,” Monty said. “Dex would have killed you, had you located them.”

“I daresay you are correct,” Albert said with a slow nod. “My intentions at the time were corrupted. He would have had no choice but to end me.”

“Could he have?” I asked. “Is Dex that strong?”

“As the Harbinger, Dexter is more than a mage and less than human,” Albert said. “He is no longer entirely human, but rather an agent of Death. In that capacity, his power is unfathomable—not to mention that vicious weapon of his, which is nearly impossible to counter.”

“Nemain,” I said under my breath with a shudder. “That thing is beyond scary.”

“You’ve seen it?” Albert said, surprised. “And you’re still alive.”

“Yes,” I said. “I don’t want to see it ever again.”

“Fascinating,” Albert said, giving me the once over. “Usually when someone sees Nemain, it’s the last thing they ever see before their life is torn from them. How did you survive?”

“Luck, and I don’t think Dex really wanted to end me.”

“That would make sense,” Albert said with a nod. “He does have a modicum of control when wielding that weapon. Enough to spare me, despite my actions.”

“Now you can make up for what happened,” I said. “That could be why Dex chose you for this mission.”

“Perhaps. I rather think he chose me because I was convenient,” Albert said quietly. “I have connections he doesn’t; I can approach those who would attack him without provocation. That is why he chose me. I have no illusions about this.”

“But he did spare your life.”

“You are still young,” Albert said, looking away. “Even a gilded cage is still a cage. He spared me to entrap me in that forsaken Living Library. I invite you to spend a few cycles hobbled to wander the earth when you used to soar the skies. Then, you will realize that there are fates worse than death.”

I looked away.

On some level, I felt bad for Albert.

On the other hand, he had let the power get to his head and twist him. It was so bad that the Harbinger had been sent after him. How bad do you have to be to have the Harbinger of Death sent to eliminate you? I would imagine beyond anything I could comprehend.

The fact that Dex hadn’t erased Albert when he had the opportunity continued to surprise me. I could understand Dex not wanting to eliminate his own family—that made sense. What I didn’t understand was how he managed to wield that weapon and hold back from losing control.

I remembered Dex’s energy signature when I faced him wielding Nemain. It wasn’t too much of a stretch to imagine him stronger than Albert at his strongest. How that power didn’t push him over the edge was the real puzzle.

Despite feeling that the Living Library was a fate worse than death, I knew on some level that Albert was glad Dex had spared him. If that meant spending his days in the Library, that was still better than all the people he had hurt or killed.

I didn’t feel so bad for him when I thought about it that way. At the end of the day, whatever had happened to Albert, he was the one who had brought it on himself.

And, if it came down to it, and Albert turned on us, I would make sure he was stopped before he could hurt anyone else.

I really hoped it never came to that. I was still lost in thought when Monty spoke.

“What were the books Castor gave you?” Monty asked. “They seemed important.”

“Priceless, actually,” Albert said, removing the books from his jacket pockets. “I doubt any other copies of these two exist, and there they were, sitting in plain sight. If Castor knew what these two represented, you can be certain he would have never parted with them.”

He handed the books to Monty.

I was able to read the titles from where I sat. One was titled On the Circulation of Energy: A Treatise on the Manipulation of Internal Energy by J. Ziller.

“Professor Ziller wrote that?”

“Not the Ziller you know,” Albert said. “This was written by Ziller Senior, the father of the one you know. He was brilliant, as is his son.”

The second book had a title that made no sense to me. It read: On Care Taking of the Sanctum—Location, Preparation, and Upkeep by Henry C. Potter.

“What is that book about?” I asked as Monty thumbed through the pages with care. “That looks like a book on housekeeping.”

Albert raised an eyebrow and shook his head.

“These two books are the key to finding the Caretaker. Once he is located, he can instruct Tristan in the restoring palm,” Albert said. “The first book is the how and the second book is the where. They work together as a unit.”

“Are you saying Castor had these in his library and didn’t know what they were?” I asked. “I find that hard to believe.”

“As do I,” Albert agreed. “Deciphering the text will take some time, but I fear we don’t have much left. We must move to the Inner Sanctum with haste. There we will find the Caretaker who can help Tristan.”

“I don’t understand—are you saying this place is like a sanctum sanctorum?” I asked. “Is the Caretaker a Sorcerer Supreme?”

“The Caretaker is a keeper of lore, and a teacher,” Albert said. “Yes, he is a mage, but not in what one would understand in the conventional sense. His ability is to impart knowledge.”

“Not a Sorcerer Supreme, then,” I said, disappointed. “Just an average mage in a regular sanctum sanctorum?”

“There is nothing average about the Caretaker,” Albert said, pointing at me. “How do you know this term, ‘sanctum sanctorum’? Why do you sound disappointed? Meeting the Caretaker is a singular experience. Many mages live their entire lives without meeting him.”

“He was expecting another kind of magic user,” Monty said, giving me a look of, Do not venture down this road. “One that does not exist.”

“Have you studied the ancient texts?” Albert asked, curiously. “You seem to know more than the average person.”

“Not unless the ancient texts were comic books,” I said. “No, I haven’t.”

“I don’t understand,” Albert said, turning to Monty. “How does he know the terms, but not what they mean? Comic books?”

“He has had an unusual upbringing,” Monty said, glancing at me. “How do we find the location of the Inner Sanctum?”

“Once we reach this Abyss, I will need some time to decipher the text,” Albert said with some excitement creeping into his voice. “Once I locate the Inner Sanctum, it’s only a matter of teaching you the form of the restoring palm. Since you know the interrupting palm, it will be easy for the Caretaker to instruct you.”

“You don’t know it?” I asked. “Isn’t it in the book?”

“I can only show Tristan the form which will be described in these pages,” Albert said, holding up the book. “That is a poor substitute to learning from the Caretaker himself. There will be things hidden from the book. This requires in-person instruction.”

“Are you sure there is a Caretaker at this Sanctum?” I asked. “Those books look beyond ancient.”

“There is always a Caretaker at the Sanctum,” Albert said. “The line has been unbroken for over a thousand years.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked. “This isn’t exactly information that’s easy to access.”

“You are correct,” Albert agreed. “Before I was a murderous dark mage, I was a fairly accomplished scholar. It is one of the reasons Dexter placed me in the Living Library.”

“To see if he could reawaken your old scholarly pursuits?” Monty asked. “Did it work?”

“To a degree,” Albert said. “The Living Library contains more information than I could ever study in one lifetime—even a mage’s lifetime. Sadly, even in a vast library, my freedom was limited. I could only escape my prison through the books I read, but never truly step away from its confines…until now.”

“How long do you need at The Abyss?” Monty said. “We will remain hidden from Tana and Verity for only so long.”

“A few hours should provide me with what I need,” Albert said, looking around the Juggernaut. “I only need a quiet space that is not the interior of a rumbling tank.”

“We will provide it,” Monty said. “Anything else?”

“A large dose of luck,” Albert said. “The Inner Sanctum could be anywhere in this city.”

“Are you sure it’s in this city?”

“Absolutely,” Albert replied with confidence. “During my search for the elder runes I came across the references that led me to believe the Inner Sanctum was here in this very city.”

“What does the Sanctum have to do with elder runes?” I asked, confused. “How are those two even related?”

Monty narrowed his eyes at Albert.

“The Inner Sanctum is a place of power, isn’t it?” Monty asked. “You were going to use the runes inside of it.”

“It was the only place that could contain the power of the elder runes long enough for me to channel the energy,” Albert admitted. “I never found the elder runes, but it would be the opportunity of a lifetime to step into the Inner Sanctum with them.”

“You were planning to absorb the power of the elder runes?” Monty said, surprised. “It would have meant your instant demise.”

“Not inside the Inner Sanctum,” Albert said. “In the Sanctum, I would be shielded from the power until I could channel it. I would have become unstoppable.”

Deep in the pit of my stomach, Albert’s last words set off familiar vibes. It was the same feeling I got every time megalomaniacal mages were planning their rise to the ultimate level of power.

It never ended well…for them.

Something about this whole scenario was throwing me off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, even though everything Albert had said seemed to be authentic. We would have to wait until he discovered the location. Once we were at the Sanctum, I was sure that, if he was playing us, everything would be revealed.

Or he would betray us and get us all killed.

“We will be arriving at The Abyss shortly,” Robert said over the intercom. “Five minutes.”
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We pulled up in front of the Whitney Museum of Art.

It was a large, squat building that made up nearly half the block it occupied. It sat between 10th Avenue and Washington Street, with Gansevoort Street to the south and Little West 12th to the north.

Looking more like an industrial factory than a museum, it was only a few steps above the Tate in appearance, but not by much. The Hudson River flowed about a block away from the site to the west, and it was then that I realized that most modern art museums are just plain ugly—or as Monty would put it, aesthetically displeasing.

“This is the Whitney Museum,” I said, looking at the building with mildly concealed disgust while we sat in the Juggernaut. “It’s almost as bad as the Tate.”

“Let’s make sure not to give it the Tate renovation treatment,” Monty said. “Some of the tenants within would disagree violently with that kind of redecoration.”

“What tenants? It’s a museum. No one lives here.”

“Be that as it may for most museums, this location is an exception. It would be in our best interests to leave it intact.”

“I’m not saying we should give it the Tate treatment, although that’s always a concern when you’re in proximity to any building,” I said, glancing up at the Whitney. “It is ugly, though. The Tate treatment would be a huge improvement.”

“If I recall, the initial reconstruction of the Tate was facilitated by a certain hellhound,” he said, glancing down at Peaches. “Or was that my imagination?”

“No, but in his defense, they were being extra hostile toward him,” I said, looking down the street. “I’m just wondering if we have the right address.”

“We do. The Abyss is below.”

“The Abyss is always below,” I shot back. “That’s what makes it an abyss.”

“Droll as usual. One moment,” he said, raising a finger as he exited the Juggernaut and moved to the front of the vehicle where Robert sat. Albert, Peaches, and I were outside of the vehicle a few seconds later. Monty approached Robert. “Please express my sincerest thanks to Cecil.”

“Will do, Mr. Montague,” Robert said with a tip of his cap. “Have a good evening, Mr. Strong. I’ll be off then.”

The Juggernaut pulled away silently. Suddenly, with a brief shimmering of orange energy along its surface, it vanished from sight.

“What the—? That thing has active camouflage?”

“It would appear so,” Monty said, cocking his head to one side. “That would explain how it can travel undetected around the city.”

“Until some car slams into the tank that can’t be seen,” I said, shaking my head. “Cecil is insane, letting that thing get on the road.”

“I’d say his judgment is questionable in several areas,” Monty admitted. “The creation of vehicles is not one of them.”

“I still think he’s a madman,” I said. “Why would he even create that thing?”

“Because he can. Let’s head inside,” Monty said. “I’d like to find this Inner Sanctum before Verity finds us.”

We stepped to the rear of the building and found a service entrance. Monty, staff in hand, gestured, sending white symbols into the door. It unlocked with a click and we entered the closed museum.

We stayed in the service area and followed some stairs down until we were on the lowest floor. I looked around and saw only the bottom of the stairwell. For a few moments, I wondered if Monty’s impairment had reached his brain, too.

“Monty, I’m not seeing or sensing anything besides an empty museum,” I said as I looked around the stairs. “Are you sure you have the right place? Maybe we should go back upstairs?”

Monty smiled at me.

“It’s here,” Albert said, pointing. “There is a space, here, behind this wall. Clever. They used advanced runes of obfuscation to give the impression that there is nothing to see here. It holds a strong compulsion as well, causing a powerful desire to look away and return upstairs. Someone highly skilled did this.”

“Thank you,” Monty said, stepping to the wall. “It took several attempts to perfect the right level of compulsion in relation to the obfuscation.”

“You created this defense?” Albert said with some admiration. “Bravo, child. That is exceptional work.”

“A second before we start giving out the mage achievement awards,” I said, staring at Monty. “How is it that you are creating defenses for a place that caters to dark mages?”

“Not only dark mages. You’ll see once we go inside,” Monty said, placing a hand on the wall. “The owner of the establishment will explain everything.”

The wall shimmered for a few seconds and then disappeared, revealing another staircase leading down. This staircase was different from the normal one in the Whitney. Rows of runes covered every step as we descended, each step giving off a soft orange glow. I looked down and suddenly realized that the steps were another form of defense.

They could easily be set to stop an intruder from getting downstairs and breaching The Abyss, or the inverse—exiting The Abyss. After our recent experience with runes at The Hybrid, I wasn’t exactly comfortable heading down into the rune-covered steps of The Abyss.

We reached the last step and faced a steel door with no obvious locking mechanism. I searched the door for a way to open it, and came up empty.

“Someone enjoys their privacy,” I said under my breath. “How does this door open?”

“It doesn’t,” Monty said. “At least not from the outside.”

He pointed up to a small camera above us.

“What happens if you aren’t a member and try to get in by force?” I asked, looking up at the camera and waving. “They just leave you out here to consider the error of your ways?”

“There are oblivion circles beneath the floor that can be activated remotely,” Monty said. I heard Albert gasp as he looked down. He and I moved to go stand on the steps. “If anyone tries to force their way in, it will be a short-lived attempt.”

“Monty…” I asked, slowly. “What is going on? You’re messing with oblivion circles now?”

“I must concur,” Albert said. “Oblivion circles are not to be trifled with. You are not a dark mage; this is beneath you. Does Dexter know of your dealings with this dark mage?”

“One moment,” he said. “Everything will be clear in a few moments.”

He looked up at the camera and cleared his throat.

“Banshee,” he said, then he glanced at us. “Plus three.”

Peaches rumbled at the camera and sniffed the air.

<My dragon friend was here.>

<Your dragon friend? Wait, are you saying Frank the lizard was down here?>

<Dragon. Yes, but he is not here now.>

<Lucky for him.>

A few seconds later, the door slid to the side, revealing a darkened lounge area. Soft music played in the background, and I recognized it immediately. Gary B.B. Coleman’s raspy voice was informing me about the sky crying. I took a few steps in and was greeted the aroma of rich, dark, Death Wish Coffee javambrosia.

Opposite the door was a long bar. A man stood behind it with his back turned to us. Something about him was familiar.

“Gimme a second,” he said without turning. “I’ll be right with you.”

We took a few more steps into the dim light. I looked around and let my eyes adjust to the low lighting. From the looks of the interior, this place was an upscale lounge catering to a wealthy clientele.

“Is that…?” I started, and Monty nodded. “No way.”

“Make yourself comfortable, Tea and Crumpets,” the man said. “I’m getting the back room prepped. A little more warning would be appreciated next time. Hey, Strong.”

It was the last Night Warden.

Grey Stryder.

I should have realized who owned the place from the layout. This was an upscale version of The Dive—a very upscale version. Everything gave off an aura of luxury, from the polished wood floor to the large chaises situated around the edges of the room. Even the bar was a deep brown Buloke, subtly covered in runes.

No expense was spared in the creation of this space.

The Abyss radiated wealth.

“Grey?” I said tentatively, even though I was almost totally certain it was him. “That you?”

“Strong, how goes it?” he said, turning to face us. “Like the place?”

“What happened to The Dive?” I asked, suddenly surprised. “Did you get rid of it?”

“Can’t,” he said, pouring himself a large mug of Death Wish Extra Death that immediately caught my attention. “It’s a de facto neutral location. Dark Council would give me all kinds of grief if I closed that place down, so I expanded and created this place instead, with a little help from my friends.”

He glanced at Monty, who nodded.

“I’m impressed,” I said. “If it’s not a neutral location, what is this place?”

“A place where no one knows your name, or cares,” Grey said evenly. “It’s a place to get away. A safe space for those who don’t exactly agree with the opinions of the authorities. A place for outsiders, misfits, and those who don’t always walk in the light.”

“Some of those being dark mages?”

“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a dark mage, Strong.”

“Are you, though?” I asked. “You don’t come across as dark exactly, more like a shade of gray. Definitely a gray mage.”

He gave me a glare and then shook his head, before turning to Monty.

No one ever appreciated my elevated sense of humor.

“How you put up with him escapes me,” Grey said.

“There are moments when I wish I could escape as well,” Monty said, looking at me. “Not another gray reference, unless you’d like to find out just how painful an oblivion circle can be.”

“Not even Frank is that bad, and that dragon is a massive pain in the rear,” Grey said with a tight smile. “You just missed him.”

“This is why Frank has delusions of grandeur,” I said. “You keep humoring this illusion of him being a dragon. Frank is a lizard.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Monty pinch the bridge of his nose as he sighed.

“Among his friends, he’s a dragon,” Grey said slowly, his voice dangerous. “As long as you are a guest in The Abyss, he is a dragon and will be referred to as such. Do you call your hellhound a mutt?”

“No, but that’s because he’s actually a pure bred hell—”

“Are we going to have a problem?”

“Not at all,” I said, raising a hand in surrender.

“Good,” he said with a slight nod. “One headache tonight is enough. I don’t need any added aggravation.”

“I was just wonder—”

“He was just wondering if you have any more of that DeathWish?” Monty said, cutting me off with a glare. “Correct?”

I nodded.

“Give me a second and I’ll set you right up,” Grey said. “Feel free to make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

“I like the whole under-the-museum thing you have going on here,” I said. “Very Dark Knight of you. Where do your park the Beast?”

“That’s Night Warden, not Dark Knight,” Grey said with a growl. “The Beast is parked downstairs, in the lower garage. Can’t park it on the street without attracting attention.”

“Makes sense. This place is subtle and low key.”

“That was the idea,” he said, stepping out from behind the bar. “Sometimes the best camouflage is no camouflage.”

“Understood,” I said, with a nod. “Hidden in plain sight.”

“Something like that.”

He left the main area and I looked around again. I had to admit, the space was impressive.

“Are you trying to provoke him?” Monty asked, staring off where Grey had gone. “A gray mage, really?”

“I thought it was a clever play on words,” I said. “It’s not my fault that you can’t recognize brilliance when you hear it.”

“Then you attack his friend?”

“Hey, I don’t care how much you dress it up—Frank is a lizard, not a dragon, period,” I said. “You have to draw the line somewhere. I draw the line at lizards who are delusional.”

“Grey is not to be underestimated,” Monty warned. “He may be weaker than he was in his youth, but his current status still surpasses many mages at the height of their power. Present company included.”

“Indeed,” Albert said. “He possesses a substantial energy signature. Do you know its source? It felt part of him and yet, at the same time, alien.”

“He wields a powerful bloodthirsty blade,” Monty said. “One we do not wish to encounter. It sustains and empowers him.”

“Fascinating,” Albert said. “That makes more sense. Do you think he will allow us the use of a quiet area?”

“He will, if Simon would desist from insulting him.”

Albert turned to look at me.

“I’m afraid I must ask you to stop engaging with the dark mage if you insist on angering him,” Albert said. “It would be counterproductive to our presence here. I need to decipher these books while evading capture by Verity—I do not think we can actively do both. Do you?”

“Good point,” I said, and moved off to examine the rest of the space. “I’m just going to take a look around. C’mon, Peaches.”

I headed off to explore The Abyss with my hellhound in tow.

I remember Monty explaining to me that the furniture in The Dive was placed in a precise configuration so as to disrupt and redirect the flow of energy in a specific way.

The furniture here seemed to be placed with no rhyme or reason, but I knew that was an illusion. I could feel the currents of energy flowing around me throughout the space.

By the time I returned to the bar from my mini tour, Grey had poured another mug of Death Wish for me and slid it next to the two cups of steaming Earl Grey. He was currently filling a large bowl with pastrami.

Peaches rumbled beside me.

“Courtesy of Ezra,” he continued as he placed the bowl on the floor next to Peaches. “Now, how can I help you?”

Monty and Albert each grabbed a cup of tea. I took hold of the mug of javambrosia and took a deep pull, letting the aroma overwhelm my sense of smell as the liquid seared my tongue with the bitter but amazing taste of Death Wish.

“We need use of a secure back room,” Monty said, then added, “and this is also my great-uncle, Albert.”

Grey lifted his mug of Death Wish in Albert’s direction.

“Welcome,” he said. “We aren’t fully operational yet; it’s still early days for The Abyss, but we do have one room you can use. It’s not reinforced, but it should serve your needs.”

“Thank you,” Monty said. “When do you anticipate a full opening?”

“About two weeks, give or take a day or so,” Grey said. “I’m having a fixed teleportation circle to The Dive created, for the office. We still have a few things left to finalize.”

“The oblivion circles?” Monty asked. “Was that you?”

“Not unless I wanted to split my head in half. No, I didn’t create those,” Grey answered before taking a long pull from his mug. “One of my customers owed me a few favors. I let him clear some of them with the creation of the circles.”

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Albert said. “This room of yours, is it runed?”

“Only defensively,” Grey said. “I wouldn’t recommend any overly destructive casts in there.” He glanced at Monty. “I ordered the M Package for the runes in the rooms.”

“The M Package?” I asked, glancing at Monty. “What exactly is the M Package?”

“No need to go into detail,” Grey said quickly. “Short version, just some extra protection against building destruction. It will trigger if you are using destructive casts. So refrain from anything that would damage the building.”

“M Package,” Monty said slowly. “What does the M stand for?”

“Mage,” Grey answered with a straight face. “Why? Is there another M Package I should know about?”

“No, I was merely curious,” Monty said, glancing my way.

“Sure. Everything should go smoothly as long as you’re not trying to open a portal to another plane, or casting something that would compromise the integrity of the building. We clear?”

“Absolutely,” Albert said. “I just need to do a bit of research.”

“You’re a Montague yourself, aren’t you?” Grey asked warily. “Dark mage, from the looks of things.”

“Yes, to both,” Albert said with pride. “Is there a problem?”

“With you specifically, no. However, when Tristan gets involved in certain casts, things have a way of devolving quickly into proximity destruction.”

I saw Monty get ready to protest, but Grey raised a hand.

“Save it,” Grey continued. “I’ve been around you enough times to know it’s dangerous to have you around. Alone, you’re a hazard; together with those two, no place is safe. Do not destroy The Abyss, or I will make your lives miserable, starting with having Frank move into the Moscow with you.”

“You wouldn’t,” I said.

“Try me and find out,” Grey said, before taking another pull of his Death Wish. “Back room is that way. Do not call attention to yourselves or The Abyss.”

He pointed to the rear of The Abyss with his mug.
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We headed to the back room in silence.

Thoughts of Frank moving in with us raced through my mind. Grey was evil enough to inflict that lizard on us. Frank would continue corrupting my innocent hellhound and then I would be forced to launch the irritating lizard out of a window.

Things would only get worse from there.

We needed to make sure nothing happened to The Abyss.

“Monty, guarantee me you won’t blow up this place.”

“Nothing in life is guaranteed.”

“Wrong answer,” I said. “I need you to give me your word that you won’t blow up The Abyss.”

“We are not casting anything,” Monty said. “Albert is going to study the texts to discover the location of the Inner Sanctum. That requires no casting.”

“Albert?” I asked. “Do you need to cast anything to find this place?”

“Nothing complicated,” he said as we headed to the back room. “A simple locator spell should suffice to point me in the right direction.”

I turned to Monty and stared.

“He said a simple locator spell,” Monty said. “It’s a basic cast, and a harmless one. There is no threat of toppling The Abyss or even giving it a scratch.”

We arrived at the back room. The door was Australian Buloke, but the runes were all dormant. The massive door was slightly ajar and Monty pushed it further, making room for all of us to enter.

The room was sparse, with one large table in the center surrounded by four tall chairs. The table was also Buloke, and was covered with runic symbols.

“That is an impressive table,” Albert said, grabbing a chair. “Come, Tristan, let us make haste.”

Monty grabbed one of the other chairs as Albert sat at the table and opened the Upkeep book to examine it. He pointed from one page to the next as he turned them, showing the important parts of the text to Monty.

Most of the text was alien to me; it looked like it was written in English, but every time I tried to read it, the characters would swim before my eyes and my vision would become blurry.

“Apologies,” Albert said when he caught me rubbing my eyes. “It’s a failsafe to dissuade the curious. Only mages of a certain skill level can read the text contained in these books.”

“Let me guess, you’re both at the right skill level?”

“Me more so than Tristan here,” Albert answered. “Even he is experiencing some difficulty.”

I saw Monty rub his eyes as he tried to focus on one of the pages, and then I didn’t feel so bad. Even he was having trouble reading the words.

“The text dances before my eyes and shifts away,” Monty said, materializing his staff. “This is tedious work.”

“You must see the text without using your eyes,” Albert said. “Remove the veil of the text with your innersight, but proceed slowly and with caution. I will initiate the locator spell—one moment.”

Albert gestured over the book. Blue symbols floated down to the pages as they examined the text.

“Innersight?” I said thoughtfully. “I can do that.”

I leaned over from the other side of the table to get a better look at the text, narrowed my eyes, and slowly used my inner sight.

“No!” yelled Albert and Monty together.

It was too late.

The next moment, I was frozen in place as images and words flooded my brain. The text unscrambled itself and I saw the words: Beneath the Unfinished, below the Divine, dwells the Caretaker of knowledge. Passage will be granted to those who hunger for truth.

I was standing in the middle of a large, empty castle. One side of its interior was a covered with an enormous, stained-glass window. Above me, one of the towers of the castle was open to the night sky, unfinished.

All around me, the space flowed with golden energy. Every stone was covered with runes. I saw the flow of energy descend gently into the floor like a river of runes, and disappear from sight. The next moment, the entire castle tilted to one side and I lost my balance, falling forward into the flow of energy and being pulled along the flow with the runes.

Then everything became black.

A sharp pain stabbed me in the base of my neck and forced me to look away. I managed to look up at the shocked faces of Monty and Albert before the defenses of the book kicked in.

A blast of orange energy leapt up from the book and punched me in the face, launching me away from the table. I landed across the room about as gracefully as a cinderblock, before rolling into the wall, hard enough to force the air from my lungs as I came to a full stop.

My body flushed hot as my curse healed me from the damage. It was faster than usual and I could feel that most of the damage was internal this time.

That’s new.

“Ow,” I said with a gasp as my vision cleared. “What happened?”

Grey appeared at the door a few seconds later.

He did not look happy.

“What was that?” he demanded. “Who felt the need to broadcast our location to everyone in a one-mile radius?”

Monty and Albert both stared in my direction.

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Albert said, rushing to my side. “You inverted the cast. Instead of locating the Inner Sanctum, you’ve alerted anyone with the ability to see of our exact position. Did you see anything? Were you able to decipher any of the text?”

“Yes,” I said, pointing at the book. “But you can read it for yourself. It’s right there in the book.”

“It was,” Monty said, holding up the book. “No longer.”

All of the pages in the book were blank.

“What happened?” I asked, confused. “I saw the text.”

“We’d need an Archmage to read that book now,” Albert said, shaking his head. “It’s another of the failsafes. Attempting to access the text by someone of little-to-no skill triggers a defense designed to prevent further investigation. What did you see? Did any of the text become clear to you?”

I explained what I saw and read to Albert.

He sighed a sigh of relief.

“I only hope that it is enough,” he said, placing a hand on my forehead and looking into my eyes with some confusion. “You were fortunate. If that connection had been maintained any longer, it would have irreparably destroyed your brain. It’s incredible your mind has not been shattered from the contact.”

“He doesn’t have much brain to destroy,” Grey snapped. “What part of ‘do not call attention to yourselves or The Abyss’ was unclear?”

“The diffusers are in place,” Monty said, moving to the door. “We can activate them to hide the Abyss.”

“Do it,” Grey said. “I’ll activate the perimeter defenses in case anyone or anything slips through. And when you’re done with that, you can explain to me why you’re using a staff. You”—he pointed in my direction—“do nothing until this is resolved.”

He ran out of the back room.

“I will return shortly,” Monty said. “Once the diffusers are activated, The Abyss will be hidden again. Do not cast anything until then. Nothing.”

“Understood,” Albert said. “We will await your return.”

Albert turned to look at me. Peaches rumbled by my side, causing Albert to take a few steps back. I took a deep breath and tried to focus my rattled brain. I still felt out of sorts.

When I closed my eyes, I saw the afterimages of the castle. The golden energy flowed across the floor like a runic wave. It slowly disappeared from view as it flowed into the stone floor.

“You see it,” Albert said, keeping his voice low. “You see the location?”

“I do,” I said, shaking my head and the image from my vision. “I don’t know of any castles like this in the city.”

“It must be in the city,” Albert insisted, his voice laced with urgency. “Everything points to this city.”

“Why?” I asked warily. He was acting strange. “Why does it have to be this city?”

“The Inner Sanctum must reside on a confluence of ley lines,” Albert explained, becoming slightly agitated. “It is an incredible repository of power. Everything I have discovered leads to this city. This is the only place that has enough junctures to support a place of power like the Inner Sanctum.”

I thought back to Scola Tower and seriously doubted that this was the only location a place of power like that could exist. I wasn’t an expert on ley lines or places of power, though, so I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. Still, it was hard to believe.

“On the whole planet, this is the only place?” I asked dubiously. “Really? The Inner Sanctum can’t be anywhere else on the Earth?”

“You doubt me?” Albert asked, insulted. “I would love nothing more than to prove it to you, if only someone had not been a reckless fool and attempted to read a text that was beyond him and his capabilities.”

I remained silent.

But not for long.

“I’ll admit, I deserve that,” I said slowly. “I shouldn’t have attempted to try and read the text. You’re right, but I have a question.”

“You do?” he said, his words clipped. “Do tell. What could possibly be pressing in the deep, empty recesses of that space you call a mind?”

Typical mage superiority complex, mistaking ignorance for incompetence. I knew I didn’t know everything about the world of magic, but I knew more than when I first stepped into this world. Today, I learned that certain texts have failsafes to prevent mages from reading them. This was new to me, but I was certain it wasn’t new to Albert.

“Didn’t you know the book would be protected? Yet you were having Monty read it alongside you.”

“He is a skilled mage,” he countered. “What are you saying?”

I nodded, channeling my inner Columbo.

“You’re right, he is a skilled mage. You saw him having trouble reading the text, but you didn’t stop him,” I continued. “All you did was tell him to use his innersight, even though he was struggling with the reading. Why did you tell him to use his innersight? Wouldn’t that have made him vulnerable to the defenses of the book?”

“I will not explain myself to you,” he said, defensive now. “You are not a mage. What could you possibly understand of this world?”

“True,” I said. “But if that book blasted me, the not-mage, across the room and nearly melted my brain in the process, what would it have done to Monty—who is currently handicapped with a staff, and nowhere near his normal strength? What would it have done to his brain?”

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all,” Albert assured me, but his words lacked conviction. “He would have been safe if you hadn’t interfered and activated the secondary failsafes. I would not hurt my family, and I resent the implication you are making.”

“Methinks the mage doth protest too much,” I said, staring at him. “Why did you do it?”

“What are you blathering on about?” he asked. “I have done nothing. You were the one who interfered and put all our lives at risk. Or have you forgotten my earlier warning about attempting to read the text? I warned you not to, and yet you insisted.”

His breathing shifted slightly, and he had become very still at my words. All of a sudden he was having trouble looking into my eyes. In addition to all of that, his energy signature spiked, and I knew, in that moment, he was lying.

“You know what? I’m thinking something is rotten in the state of Denmark,” I said, more to myself than to him. Then it hit me. “Secondary failsafes? What were the primary ones?”

“What do you mean? Why are we talking about Denmark?”

“You said ‘secondary failsafes,’” I said, letting my hand drift to the holster holding Grim Whisper. Peaches let out a low rumble next to me. “I don’t recall there being any primary failsafes—unless you managed to disable them?”

“Failsafes are failsafes,” he said. “It was a figure of speech. You triggered the failsafes by your intrusiveness. There were no secondary failsafes, only the defenses put in place to prevent unauthorized reading. Defenses you disregarded.”

He looked down at my hand, then at my hellhound and slowly stepped away, his expression a blank mask. I wasn’t going to shoot him—yet—but if I was right, he had just tried to melt Monty’s brain and blame me for it.

I didn’t have any proof, but my instinct was rarely off base about these things—I just didn’t pay enough attention to it. This time, though, that little voice in my head was glaring at Albert and calling B.S.

“You must have hit your head much harder than you thought,” he continued, turning away and heading to the table. “There were no secondary failsafes, only the ones you triggered with your foolish meddling. Be thankful you at least gleaned something from the book, or else this would all be a waste.”

“Yes, it would, wouldn’t it?” I said, realizing Albert wanted to hurt Monty somehow and that he wouldn’t quit just because this attempt had failed. I needed to keep Monty safe in the short term. “It would be a shame if Monty was hurt, especially after discovering a room full of lost elder runes in the Living Library.”

“There is no such room,” Albert said, turning on me. “If there were, I would have discovered it by now.”

“Were you searching for them?” I asked innocently while slowly getting to my feet. “Wouldn’t that be against the rules or something, considering Dex found you looking for them when he stopped you and spared your life?”

“I was not looking for them,” he said quickly. “I was merely stating that if such a room did exist, I would have discovered it by now. The Living Library is completely accessible to me. I have no reason to slink around like a thief, looking for something that does not exist.”

“It could be that you didn’t know which plane to look in?”

I saw his eyes shift and the wheels turn.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Doesn’t the Living Library travel through time and space?” I asked pensively. “I’m figuring it must travel through planes, too. Maybe there are areas that aren’t easily accessible from some planes—hidden areas.”

“As I said, every part of the Living Library is open to me,” he said, but now he sounded unsure. “I would know if there were hidden areas.”

“That’s kind of the point of hidden areas, now, isn’t it?” I said. “To remain hidden from those who aren’t supposed to know about them?”

“There are no hidden areas kept from me,” he declared. “I would certainly know of their existence, if not of their contents.”

Because he was looking for the lost elder runes.

I shrugged but left my hand on my holster.

“You’d have to ask Monty,” I said, dismissing the topic. “I think he stumbled on them by accident, and he even learned an elder rune.”

“He knows a lost elder rune?”

“You should’ve seen Dex when he found out,” I said, shaking my head. “I thought for sure he was going to blast Monty into another dimension.”

“A lost elder rune,” Albert said wistfully. “Do you know which one he learned? Did he tell you?”

“Sorry,” I said apologetically. “I’m not really up on the magical terminology. Runes are runes to me; I don’t know much about this world of magic.”

“The fault is not your own, child,” he said with a large dose of mage condescension. “Some things are beyond the understanding of most. I will ask Tristan. Do not trouble yourself trying to remember.”

I had just simultaneously endangered Monty and kept him safe—Albert wouldn’t try to hurt Monty now, not without first learning the location of the room where Ziller kept the elder runes.

It also meant that he wouldn’t stop until he got that information from Monty, and once he did, what use did he have for any of us?

This was a dangerous game.

“You’re going to have to ask him,” I said matter-of-factly. “I don’t think he’s really comfortable sharing that kind of information, but who knows? You are family, after all.”

“Right you are,” Albert said, seeming to give it some thought. “I’m sure he could confide in me, his family. My only concern is for his—for all—of your well-being.”

“Of course,” I said with a short nod. “How do we find the Inner Sanctum now, though? I don’t know of any castles in the city.”

The seed had been planted. Now I had to wait to see what it would grow into. Would greed and the lust for power overtake Albert and warp his mind again?

Or would he do the right thing and try to help Monty gain his abilities back? My money was on greed and lust for power corrupting him again, especially after his recent brain-melting move.

Time would tell.

“We need to think,” he said almost eagerly. I could tell he had formulated another plan in his mind. “Are there any unfinished structures in the city that would qualify as castles, and have some kind of divine significance?”

“Nothing comes to mind,” I said as Grey and Monty walked into the room. I turned to Monty. “Are we good?”

“For the time being, yes,” he said. “What’s this about divine castles?”

“It’s what I was able to read before the book introduced my face to the wall,” I said. “Beneath the Unfinished, below the Divine, dwells the Caretaker of knowledge. Passage will be granted to those who hunger for truth.”

“That doesn’t sound like a castle,” Grey said, giving it thought. “Sounds more like a church or a cathedral.”

“A church?” I asked. “What kind of church is unfinished?”

“St. John the Divine,” Grey said matter-of-factly. “It’s known as St. John the Unfinished. Too expensive to complete, it’s been that way for decades, probably always will be. They switched from a Byzantine-Romanesque design to a Gothic one and screwed everything up. They even switched architects, and they didn’t have enough money to finish.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked, surprised.

“The Unfinished is a place of power,” Grey said, his voice serious. “A major one. I make it my business to know where the places of power are in my city. I gather all this amazing information by the age-old process called study. You might want to try it some time.”

I glared at him, but remained silent.

“That must be the location of the Caretaker,” Albert suggested. “We must investigate this location.”

Grey shook his head.

“The moment any of you step outside, Verity will be all over this place,” Grey said. “You’re going to need a major diversion to get out of here unnoticed.”

“I could create one, but I would need the Dark Goat,” I said. “I could distract them while Monty and Albert slipped out without Verity noticing them.”

“I don’t have a Dark Goat, but I do have something better,” Grey said with a dark smile. “You ever drive an angry Beast?”
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I shook my head.

“No.”

“No, what?” Grey asked. “It shouldn’t hurt you, according to what Tristan confirmed. You should be fine.”

I turned to Monty.

“You told him about my ‘condition’?”

“He already knew,” Monty said. “He knows about Cecil’s doomed project to destroy the Beast, and the runes inscribed into the Dark Goat. You two have that much in common.”

I shook my head again and turned to Grey.

“You must be insane if you think I’m going to drive a homicidal car,” I said. “Especially your homicidal car.”

“Don’t you already drive a homicidal car?” Grey said. “Cecil told me he put even stronger runes in your Dark Goat, yet here you stand, aggravating me and not dead. The Beast won’t hurt you, if you treat her right.”

He had a point.

“I thought no one else could drive your car?”

“The Beast is fickle, and there is that whole trying-to-kill-the-driver thing. Koda did manage to drive it—once—but she’s a special case.”

“Was she hurt?”

“Not really. Anyway, you’re probably the only person who can drive the Beast safely, besides me,” Grey said. “I’m open to alternatives. If you have another option, I’m listening. Verity is camped out around us, thanks to your broadcast.”

“What about the diffusers and the perimeter defenses?” I asked. “Didn’t that work?”

“Not entirely,” he said. “Verity’s been prowling around the city on heightened alert after some activity uptown at the Cloisters not too long ago. Some major power spike touched down up there, and ever since then they’ve increased the presence of their agents on the streets. You two know anything about that?”

I glanced at Monty, who subtly shook his head.

“Why would we know anything about some huge power spike?” I said. “We aren’t responsible for every destructive thing that happens in this city, you know.”

“That may be true,” he said, glancing from Monty to me, “but this one felt like you two: just enough power to endanger everything. Typical of your regular activities. Also, I saw a huge uptick in Verity mages during my patrols just after that day.”

“Have you encountered them?” Monty asked. “Did they confront you?”

“Verity and I have an understanding,” Grey said with a dark smile. “They leave me alone on my patrols, and I don’t reduce them to dust when they cross my path. It took a few conversations to get that message across.”

“That is a temporary truce,” Monty said. “They will eventually target you when they feel you are enough of a threat.”

“I’m not losing any sleep over Verity,” Grey said. “I have enough to deal with on the streets. I’ll leave the self-important mage police organization to you two and your hound. I would, however, appreciate it if you didn’t convert my city into an unrecognizable smoking crater.”

“I can’t believe they left you alone,” I said. “They are fanatical in what they believe. You would be a prime target for them.”

“I’m flattered, but I didn’t give them a choice in the matter.”

“What happened to the diffusers?” I asked, looking at Monty. “Weren’t they effective?”

“To a certain degree, yes,” Grey said, glancing at Monty. “The diffusers kicked in, but not before Verity got an idea of where we are.”

“Can’t we hit them with the diffusers again?”

“It’s not how they work,” he said. “They are a passive defense—think heavy-duty camouflage. The diffusers send out an energy signature that redirects the energy of The Abyss, spreading it out over a larger area, making it nearly impossible to pinpoint. If we crank them up to work at a higher intensity, it defeats the purpose. They become easy to locate.”

“They have an optimum operating level,” Monty said. “If we exceed that, they no longer work as intended.”

“So Verity is confused, but they have an idea of where we are?”

“The diffusers are the only reason we don’t have Verity trying to break through our defenses at the moment,” he said. “They have a general location but nothing concrete. The second any of you step outside of The Abyss, they won’t have to guess anymore. They’ll know exactly where you are. Which leads us back to the—”

“The diversion,” I said. “Honestly, I don’t think it’s a good idea I drive the Beast. No offense.”

“None taken,” Grey said with a mischievous smile. “She scares everyone.”

“I have to concur with Simon,” Monty said. “The Beast is keyed to your energy signature. Placing Simon in the driver’s seat, both figuratively and literally, could spell disaster.”

“I didn’t think about it that way,” Grey said, running a hand through his hair. “That means I have to get involved, more than I am already.”

“I’m afraid so,” Monty said. “You will have to lead them away from The Abyss in the Beast while we figure a way uptown to St. John’s.”

“I have another ride for you,” Grey said. “It’s not the Beast but she’s fast.”

“That would be much appreciated,” Monty said.

Grey let out a short sigh, took another pull from his mug and reached behind the bar to a small rack holding several sets of keys. He picked a set and then placed a hand on my shoulder while staring intently into my eyes.

The energy signature coming off of him was oppressive, and I realized in that moment just how strong he was. Now I understood why Verity left him alone. There was no way I ever wanted to face Grey in a fight—or at any other time actually.

Monty and Albert took several steps back and my hellhound whined by my side as the energy around us increased. My vision blurred and shimmered as a dark aura formed around Grey.

Judging from what I was sensing, it would be over before I could process we were fighting. The darkness I sensed around and in him threatened to suffocate me. He let it go on for a few seconds longer before pulling it back into himself.

His grip was a vise on my shoulder as my knees buckled and I nearly sagged to the floor. Only his grip on my shoulder kept me upright. I gasped as if I had been holding my breath.

“What…what was that?” I managed when he pulled the darkness back into himself. “You?”

“That was a small fraction of what I will unleash on you if you bring my vehicle back in any other condition than the one I’m giving you,” he said, his voice low and menacing. He glanced at Monty then turned back to me. “My name isn’t Cecil, and I’m not SuNaTran. You will return the vehicle I’m giving you in the same condition you took it, or I promise you, on my word as a Night Warden, you will be visiting levels of pain that defy explanation, and I will keep you there, until your brain seizes and pours out of your ears, causing you to die—repeatedly. Am I making myself clear?”

I could only nod mutely as he released his grip on my shoulder. He smiled then and handed me the set of keys. My hand trembled slightly as I took them.

“Make sure you inform your hound to keep his drool off the leather,” Grey continued with a nod and looked at Monty. “How long before you need to leave?”

Monty looked at Albert who was looking somewhat ill at Grey’s display of power. Albert shook himself and cleared his throat.

“We can be ready in thirty minutes,” Albert said. “I need to show Tristan the form of the restoring palm.”

“Can he learn it in thirty minutes?” Grey asked. “Seems like something like that would take years to learn.”

“The form builds off the interrupting palm, which he knows,” Albert said, looking at Monty. “He can learn the basic form. Mastering it is another matter entirely. For that, he will need the assistance of the Caretaker.”

“This Caretaker will accelerate his learning, then?” Grey asked, raising an eyebrow. “Compress years of practice into a few moments?”

“That would be ludicrous,” Albert scoffed, then quickly remembered who he was speaking to. “No, the Caretaker will facilitate mastery, but it will be up to Tristan to achieve the restoring palm to such a degree that a staff will not be necessary.”

“Sounds like a long-term project to me.” Grey said.

“It can take years or it can take moments,” Albert said. “This learning is not subject to the normal rules of knowledge acquisition; it is more intuitive, like an epiphany.”

“An epiphany, right,” Grey repeated, looking at Monty. “Well, Crumpets, I hope you have your moment of enlightenment sooner rather than later.” He turned to me as he was leaving the room. “Strong, are you part of this process?”

“Not that I know of, no,” I said, still looking down at the set of keys in my hand. “Why?”

“You’re with me, then,” he said. “Unless you know how to get to the garage?”

“I don’t, but I’m sure Monty—?”

“He’s going to be busy for at least thirty minutes,” Grey said. “You’re with me. Crumpets, you have things under control?”

Monty nodded.

“Good,” Grey said, looking at a shaken Albert. “This form requires no casting on the premises, correct?”

“None whatsoever,” Albert said, and I could hear his voice tremble slightly as he looked away from Grey’s piercing gaze. “There will be no casting. Everything Tristan needs is in the book we can still read. I merely need to show him the order of the form and how it builds on the interrupting palm.”

“Excellent,” Grey said. “Once you’re done, meet us downstairs.”

He turned to exit the room and gave me a look.

“On my way,” I said, following Grey out of the room, giving Monty and Albert a glance. “See you downstairs.”


SEVENTEEN




Grey headed back to the main area with me in tow.

Peaches padded silently next to me as we crossed the polished wood floor and headed to another door on the other side of the floor. Grey remained silent until we stepped into the stairwell that led down.

“How well do you know Albert?” Grey asked as we went downstairs. “How long have you known him?”

He spoke as we went downstairs.

“I don’t know him well at all, but I don’t trust him,” I said, and then explained my reservations about what happened with the book. “It looked like he was trying to set Monty up.”

Grey nodded as we descended another flight of stairs.

“You can’t trust him,” Grey said, his voice dark. “There are scars on his psyche, scars of lust and greed. He wants—no, craves—power, and will do anything to get it. His signature feels off, somehow.”

“Peaches doesn’t like his smell.”

“Is that actual smell or something more?”

“With Peaches, it’s probably both.”

“You need to keep an eye on him. He’s a dark mage and they are notoriously untrustworthy. It feels like he’s hiding something, but I don’t dare use my ability without risking a massive migraine from the depths of hell.”

“You sense something? Even without using your ability?”

“Nothing concrete. What I can tell you is that he has amazing shielding for someone forced to use an inhibiting staff. It means his level of power is considerable.”

“That makes sense,” I said, and brought Grey up to speed on Albert’s history. “I don’t understand why Dex would send him with us.”

“Dex is giving him a chance, a final one,” Grey said as we reached the bottom of the stairs. “If he does the right thing, he gets to live out his days in the Living Library. If he reaches for the power and falls back into the old patterns, it will be the last mistake he makes.”

“Did Monty tell you about having to use the staff?” I asked. “He’s not happy about it.”

Grey nodded.

“I’m sure he isn’t,” Grey said as he placed a hand on the door. “At least he can still cast, even if it’s with a staff. He’s lucky his ability wasn’t burned out of him with that interrupting palm.”

Something in the way he said the words made me pause.

“Are you saying you can’t cast? I felt the energy you hold inside; I don’t know how you can contain so much and not explode.”

“That display of power wasn’t for you,” Grey said. “That was for Albert, just in case he had other plans besides helping Tristan. I wanted him to know there would be consequences for betrayal—especially a betrayal of his family.”

“So you can’t cast?” I said as the door opened. “Really?”

“I can cast,” Grey said, walking through the threshold, which flared a bright orange as he crossed. “I just choose not to. What you felt was Izanami. I’m surprised you don’t sense her more.”

“Why would I?”

Grey gave me a look and shook his head.

“I sense the blade inside of you,” Grey said, pointing at my chest. “It’s part of the sword I wield, the same sword that keeps me alive.”

I remembered Hades’ words: In fact, to be on the safe side, make sure you and the Night Warden avoid being close to each other until you have your weapon under your control.

I stopped walking as Grey continued into the garage.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “I shouldn’t be close to you.”

“My condition isn’t contagious, Strong. Besides, I’m not currently dying,” Grey said with a frown. “Well, maybe I am, but still, it’s not like you’re going to catch some fatal disease.”

“No, you don’t understand.”

“I don’t?”

“Hades said I should avoid being close to you with my blade.”

“Did he explain why?” Grey asked. “Do we explode if we get into proximity of each other? Or was he his usual cryptic self?”

“He didn’t explain it further,” I said. “Now that I think of it, all he said was that our weapons are a set. You have a voracious, powerful, and bloodthirsty goddess who resides in your sword.”

“I’m guessing your blade shares some of the same properties?”

“Ebonsoul is a siphon, but it’s not bloodthirsty or voracious.”

“That you know of.”

“I don’t have some angry goddess inside Ebonsoul,” I said. “If I did, I’d find a way to give it back if I could.”

“I don’t have that luxury if I want to keep living. Besides, it’s too late now—I’m bonded to my blade.”

“You’re bonded with an angry, voracious, bloodthirsty goddess,” I said, “who happens to exist in a sword and is keeping you alive. That’s my definition of a nightmare.”

“Welcome to my life,” he said with a tight smile. “If Hades mentioned proximity, he must be concerned. How are you feeling? Does your blade suddenly feel like it wants to stab me and siphon my power?”

I closed my eyes and felt for Ebonsoul. The energy was there, ready for me to access it, but I didn’t feel the desire to slice through Grey to absorb his power.

“I don’t have a frame of reference to compare it to,” I said after a few moments. “What does a bloodthirsty blade feel like? Hades didn’t explain any of that.”

“That’s what you felt earlier, upstairs,” Grey said, waving a hand, causing the lights to turn on. “Typical Hades—big on the mystery, short on the explanations.”

“All he said was it was a bad idea for us to get close to each other before I got Ebonsoul under control.”

“Well, then,” Grey said, “it’s a good thing you seem to have your weapon under control. Is it sentient?”

“No,” I said. “I’d like to keep it that way if possible.”

“I know how you feel,” he said, pointing ahead with his chin. “There’s your ride.”

I looked ahead and saw what I could only describe as luxury car heaven. There were three Lamborghinis parked side by side: an Aventador, a Huracan, and a Murcielago. All in black of course. Next to them was the vehicle Grey pointed to as my ride.

It was a Ferrari Purosangue SUV, also in black.

“That’s some ride,” I said. “Is it as fast as they say?”

“Faster, with the modifications I’ve made,” he said, “though it’s not as fast or as durable as the Beast. Cecil may be slightly unstable, but his mad genius knows how to create fast, indestructible modes of transport.”

He gazed over his shoulder to look at the Beast.

On the other side of the garage, sitting alone, radiating an undercurrent of menace, sat a matte black 1970 Camaro in pristine condition.

At least it looked like a 1970 Camaro.

I could tell it had been modified, but it still looked mostly like the original Camaro, plus whatever insanity SuNaTran had added to it. I saw the subtle orange runes pulsing in and out of sight along its surface. Some of the other runes, the ones I couldn’t understand, were a deep red and felt angry and violent.

The energy in and around the Beast made the Dark Goat feel warm and inviting in comparison. I shuddered as I gazed at the vehicle. In that moment, a strong desire to run away screaming tickled a corner of my brain, involuntarily causing me to take a few steps back.

“That thing feels—” I started, taking another back step away from the Beast. “It feels…”

“Evil?”

“Angry,” I said finally. “It feels like it wants to run me over a few times just for fun.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Grey said with a small smile. “She doesn’t like anyone. Barely tolerates me.”

“Reminds me of the Dark Goat,” I said, keeping my distance. “Except much, much worse. She definitely gives off major ‘I will maim you’ vibes.”

“Cecil is insane,” Grey said, looking at the Beast admiringly. “I don’t know what he was thinking when he created her. Now he wants to destroy her, but can’t.” He paused in thought. “We have a lot in common, the Beast and me.”

He shook himself out of his thoughts and gazed over to the Ferrari Purosangue. I followed his gaze with my own and marveled at the vehicle. It wasn’t as dramatic as the Beast, but I definitely felt a presence coming from it.

“Did Cecil rune that one too?”

“No, I runed the rest of the vehicles here,” Grey said, walking over to the Ferrari. “This one is the Hecate. She’ll treat you right as long as you don’t abuse her.”

“Hecate?” I said, slowing my approach to the vehicle. “As in the goddess who ruled over magic, night, the moon, witchcraft, necromancy, and ghosts?”

What was it with dark mages and the high creepy factor? He couldn’t have named it something less threatening, like the Fuzzy Embrace? A name like Hecate practically screamed impending death. I’m surprised he didn’t name it the Reaper.

Grey raised an eyebrow in my direction.

“You know your mythos. Good,” he said. “She’s runed to the max. I didn’t take the SuNaTran approach; I’m not as skilled as Cecil, but she can take a fair amount of damage—not that you should find out how much.”

He rested a hand on the hood, and an orange wave of energy flowed across the surface. It felt like the vehicle recognized him.

“I’m surprised you didn’t name her the Dark Reaper, or something equally friendly.”

“The Reaper is over there,” he said, pointing to the Murcielago. “Next to Styx and Binky.”

“Binky?” I asked, surprised. “You named the Aventador Binky?”

“Yes, Binky,” he said, pointing to the Aventador. “That one has the most horses.”

“I’m not even going to pretend to understand Hecate, Reaper, Styx, and…Binky.”

“You don’t need to,” he said. “Just try not to destroy the Hecate.”

“I don’t intend to,” I said. “Is she going to let me drive her?”

“Come here.” He motioned for me to get closer. “Put your hand here, next to mine. I’ll key your energy signature to her.”

I placed my hand on the hood and the orange glow flowed over my outstretched fingers. For a spilt second, I almost felt the presence of the vehicle, and then, just as quickly, the feeling vanished.

“She likes you,” Grey said, removing his hand. “You take care of her and she’ll take care of you.”

“Are you saying this vehic—the Hecate, is sentient?”

“Of course not, Strong,” Grey said, leaning back against the Hecate. “Then again, I’m not saying she isn’t sentient.”

“What?”

“It’s simple, Strong: drive the Hecate to St. John’s and then bring her back here,” he said. “If Verity tries to intercept you—and they will, because even with the dampening runes on the Hecate, your energy signature combined with Crumpets is off the charts—they will track you eventually, then you do what you can to evade them, or even better, stop them.”

I ran my hand along the hood slowly, appreciating the art of her lines.

“There’s a good chance she will get damaged,” I said, keeping my voice low while still focused on Hecate. “I just want to be upfront with you. Monty and I don’t exactly have the best track record with vehicles.”

“Or buildings,” Grey said. “I know. Like I said, all of that upstairs wasn’t for you. It was for that dark mage. That being said, anything you break, you fix. She’s resilient and there’s plenty of power under her hood. Use it if you need it. She goes zero to sixty in 3.3 seconds.”

I nodded.

“I don’t trust Albert,” I said mostly to myself. “He’s too crafty.”

“You would be a fool to trust him,” Grey said, staring at me. “You are many things, but foolish isn’t one of them. Smart-assed, annoying, impulsive, reckless…did I say annoying?”

“I got it,” I said, raising a hand. “Thanks for the ringing endorsement.”

“You don’t need to worry about any of that. You need to be what you are: a loyal friend and brother to Tristan,” Grey said. “You are, after all, his Aspis.”

“Does everyone know everything about me?” I complained. “Seriously?”

“Those of us on the front lines make it a point to keep updated on events and individuals of note,” Grey said. “You are a person of interest. Especially when you take on Verity and almost reduce Jersey to a crater.”

“You knew?”

“Night Warden, Strong,” Grey answered. “It’s my business to know. Helps keep me and mine alive on the streets of my city. I’m surprised Aria didn’t give you a stern talking to after that incident.”

“We dodged that bullet. Dex read us the riot act after the storm blood,” I said. “It wasn’t pretty.”

“Crumpets pulled off a storm blood? I’m impressed.”

“Actually, it was both of us—well, the three of us with Quan.”

“You helped form a storm blood?” he asked, staring at me for a moment before looking away. “You really are full of surprises, Strong. No wonder that energy spike felt off. I’m actually surprised Dex didn’t shred the whole group of you. Casting a storm blood in a city is verboten; its too hard to control for lower mages. You’d end up destroying the city.”

“We discovered the hard-to-control part after it melted Edith. It was headed for Jersey by the time Dex and Josephine showed up.”

“The Tempest made an appearance?” he asked, running a hand through his hair and shaking his head. “And she didn’t blast you where you stood? That is an accomplishment.”

“You know her?”

“Let’s just say we’ve spoken in the past,” he said. “Not exactly the warm fuzzy type. Can’t believe she showed up, but it makes sense. The storm blood is her signature cast. She would know how to shut it down—fast.”

“Well, she managed to get it under control, but not before Edith was electrified into dust and Verity lost their ships on the Hudson River.”

“No wonder Verity is acting like someone kicked their hornet’s nest.” He looked at me again, this time with admiration. “You know they won’t stop coming for you after the storm blood. You’ve shown them you’re dangerous, and they believe in the policy of removing potential danger before it becomes a present one.”

“I know. This is why we’re helping Monty,” I said. “His magic is broken.”

“His magic is broken?” Grey said. “Who told you this?”

“Mostly Albert. He kept saying his connection is broken, which is why he can’t cast,” I said. “I wish I knew what Albert was after. It feels like he wants to hurt Monty, or remove him somehow.”

“Open your eye, Strong. He doesn’t want to hurt him,” Grey said, moving toward the Beast. “He wants to remove a perceived obstacle. He had power and he wants it again—more than what he had, if possible. He’s a typical dark mage. Crumpets is just in the way of his goal.” He pointed at my chest. “So are you and your hound. That means you have a choice to make.”

“What choice?”

“Magic can’t be broken. It’s just energy,” he said. “Energy can’t be created or destroyed—”

“Only converted from one form to another.”

“Exactly. We are the ones who are broken. You can let Tristan keep believing his ability to manipulate magic is broken, or you can nudge him over to the truth. Knowing how stubborn he is, it’ll require more of a rough shove.”

“What truth?”

“I just told you. Weren’t you paying attention?”

“I was.”

“Pay closer attention, then, Strong,” he said, getting into the Beast. “I told you the answer. You have to choose what you’re going to do with it.”

“For once, I wish mages would just speak clearly,” I complained. “Just once.”

“We do,” he said. “You just can’t hear it clearly…yet.”

I shook my head as he started the engine of the Beast with a roar, which settled into an angry, throaty rumble. Monty and Albert arrived in the garage a few seconds later.

Monty stepped over to Grey and the Beast. Close, but not too close.

“Thank you,” Monty said. “I owe you for this.”

“You better believe you do,” Grey said. “Get yourself sorted. I’m going to need your assistance soon. You’re going to have to get your hands dirty, Banshee.”

Monty pressed his lips together in a tight line, but nodded.

“If you need my assistance, you’ll have it,” Monty said, before stepping away from the Beast to a safe distance outside of its sphere of malevolence.

“I’m going to head out and go across town,” Grey said. “Wait fifteen minutes and use that exit.” He pointed to a door at the far end of the garage. “The sensors will open the door once you approach. Once outside, head over to the West Side Highway and go north to St. John’s. Do not waste time and take the scenic route. By then, most of Verity should be on my tail.”

“Most of them?” I asked. “Not all of them?”

“I’ll do my best to get all of them, but Tana and Verity aren’t stupid,” he said. “They’ll have some agents patrolling the nearby area, probably including Tana herself. She likes to be hands on. Watch out for her Thresher.”

“Thresher? What’s a Thresher?”

“1970 Dodge Challenger R/T 426 Hemi. One that gives the Beast a run for her money,” Grey said, shaking his head. “It’s designed to smash and destroy, hence the name. If you see it, keep away from it.”

“Got it,” I said. “Keep away from the monstrous Thresher designed to break me. Are you going to be okay?”

“That’s touching, Strong,” Grey said with a crooked smile. “You’re worried about me? Do you really think Verity has anything that can stop me or the Beast?”

“I don’t know,” I said, seriously considering the question. “They were full of surprises on the Hudson. Now you’re talking about some Thresher that can keep up with the Beast. The Hecate doesn’t have the mass to deal with American muscle. It’s pretty, but a 1970 Challenger? That’s like a small tank.”

“I know. That’s why I runed the Hecate for durability,” he said. “She can take damage—just don’t try and ram the Thresher head on, and you’ll be fine.”

“An R/T 426 Hemi is no slouch,” I said. “Tana probably has some other mods on it, too.”

“Trust me, Strong, the Thresher is fast, but you can outrun it in the Hecate. Very few things can keep up with her outside of the Beast. Get to St. John’s, keep your eye open, and take care of business. Get Crumpets to understand what I told you.”

I nodded and stepped back.

With a nod, he put the Beast in gear and roared out of the garage.


EIGHTEEN




It felt strange getting behind the wheel of the Hecate.

Monty rode shotgun, strapping in as I opened one of the rear suicide doors for Peaches to jump in. Albert stood outside for a second, and then resigned himself to the fact that he would be sharing the rear with my hellhound.

He didn’t seem pleased, and I didn’t envy him.

I smiled as I looked in the rearview mirror. The Hecate may have been a luxurious super SUV, but she was limited on space. I doubted any vehicle was designed with hellhound sprawl in mind—especially not a high-end Italian super-car SUV.

My hellhound sprawled out as much as he could, leaving Albert with his knees squeezed together and squished up against the door.

“We may have to adjust his diet,” I said under my breath to Monty. “If he keeps growing like this, we really will need a bus.”

“Or you could train him to control his size,” Monty said, glancing to the rear and shaking his head. “If he continues at this rate, not even a bus will suffice. Can you ask him to allow Albert some breathing room?”

“That would be much appreciated,” Albert said tightly. “It is somewhat uncomfortable being compressed this way.”

<Do you want to give him some room?>

<I’m a growing hellhound. I gave him some room.>

<It looks like he can barely breathe. Don’t crush him against the door…too much.>

<I don’t like his smell. Can I bite him?>

My hellhound was an excellent judge of character. If he sensed something was off about Albert, I was going to trust his assessment of the dark mage.

<Not yet, no. If you see him do something he shouldn’t, bite him, but no ripping off parts.>

<If he tries to hurt the angry man, I will bite him.>

<Fair enough. Try not to bite him until I tell you. In the meantime, move over a bit and let him breathe. You could always land on him later and crush his lungs.>

<That sounds like fun.>

For a moment I worried about my hellhound’s idea of fun, but then I let it go. He was a hellhound, after all—jumping on someone and crushing them into a pancake was probably something seen as great fun if you were indestructible. Peaches adjusted his legs and gave Albert some more room, but not much.

I shook the image of a pouncing Peaches from my head, and started the Hecate by placing my hand on the dashboard. Orange runes raced across the top of the dash as the engine screamed to life.

It wasn’t the throaty rumble of classic American muscle, and she didn’t come close to the threatening purr of the Beast or the Dark Goat. It was closer to the high-pitched wail of high-end Italian racing cars. Even so, it was a sound worthy of admiration.

“Let me know when fifteen minutes have passed,” I said, strapping in. “St. John is on 112th and Amsterdam. It’s a straight shot up the Henry Hudson Parkway as long as we aren’t being tailed.”

“I think the odds of an incident-free trip up to the Cathedral is unlikely,” Monty said, adjusting his straps. “You heard Grey. He may lead the bulk of their agents away, but some will remain. We hope—”

“We hope for the best and prepare for the worst,” I finished with a nod. “Did you learn your new finger-wiggle form?”

“It is not a finger-wiggle form,” Monty said. “The restoring palm is quite similar to the interrupting palm, but there seems to be some components missing from the text. It’s incomplete.”

“I read somewhere that old martial-arts texts did the same thing,” I said. “The masters would remove some moves or leave some parts out to hide the true form.”

“I fear that may be the case here as well,” Monty said. “Without the insight of the Caretaker, all I have learned is a variation of the interrupting palm, which does not help my cause.”

“You ever think that maybe you don’t need the restoring palm?” I asked. “Maybe your access isn’t really broken?”

“Preposterous,” Albert said in response. “His access is broken. The energy is right there at his fingertips, but out of his reach. Without his staff, he may as well not be a mage.”

“You agree with him?” I asked. “You think your magic is broken?”

Monty paused for a few beats before replying.

“Something is broken or blocked,” he said. “The energy is all around me, but I can’t seem to channel it through me.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s broken.”

“That’s exactly what it means,” Albert said, cutting in again. “You should leave these matters to the mages. This is not your area of expertise. Perhaps you should keep to hellhounds and rudimentary shield casts.”

Peaches let out a low rumble, and Albert looked at him nervously.

“Magic may not be my area of expertise, but when it comes to those I consider my family, I will get involved. You better get used to it.”

Albert huffed and just managed to cross his arms indignantly, as he looked out of the window, ignoring me. For a brief moment, I considered telling Peaches to chomp on him gently, but I decided against it…for now.

Besides, Peaches said he smelled bad. I didn’t want my hellhound to get some kind of poisoning from mangling an arrogant mage with a superiority complex.

“It’s like standing in the ocean, but not being able to touch the water,” Monty continued. “I feel adrift, untethered.”

“It will pass,” Albert volunteered from the rear. “The restoring palm can reconnect you to the energy once you master it.”

Something about the way he mentioned the restoring palm set off all sorts of alarms in my head. I glanced at Albert in the rearview mirror. He caught my gaze and looked away quickly. I decided to drop that subject for the moment and focus on one that was more relevant to our immediate survival: Tana.

I glanced over at Monty.

“You think Tana is in the neighborhood?” I asked. “I mean, that blast could’ve been anyone. It doesn’t necessarily have to be us. She could be in the group chasing Grey.”

“Tana is the second-in-command of the Blades,” Monty said, glancing out of window. “It means she is ruthless and intelligent. What would you do if you were in her position?”

“If I had an idea my target was near or in the Whitney,” I said with a small smile, “I’d start with reducing it to rubble.”

Monty shook his head at me.

“Let’s suppose the wholesale destruction of the Whitney was impossible,” Monty said. “What would you do?”

“Am I using the Whitney as the epicenter of the blast?”

“Yes, the signal was quite clear as to its origin,” Monty said. “At least initially. It was only after the diffuser runes were activated that the signal was dispersed. We should base our strategy as if the Whitney is the origin point of the signal, and they know this.”

“I would cordon off the Whitney,” I said. “Not the immediate area surrounding it, but a few blocks out to give the illusion we weren’t in the area. That would create a false sense of security, giving my targets in the Whitney the opportunity to make a run for it.”

“Once they were clear of the Whitney,” Monty continued, “you could tighten the cordon like a noose and cut off all avenues of escape.”

“No,” I said. “I would cut off all avenues, except one: the one I controlled. I would then lead my targets into a dead end…literally.”

“A sound strategy,” Monty said with a nod. “What do you do when you encounter the Beast racing out of the Whitney and heading east?”

“I use my conventional arsenal and try to stop that thing.”

“That won’t work,” Monty said, shaking his head. “The Beast won’t be stopped by anything, conventional or unconventional.”

“Then I unleash the big guns,” I said, running the scenario in my head. “Does Tana have something equal to a runic nuke?”

“Unlikely, and even if she did, I doubt she would use it in the confines of the city. What would be the alternatives?”

“She wouldn’t know where Grey is headed, only that he’s a dark mage and that the Beast is a menace. Conventional weapons won’t work, and she may not be authorized to use the really heavy weaponry. The next best thing is to take out the roads… Shit.”

The realization hit me.

“She’s going to take out the roads and trap Grey.”

“Only, she’ll think she’s trapping us,” Monty said. “What’s the fallback position once she learns it’s Grey and not the Dark Trio, as she perceives us?”

“Rush back to the Whitney?”

“That would take too long, and we would be gone before she returned,” he said. “There would be a better alternative, one Edith employed on the river with Ines.”

“Leave enough of a force at the Whitney, in case they’re chasing a red herring,” I said, seeing the play. “If they can’t stop us, at the very least they can follow us and report on our location.”

“She can then rendezvous with the smaller force and give pursuit,” Monty said. “What would be the goal?”

“Apprehension?”

“Not after she makes a positive identification that it’s us,” he said. “Not after the Cloisters. If memory serves, Edith wasn’t trying to apprehend us.”

“SAD? Seek and Destroy?”

Monty nodded.

“That would be the most logical course of action,” Monty replied. “She would have to assume we were in some kind of protected vehicle, which means her course of action would be—?”

“Obliterate the roads again, to prevent us from getting away.”

“It would be effective,” Monty said, looking around the interior of Hecate. “Unless this vehicle has a flight function it would be an effective deterrent, which means?”

“We can’t take the Henry Hudson, because it’s a straight shot to St. John’s. It would be too easy to explode sections of the Parkway and trap us. We have to take the inner streets and weave our way uptown.”

“That would be the best strategy, I think.”

“That Spock brain of yours is pretty scary,” I said. “This is going to totally suck. You do realize we aren’t in the Dark Goat?”

“That only means you will get to practice your evasive driving,” Monty said. “Since she can’t destroy all of the streets, she will have to resort to her earlier strategy.”

“She’s going to have to obliterate us.”

“Agreed,” he said. “I’m looking forward to a demonstration of your evasive driving skills.”

I stared at him.

“This isn’t a game, Monty,” I said. “They’re going to try and kill us.”

“I agree,” Albert chimed in. “I do not feel comfortable placing my life in the hands of his driving ability. Does he even know how to drive evasively?”

“In a non-SuNaTran vehicle, even,” Monty said evenly while staring at me. “I daresay the stakes are even higher than usual.”

“There’s something seriously wrong with you, do you know that?”

“I have every confidence in your driving ability,” Monty said, tightening the straps around him. “I only hope Grey runed this vehicle properly.”

“How long?” I asked. “How much time is left?”

“One minute,” Monty said, looking at his watch and forming his staff. “Let’s go.”

I approached the garage exit.

The door slid open, revealing the West Side Highway a block away. Traffic was light due to the late hour.

I looked both ways and rolled out into the street.
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It took twenty seconds before we picked up our first tail.

I jumped on the West Side Highway and maintained a normal speed to avoid attracting attention. In the darkness, it was hard to tell what vehicle was behind us until I heard the engine rev when it accelerated to match our speed.

“That’s Tana’s ride: the Thresher, a Challenger R/T 426 Hemi monster. Behind us,” I said, glancing in the rear view mirror. “As amazing as the Ferrari is, I wish we were in the Dark Goat right now.”

He knew better than to question my automotive ear.

“Can we outrun it?” Monty asked, glancing behind us. “It looks quite substantial.”

“Depends on how it’s equipped,” I said. “Short answer? Maybe. If it has a NOS package, or some other mods that may increase speed, it may be able to keep up, at least initially. I really don’t know, but I have a feeling we’re about to find out.”

Monty’s phone rang.

“Private number,” he said, at his phone, raising an eyebrow as he connected the call and put it on speaker. “Who is this?”

“Hello, Simon and Tristan,” a female voice said. “I’m here to offer you a choice.”

“Tana, I presume?” Monty said.

“You presume correctly,” Tana said. “Before we get to the part where you try futilely to escape and I’m forced to unleash my version of the apocalypse on your quaint Italian soccer-mom-mobile, allow me to express my gratitude.”

“Gratitude?” Monty said. “For?”

“Removing Edith from my path,” Tana said. “She had been a thorn in my side for some time now, along with that insufferable brat Ines. Talk about daddy issues. Your eliminating Edith saved me the trouble of doing it myself. Thank you.”

“What is this choice you are offering?” Monty asked.

“I like that. Right to business,” Tana said. “Here it is: pull over and surrender, and I promise you a quick death. You and your Ferrari are no match for my Thresher. There’s nothing like good old American muscle for doing what needs to be done.”

Monty glanced at me and I kept silent, shaking my head. I, too, had a preference for American muscle, and I hated the fact that Tana and I had anything in common.

“I think I speak for everyone here when I say that our death is not on the agenda for tonight’s activities,” Monty said. “However, thank you for your generous offer. It has been duly noted.”

“I’ll take my chances with Italian craftsmanship over your Thresher,” I said. “By the time you get up to speed, we’ll be gone.”

“You’d be mistaken,” Tana said. “But why take the chance? All you will do is delay the inevitable. I’m offering you an opportunity to go out on your terms.”

“My terms don’t involve my death, quick or otherwise.”

“If you choose to try to escape—which, in my opinion, would make my night more interesting, but would significantly shorten yours—I will have to disintegrate all of you. I’d rather look into your eyes at the end, but I have no qualms about destroying you from a distance.”

“You have to be able to hit us first,” I said, picking up speed. “How do you plan on doing that from back there?”

“An excellent observation—Simon, I’m assuming?”

“Yes,” I said. “You assume correctly.”

“You see the oncoming traffic to your left?” Tana asked. “Allow me to demonstrate how serious I am.”

“What are you going to—?”

I felt a surge of energy above us.

A second later, a black-and-red beam of energy slammed into a car on the other side the West Side Highway heading south. In a matter of moments, the car and the people inside of it were reduced to slag, skidding to a stop, and causing several cars to screech and swerve to avoid a collision.

Everything around me slowed as I took in the scene. I had seen at least two people in the car before it was reduced to molten metal. Two lives, snuffed out in an instant for no reason, with no justification, except the twisted fanatical principles of Verity where any means justified the ends.

The rage in me seethed as I forced myself to continue forward. Right there, I knew that between me and Tana, one of us wasn’t going to see the dawn.

“Those were innocent people,” I said, keeping my rage under tight control. “Why?”

“Tell me you can’t be this naïve,” she scoffed. “No one on this earth is innocent, Simon. No one. Do you mind if I call you Simon?”

“Fuck you,” I said, checking the rearview mirror to see the molten lump of metal and plastic that was once a car with people inside. “They had nothing to do with this.”

“Did I strike a nerve?” she asked with a small laugh. “They say profanity is the result of a weak mind trying to express itself forcibly. Do you have a weak mind, Simon?”

Monty’s expression darkened as he looked back and shook his head.

“You’re a coward,” Monty said. “Those people had nothing to do with us.”

“You’re missing the point,” she said, getting audibly angry now. “I feel like I don’t have your undivided attention. Do I have your attention, or do I need to show you another example?”

“You have my attention,” I said, then added, “bitch.”

She laughed.

“All of it?”

“All of it.”

“Good. I will not be ignored, Simon. I know they had nothing to do with you,” she said. “That was the point. Just imagine—if I’m willing to do that to so-called innocents, think of the lengths I’m prepared to explore to bring dark mages to justice.”

“Justice?” I scoffed. “You call that justice?”

“No, I call that a warm-up. Removing a trio of potential world-ending entities from the field is justice,” she snapped. “If you can wield the unchecked power you displayed at the Cloisters, you are a clear and present threat. One that needs to be eliminated.”

“What did you do with Grey?”

“Do? Nothing,” she answered. “We saw who was driving that abomination of a vehicle ten minutes into the chase. The bulk of my agents are currently in the process of removing options from the Night Warden. He’ll be lucky to see the dawn.”

Monty formed a fist with his hand as I grabbed the steering wheel tighter.

“I doubt it’s going to be that easy,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Grey isn’t what I would call a soft target.”

“He’s only one person, Simon,” Tana said. “He may put up a fight, but in the end, he will fall.”

“You underestimate him.”

“Do I?” she asked. “I know everything there is to know about Mr. Stryder. Washed-up Night Warden, killed his partner, stepped over to the dark side and never came back. He barely has the capacity to cast anymore. Honestly, putting him down will be doing the world a favor.”

“You are equating a lack of desire to cast with a lack of capacity,” Monty said. “That can prove to be a fatal error.”

“Spare me the warnings,” she said “I’m quaking in my boots. The truth is, he won’t be walking away from this. Neither will any of you. Accept the inevitable and surrender; I’m sure Cain and the High Tribunal will extend you mercy.’’

“Killing us is mercy?”

“Killing just you three is mercy,” she said. “I’ve been authorized to tell you that if you turn yourselves in, Verity won’t go scorched earth on your known associates.”

“That’s reassuring,” I said. “I’m practically giddy over here at your display of mercy. I may just pull over right now…right after hell freezes over.”

“If you would humor me,” Monty said, “what known associates?”

“Good to see one of you has a functioning brain,” she said. “Where to start? There are so many targets, so many lives to destroy. The Randy Rump, Haven, SuNaTran, your friends in the NYTF who turn a blind eye to your activities, along with a select number of members in the Dark Council, starting with Director Nakatomi.”

“You touch them, you die.”

“There’s also that nice little deli downtown, owned by that nice, elderly gentleman,” she continued, ignoring me. “I’d hate for something to happen to that place. The food looks delicious. You give yourselves up, we leave them alone. You don’t, we don’t.”

I took a few moments to process her words, and then I laughed. Even Monty shook his head in disbelief.

“She sounds serious,” Albert said from the back seat. “This is not humorous in the least. She is threatening your friends.”

“I was taking you seriously until you mentioned Ezra’s,” I said, still chuckling. “I’d like to see you take that place on.”

“Verity is stronger than you think,” Tana said, her voice laced with anger. “We have resources everywhere. We span the globe.”

“Your arrogance will be your undoing,” Monty said. “As for your scorched-earth policy, you may want to reconsider that course of action.”

“Verity isn’t that strong, trust me,” I said. “You’re more delusional than I thought.”

“I’m glad you find this amusing,” she said. “It’s always good to keep your sense of humor when death is literally above you.”

I felt the surge of energy again and swerved to the right. The black-red beam of energy narrowly avoided the Hecate, leaving a large crater in the highway behind us.

“Drones?” I asked incredulously. “You’re using drones?”

“Did you think I was going to face you one-on-one and we were going to duel this out old-fashioned western style?” she asked. “You’ve been watching too many movies.”

“You are devoid of honor,” Monty said. “Attacking us this way is the coward’s way.”

“Wrong,” she said, and I pressed harder on the accelerator. She matched our speed. “I am devoid of patience. I will use every tool at my disposal. If I can take you out from the sky with a drone, you can rest assured no one is going to ask me if I killed you honorably. They just want you dead—how it happens is irrelevant. The result is the same: dead is dead. You have one minute to make a choice. I suggest pulling over and surrendering. Failure to comply will be an answer in and of itself and will force me to execute my orders with extreme violence. One. Minute.”

The call ended.

“Well, she sounded serious there at the end,” I said. “What do you think?”

“About what?” Monty answered. “She covered several subjects. I was having difficulty focusing after she professed Verity would storm Ezra’s and expect to emerge victorious.”

“Talk about a suicide run,” I said, shaking my head. “Still, I’d like to see them try.”

“They are woefully misinformed. It would be over before they had a moment to wonder what happened. It would give the term ‘sudden death’ an entirely new meaning.”

“Can you imagine Verity going up against the Dark Council with a pissed-off Chi leading them?” I asked. “Can we say bloodbath? Verity agents would be cannon fodder, and that’s before the rest of the Dark Council got involved.”

“Indeed,” Monty said. “Your vampire is not to be underestimated.”

“What are the chances we surrender and Verity leaves everyone on that list of known associates alone?” I asked, keeping the Challenger in my rearview mirror. “In other words, do we trust that Tana will keep her word?”

“That would be the equivalent of saying your creature has suddenly decided to become vegan, forsaking all sausage for the rest of his life,” Monty said. “It’s an interesting thought exercise, but you and I both know it’s impossible. He is a hellhound. He cannot deny his nature.”

“You lost me at vegan.”

He nodded.

“Consuming meat is who and what he is. It is the same with Verity: they persecute and destroy everything they perceive as a threat. It’s their nature. There is no reasoning with zealots—you cannot appeal to their sense of justice. They are ruthless and have a singular view of what is right and wrong, filtered through the lens of fanaticism.”

“So, there’s no stopping them?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Monty said. “The only way to deal with entities like them is to annihilate them completely. They are a cancer that must be extirpated.”

“Isn’t that a little rash?” Albert asked. “You heard her. They are around the world. There’s no escaping them. What they lack in power they make up for in numbers.”

“Irrelevant,” Monty said. “The more weeds a garden has, the faster one must act to remove them.”

“You view them as weeds?” Albert asked, surprised. “They are a formidable force of mages.”

“A formidable force of twisted and corrupt mages,” Monty corrected. “Their intentions may have been good at their inception, but Verity has grown stagnant, and in so doing has let rot creep into its ranks. A rot that must be dealt the purging fire of defiance.”

“We are going to die,” Albert said in a small voice. “You are both mad.”

I smiled at Albert’s words.

“Yes, we are going to die, but not tonight, and not facing Verity,” Monty answered. “As for madness, I am a Montague. Some madness is to be expected. Tonight, we embrace the madness and show Verity the error of their ways…again.”

Albert remained silent.

I nodded.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I said, gripping the wheel tighter while I took a deep breath, and letting it out slow. “We have arrived at the portion of the evening where driving for your life has become the evening’s entertainment. Make sure you are strapped in. Please keep your hands and feet inside the vehicle at all times. Thank you.”

I saw Albert grabbing a strap and adjusting it, before setting it in place around his torso and lap. I didn’t worry about Peaches because he had mastered the art of the sprawl.

Very few things could move my hellhound against his will. If he ever felt the need to secure himself, all he had to do was stretch out his legs and he would be fixed in one spot.

I glanced over at Monty, who had tightened his straps.

“I guess we shouldn’t keep her waiting,” I said with a grin. “It would be rude not to answer. She did say one minute.”

“It would be rude,” Monty said, forming a bright white orb, opening his window, and casually tossing it out of the Hecate. “I feel it’s the height of courtesy to respond to all requests as promptly as possible.”

“I agree—it’s wrong to keep a twisted, deluded, murderous psychomage waiting.”

“It’s been my experience that they do tend to feel slighted at the absence of a reply,” Monty said. “That’s why I always strive for an expeditious response.”

“Totally,” I said, picking up speed. “What was that orb?”

“Part of our response,” he said. “I’d suggest finding out just how fast this vehicle can go. Now.”

I buried the accelerator into the floor.
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A few things happened all at once.

Behind us, the white orb exploded with a loud thwump into hundreds of mini-orbs. I thought they had hit the Thresher before I saw them shoot straight up into the sky. I imagined they were dealing with the drones, disabling them.

“Drone defense?”

“He who controls the skies controls the war.”

“Did you go all the way back to Douhet?”

“Sun Tzu didn’t have to contend with air power,” Monty said. “His precepts are timeless, but I felt Douhet fit our situation more appropriately. The drones will be disabled shortly.”

I saw him pull out a handkerchief and turn away as he wiped his face. The casting was getting too dangerous.

With the drones out of commission, we only had to deal with Tana and the Thresher…for now. Those were odds I could deal with in the short term.

The Hecate’s engine hunkered down and screamed as I floored the gas, launching us forward. We left the Thresher behind in a hurry until I heard the roar of its engine in the distance.

Above the roar of the Thresher’s massive engine, a high-pitched stuttering whine was cutting through the night. The Thresher was closing, and fast.

“It would appear her vehicle is faster than anticipated,” Monty said. “May I suggest increasing our velocity?”

“A really great suggestion, but not something we can do on this highway. She’ll catch us on a straightaway,” I said. “That thing has a turbocharger. She’ll be on us in about three to five seconds.” I glanced up at the rearview mirror as the Thresher’s headlights increased in size. Damn, it was fast. “We need to make her take turns. Her Thresher has a huge rear; it won’t be as nimble as the Hecate. Do you see any more drones?”

“They are disabled for now,” Monty said, looking back out of his window. “I’m sure she will have more in the air soon.”

“We need to be off this road by then, or else we’re dead.”

“I don’t see an exit,” Monty said, his voice tight. “How soon can we get off the highway?”

We were currently blazing past 34th Street and the Javits Center. I needed to get her to commit to staying on the highway while getting off at the last possible moment, buying us some time to lose her in the city.

“Closest exit is 55th,” I said. “The next exit after that is 79th. Unless that thing can fly, we can lose her in the city until she gets her drones back in the air. If she has your number—”

“I know,” Monty said, pulling out his phone and gesturing. A small sphere of red energy surrounded it. “That should prevent her from tracking it.”

“Can you hold back on the casting until it’s absolutely necessary?”

“This is a cutting-edge custom s23x,” he protested. “I am not tossing it out of the window over a nosebleed.”

I nodded and noticed the headlights closing on us—fast.

“We have incoming,” I said, pulling the wheel hard to the right to avoid being rammed by the Thresher. She flew by and immediately hit the brakes, skidding to match our speed. “She’s good.”

42nd Street rushed at us as we raced up the West Side Highway. Tana pulled up close and tried to sideswipe the Hecate. That was a fight I would lose, so I sped up and swerved away from the enormous Thresher, avoiding contact.

Tana matched my moves and crept up next to me. The Hecate could do over 190 miles per hour if I pushed it—and that was without any extras Grey may have added. The speedometer informed me we were currently doing 100 and climbing. The Thresher wasn’t showing any signs of struggle matching our speed.

I needed to make my move now.

I let Tana creep up next to me again. Before she could make any moves of her own, I pulled the wheel hard to the left, thought about all the excuses I would offer Grey when he saw the damage, and slammed into her. The Thresher had us outclassed in sheer mass, but even a pebble placed in the right location can divert a river.

Tonight, we were the pebble.

She swerved and tried to overcorrect. By the time she regained control, I had nudged her to the far left lane. We were going too fast for Tana to correct her trajectory before the exit came at us.

The Thresher scraped the wall of the far left lane in a shower of sparks and screaming metal as we rebounded off the massive vehicle.

Tana peeled the Thresher off the wall, shooting forward and continuing north on the Henry Hudson Parkway. Unless the Thresher suddenly developed flight capability, she was locked in for at least twenty blocks, the earliest exit being 79th Street.

I pulled hard to the right, taking the exit ramp at 55th. The ramp was only two blocks long, then I faced a sharp right turn onto 57th Street. If I missed that turn, we would end up tumbling into the storefronts that made up the ground floor of the VIA Apartment Building on 57th Street.

I needed to make that turn.

I pulled the emergency brake, easing off the gas and letting the Hecate pendulum into the corner at a speed just this side of insane as I pulled the wheel hard to the right, sliding into a drift around the corner. The next moment, I let go of the steering wheel for half a second, released the brake, and held my breath, praying that Italian engineering believed in a lower center of gravity on their SUVs as the Hecate brought her rear around the corner.

Our speed took us to the opposite sidewalk before I grabbed the steering wheel again and accelerated forward, correcting the drift and shooting east across town on 57th Street.

“That was excellent, if not a bit heart-stopping,” Monty said. “Where did you learn that?”

“Summit Point, a lifetime ago,” I said, flooring the accelerator. “We need to get scarce. We’re going to need to get rid of the car eventually.”

“Why?” Albert asked, looking a bit pale. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to travel there as fast as possible?”

“Not if it means being intercepted on the way there,” I said. “Monty, how well can you mask us?”

“In my current condition, not very well,” Monty said. “The closer you can get us to the Cathedral, the better.”

I glanced up at the rearview mirror and released a long breath I didn’t know I had been holding. I had lost Tana and Verity for the moment, but I knew she would be back. In the meantime, I would take as many side streets as possible, avoiding the large avenues until we were closer to St. John’s.

“If I take the side streets, we should be able to avoid them,” I said. “There should be no way she can track us for now.”

“This is a brief respite,” Monty said. “Take as indirect a route as you can. Rest assured, Verity and Tana will reacquire our signatures.”

“On it,” I said, making a left on at the next corner on 11th Avenue and following that for a few blocks before making a right for another three blocks. “This should make it a little more difficult.”

I continued the pattern until we were two blocks away from St. John’s. I pulled into an underground garage, and left the Hecate with a parking attendant as we all stepped out of the vehicle.

Those last two blocks were the worst, shortest leg of the trip uptown.

I kept expecting Tana to pop out from behind a building, or the Thresher to race down the street, jump on the sidewalk, and run us over as we headed down 112th Street.

St. John’s Cathedral sat at the end of the street, its large staircase almost flowing into the street itself. The façade was imposing and impressive at night. I stared up at the church and immediately noticed the unfinished north tower.

The west facade, which was the front of the cathedral, was dominated by a large rose window: it reminded me of a slightly smaller version of Notre Dame’s rose window.

We climbed the steps in silence, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching us. Three pairs of double doors, each spaced out by a single door between the pairs, stood closed in front of us.

“I’d like to get off the street ASAP,” I said, looking around. “Any ideas how to get inside without destroying…anything?”

I looked up at the impressive rose window again and really hoped we could leave the cathedral with everything intact. A quick scan told me the entire window was made up of smaller sections—thousands of smaller, intricately designed, and probably impossible to replace painted sections.

“Why do you keep looking up?” Albert asked. “The entrances are down here, not up there in the window.”

“I’m just making sure nothing hits that window while we are on the premises,” I said, glancing up one more time. “That doesn’t look like it would be easy to replace.”

“We are going down, beneath the building,” Albert said, dismissing my words. “The window will be fine. Focus on gaining entry.”

I took a good look at the doors in front of me.

“These doors are bronze, and judging from the feel of them, fairly solid, too,” I said, running my hand along the surface of the main doors. “Unless we have another way to get in, we aren’t getting in through these. Not without a bulldozer.”

“You were the one who saw the image,” Albert said. “Does anything here stand out to you?”

“The artwork on the doors is amazing,” I said, and meant it. “I can’t imagine the skill it takes to create one of these.”

“This is not a sightseeing tour,” Albert hissed. “Look carefully. Do you see anything out of the ordinary?”

“I’m looking,” I said, gazing at the doors. “These are bronze works of art, amazing in the detail—but no, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

“Try using your innersight,” Monty suggested. “Perhaps whatever we need to see is veiled.”

I narrowed my eyes and expanded my gaze, focusing on the ambient energy around the entrance. Everything looked the same…except for the pedestal of one column.

“There,” I said, pointing to a series of ten spheres joined to one another in some sort of lattice. Each of the spheres pulsed, following a specific sequence, going through all ten before restarting. “Those spheres are glowing in sequence.”

“In sequence?” Albert asked. “Are you certain?”

“I’m seeing the sequence right now,” I said. “Yes, I’m certain.”

“Ingenious,” Albert said. “It’s the perfect key.”

“It’s a tree,” Monty mused. “It makes sense.”

“That’s unlike any tree I’ve ever seen,” I said, stepping closer to the column. “What kind of tree is that?”

“A kabbalistic tree,” Monty said, handing me his staff. “Can you reach them with this?”

“And do what?” I said, looking warily at it. “What am I going to do with that?”

“Press the orbs in the sequence they pulse,” Monty said. “It should gain us entry.”

I took the staff and felt the undercurrent of energy flowing through it. I approached the column with the tree that looked more like a molecular structure and focused on the sequence. I let it run through all the spheres twice before following it and pressing each sphere in turn.

After I pressed the last sphere in the sequence, I stepped back and waited. I looked across the entrance of the cathedral, but nothing had happened.

“Maybe it’s broken or needs to power up?” I said, handing the staff back to Monty. “Who knows how old that key is? Could be it ran out of energy.”

“That must be the way to gain entry,” Albert said, his voice upset. “I’m so close—we’re so close. Look again.”

I looked around the column and saw a thin line of light: the outline of a small door that had formed between two columns.

“Wait,” I said, placing my hand on the cold stone. “This looks like a… It looks like a door.”

I pressed on the door and pushed.

The stone gave off a soft golden glow—the same glow I had seen in the vision—and it swung easily, opening inward. A flight of stairs led down into a spiral staircase. The stones were set in a clockwise design with some of the stones being larger than the others. I nearly tripped down the stairs several times as we descended.

“Are these things designed to make someone fall and break their neck?” I grumbled on the uneven steps. “Who thought this was a good idea?”

“Actually, you are correct,” Monty said, “though the design was used more in castles to confuse attackers. Those familiar with the stairs would know how to navigate them. A stranger would fall—”

“And break his neck,” I finished. “Clever, but insane.”

“Either that, or meet death at sword point—hence the clockwise turn. It was a clever design,” Monty said. “Can you see the bottom?”

“I can barely see my hand in front of my face,” I said, moving to the side to let my hellhound pass. “Try not to knock me down, hound.”

Peaches chuffed and moved down the stairs easily, as if he had been here all his life. I arrived next to him a few minutes later to stand in the dark on the lowest level.

<It smells good here.>

<Good how? Like good meat, or good energy?>

<Both are good. The smell is coming from over there.>

<Over where? I can’t see anything in this darkness.>

<Stop using your eyes and you will see.>

My hellhound was getting more zen by the moment.

<Can you show me the way?>

<I can lend you my eyes, if you try. Will you try?>

<Lend me your eyes? What does that mean? How are you—?>

My hellhound padded over to my side and gently bit my leg.

<Ow! What was that for?>

<You think too much. I cannot lend you my eyes if you need to know how and why. Just open your eye, and I will help you.>

<I’ll try.>

He shook his massive head and chuffed, then rumbled a deep growl.

<Do or do not. There is no try.>

I opened my innersight and peered into the darkness. For the first few seconds, I saw nothing but darkness. Then, slowly, as if a light were being undimmed, I was able to see my surroundings.

A few more seconds and it was as if someone had turned on all the lights. There was a corridor leading away from the staircase to a door that held the same kabbalistic tree design.

<How are you doing this? How can I see like this?>

Another light nibble on my thigh, which caught me by surprise, made me shut up and focus on the corridor ahead.

<Talk less. Walk more.>

I saw the flow of golden energy travel along the floor as I walked.

“This way,” I said. “I can see a door. That must be the room of the Caretaker.”

“Yes,” Albert said excitedly. “This must be it.”

We arrived at the door and I knocked. It opened slowly, revealing a comfortable living space. It was definitely one of those larger on the inside than is possible on the outside kind of spaces.

It was a cozy and lived-in room, filled with warm light and books. I turned and saw another room connected to this one, by a short corridor with the door to that room slightly ajar. For a second, I thought I had stumbled into the Living Library.

There were books as far as my eyes could see—all kinds of books, arranged on shelves and tables. The room I looked into shifted size, then, changed into another configuration, suddenly giving me a mild headache. A hand rested on my shoulder and gently moved me away from the door.

“You don’t want to look into there for too long,” a deep voice said. “Staring into multidimensional spaces beyond those of three dimensions does tricky things to three-dimensional minds.”

I turned but no one was there, even though I felt the pressure on my shoulder.

“Who’s there?” I asked, letting my hand drift to Grim Whisper. “Show yourself.”

“My apologies—I forgot to materialize. I get so few guests these days,” he said. “Welcome. I am the Caretaker.”


TWENTY-ONE




The Caretaker took me by surprise.

I nearly jumped out of my skin and into cardiac arrest. I had expected someone in a long robe with a gray beard to live among the dusty books in a basement library under one of the oldest cathedrals in the city.

This was entirely the opposite.

The Caretaker was dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans. His feet were bare and he looked to be no older than his mid-thirties. His grey hair was long, but neatly trimmed. He wore a goatee that was more salt than pepper. Everything about him looked average until you got to the eyes.

His eyes were portals into different universes. I saw galaxies form and explode. In his eyes, stars were born and died, supernovas turning into nebulas and reforming as planets and more stars, the cycle repeating itself over billions and billions of years.

I stood there, stunned, for a moment.

“Whoops,” he said as he placed a hand on my forehead. His eyes became a normal brown as he smiled. “I’m guessing you were the one who saw the vision. You have come here seeking truth?”

“Not really for me,” I said, looking behind me. “More for Monty.”

“Monty?”

“I mean…Tristan…him,” I said, having a hard time with words at the moment and pointing to Monty. “Him.”

“Yet, you don’t seek truth for yourself, Marked of Kali?” the Caretaker asked. “Nothing you would like to know the truth about?”

“What could he possibly need to learn?” Albert said. “We are mages—we have the profound questions in need of answers.”

“And yet, he was the one who saw the entrance,” the Caretaker answered with a smile. “How do you explain that?”

“He was intrusive,” Albert said, shooting me a look of disdain. “He attempted to read a text that was beyond him.”

“Were you able to read it?” the Caretaker asked. “Were either of the two mages present able to discern the depth of the text in the book?”

“No, we were not,” Monty said. “As you said, he is the one who saw.”

“Is your real name Caretaker?” I asked. “I just want to know what to call you. Do you have a name?”

The Caretaker looked at me and laughed.

“Caretaker is a title,” he said. “I have not used an actual name in centuries—although, it can be argued that names are just titles of a different kind. Let me see.” He tapped his chin. “You can call me Stuart, or Stu for short. Does that make it easier?”

“Much easier. Thanks, Stu,” I said. “I guess I’d like to know one truth.”

Albert glared at me.

“Ask,” Stu said. “I may have the answer for you, if you don’t possess it already. One second—your hellhound looks hungry.”

He formed an enormous bowl, complete with several pounds of pastrami, and placed it on the floor next to my hellhound, who drooled and looked up at me.

“Go ahead,” I said. “He made it for you.”

“He is a good hound,” Stu said, admiring the vacuuming of meat into my hellhound’s stomach. “Now, your question. You were saying?”

“Is Monty’s magic really broken? Someone told me recently it was impossible to break magic. It’s energy; it can’t be destroyed or created, only transformed. How is Monty’s magic broken, and if it is, can it be fixed? Okay, I guess it was more than one question.”

“That is an excellent question,” Stu said, looking at Monty. “Do you think your magic is broken?”

“I believe my connection to my abilities has been broken,” Monty said after a pause. “I cannot access the energy.”

“Cannot or will not?” Stu answered, holding out a hand. “May I see your staff?”

Monty formed his staff and handed it to Stu.

“I thought you couldn’t access your energy?” Stu asked, admiring the staff. “Wordweaver construction. This is a good staff.”

“I can’t,” Monty said. “It escapes me.”

“How did you form the staff?” Stu said, holding it in one hand and twirling it like a baton. “You were storing it, and now it’s in my hands. How did that happen?”

“He has learned the interrupting palm,” Albert volunteered. “That must have something to do with it.”

“Does it?” Stu said, turning to Albert. “What is the truth you are seeking?”

“I am merely here to serve my family,” Albert said. “I have no need to seek the truth for myself.”

“That is…a lie,” Stu said, pointing at Albert with the staff. “But we will get to that in a moment. Tristan? You never answered my question. You said your connection was broken. Your magic, broken. Yet you can still manipulate energy. How?”

“With the assistance of the staff,” Monty said confidently. “It facilitates my connection as a focus, allowing me to access my energy.”

“Yes,” Albert agreed. “The staff allows the access. He needs the restoring palm.”

“How about you?” Stu asked, turning to me. “What do you think? Does Monty need the staff to access his energy?”

I took a few moments to think.

“No,” I said finally. “I don’t think he needs the staff.”

“What would you know?” Albert sneered. “You are just a thug; you have no real ability. Why Tristan keeps you around is beyond my understanding.”

Monty turned to Albert.

“Simon is not a thug. He is my friend and more—he is my brother,” Monty said with ice in his voice. “Insult him again at your peril.”

“You are not well,” Albert said. “Your reason has escaped you due to the interrupting palm. There is no reason to keep him in your company. He is the catalyst, the reason all this has happened to you. Can’t you see he is cursed? Now that curse is spreading to you!”

I saw the ploy, and still, it threw me. It was the classic divide and conquer. By painting me as the cause of Monty’s not being able to cast, Albert was making me the enemy to create a gap in our bond. He would use that gap to destroy Monty.

I was sure of it now.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Stu said, holding up a hand. “Did you have more to add, Simon?”

“I do,” I said, shooting a glare of barely controlled rage at Albert. “I don’t think Monty needs the staff, but I think he thinks he needs it, and isn’t willing to try to access his magic without it. I think some of it is the unknown, but it seems like it’s mostly fear to me. Fear to try.”

“Tristan?” Stu said, now holding Monty’s staff vertically in one hand. “Do you fear your power?”

“Of course not,” Monty said. “How could I fear my birthright? I am a Montague. The energy has been a part of me my entire life. There is nothing to fear there.”

“What about becoming a dark mage? Do you fear turning to darkness”—Stu glanced at Albert—“like your great-uncle?”

“I am not becoming a dark mage,” Monty said, each word cutting through the room with precision, “despite what others may say or think.”

“Verity seems to think otherwise,” Stu said, looking up. “In fact, they’re camped outside right now as we speak.”

I looked up, confused.

“How?”

“The restoring palm,” Albert said urgently. “Teach him the restoring palm so that he can face them. Do it now, before they break in.”

“Is this the truth you seek, Tristan?” Stu said, holding the staff. “You desire to learn the restoring palm?”

“Yes,” Monty said after a pause. “I believe it can help me.”

“It can’t, but this can.”

Stu turned to gaze at the staff and his eyes began to glow with golden light. A moment later, Monty’s staff was reduced to dust.

“What have you done?” Albert asked in shock. “You have destroyed him.”

“I have freed him,” Stu said, rubbing his hands together. “Now, to the restoring palm. Ready?”

Monty nodded, looking slightly numb as he focused on the dust that used to be his staff.

“Yes, I’m ready.”

“Good. You know the interrupting palm, yes?”

“I do,” Monty said, regaining some of his composure. “Shall I demonstrate it?”

“If you would be so kind,” Stu said, moving back to give Monty some room. “Slowly, please. I need to see the details.”

Monty walked through the form. It was incredible to see him execute the moves as I felt the surge of energy flow through him as he demonstrated the form, and when he was done, he stopped and bowed to Stu.

“Excellent,” Stu said. “Now do it again…in reverse.”

Monty gave him a quizzical look, but Stu waved him on, encouraging him to do it. Monty closed his eyes and stood very still for close to a minute.

Then he began to execute the form in reverse. Energy began to build up around Monty, and Stu smiled as he nodded. When Monty was done, he returned the bow Monty had given him earlier.

“There: the restoring palm,” Stu said. “Well executed, I might add. Do you feel better? Any change? Is your access restored?”

Monty took a deep breath and shook his head slowly.

“I can’t say that I sense any actual change within,” Monty said. “It is as it was before. The energy is just out of reach.”

“What?” Albert nearly yelled. “It cannot be that simple. You must teach him the actual restoring palm. What is this nonsense of doing it in reverse? You, sir, are a charlatan.”

“And you are a deceitful betrayer,” Stu said. “Tell them how Verity found you here, despite my layers of masking. Tell them why they are outside right now, surrounding the cathedral and waiting like a pack of hungry wolves. Tell them what will happen when you exit this place.”

Monty and I turned to Albert.

“Albert, what is he saying?” Monty asked. “How does Verity know our location?”

“Because I led them here!” Albert said, slamming his cane point first into the stone, releasing a blast of black energy that shot straight up and through the ceiling. A beacon. “I’m not here for you, Tristan. I’m here for that.”

He pointed to the room with the endless books.

“You can’t possibly be serious,” I said, looking at Albert. “How are you going to get in there? It will melt your brain.”

“Silence, you insignificant scum,” Albert snapped. “The Caretaker operates by rules beyond your understanding. He will allow me access if I come searching for truth, and I have come searching for truth: the truth of power and how to obtain it.”

Stu stared at Albert as he evaporated his staff in a black cloud. I felt a sudden surge of energy from Albert. He was powerful, but that power was nowhere near what Stu was radiating.

“They never read the fine print,” Stu said, shaking his head. “Passage will be granted for those who hunger for truth. Not power—truth.”

“You never wanted me to learn the restoring palm,” Monty said, piecing it together. “This was your goal the entire time?”

“This library puts Ziller’s Living Library to shame,” Albert said greedily. “Think of it, my boy! The knowledge contained in there is enough to make me greater than any Archmage in history. We can find and harness all of the lost elder runes. Join me, and together we can rule this plane as only Montagues can.”

“Wow, major Sith vibe alert,” I said moving back. “At least he can’t claim to be your—”

“Silence!” Albert spat at me. “You fool!”

Stu stepped back and observed the drama playing out.

“What is the cost?” Monty said, his voice quiet. “What has Verity promised you?”

“My freedom, from that wretched library and from Ziller,” Albert said after a pause. “The cost is the three of you. If you don’t come with me, they will capture and kill you.”

The irony was thick. He had betrayed us to Verity to escape Ziller and the Living Library, only to want access to an even larger mind-destroying library. I couldn’t have made this up if I’d tried.

“What are you saying?” Monty asked. “You promised them…us?”

“You don’t even have a staff now, feeble defense that it was. You are no match for them—or me. I can negotiate with them.” He glanced my way. “Let them have the hellhound and his bondmate. You can escape with me.”

“You want me to betray Simon?”

“What choice do you have?” Albert asked. “Don’t be obstinate, child. Your magic is broken. You have no chance against Verity in this state. Come with me, or this place will become your tomb. Dex would want you to escape with your life.”

“You dare mention Dexter?” Monty said as he grew angrier by the second. “He would have me stand by Simon, not hand him over to Verity in a ploy to gain more power. He would want me to stand by my family—”

“I am your family,” Albert answered darkly. “Simon is not. Think well on your next words, boy. I will not make this offer twice. Escape with your life and come with me.”

“Family are those who stand by you when everything goes wrong, Albert. Blood may make us related, but loyalty is what defines my family,” Monty said. “I will not betray my family—unlike you.”

“Very well,” Albert said. “I shall mourn your death, if only for a moment.”

Albert waved a hand and disappeared in a flash of black-red energy.

“Where did he go?” I asked, looking around. “Did he get into the—?”

“He’s upstairs with Verity,” Stu said matter-of-factly. “They will be down here soon. Perhaps we should get to the heart of the matter?”

“The heart of the matter?” I asked in disbelief. “They’re coming for your library. They will break down the walls and rush down here—”

“And find me and the library gone,” he said, his voice becoming a blending of many voices at once. The energy coming off from him drove me to my knees. Peaches whined and growled next to me. Even Monty dropped to one knee. “I am the Caretaker of Knowledge. Do you think they can access this library if I do not allow it?”

His eyes blazed with golden energy as he spoke.

The energy signature he demonstrated was almost beyond description. It felt as if the power of thousands of galaxies had been compressed into one body, and that body now stood in the basement of St. John’s Cathedral.

For a moment he was lost in his power, and then he looked down at us before shaking his head.

“Really sorry about that,” he said sheepishly. “It’s been so long since I’ve flexed my energy. That actually felt quite refreshing. What I was trying to say is—”

“I think we get it, Stu,” I said, still shaken and getting to my feet unsteadily. “Can you give us some warning before you go all Galactus on us?”

He laughed as he reined in his power.

“Galactus? I’d probably be closer to the Beyonder,” he said, still smiling. “In any case, as I was saying, the heart of the matter—Tristan and his supposed broken magic.”

“His magic is not broken,” I said, protesting. “I felt it when he was doing the palm thingies. The energy was right there.”

“Was it?” Stu asked, then turned to Monty. “Did you feel it?”

Monty nodded slowly.

“It was within my grasp.”

“When you reached for it, what happened?” Stu asked. “What did you feel?”

“I don’t understand,” Monty asked. “It was fleeting. One moment it was there, and then it was gone.”

“When the power felt close, what was your first thought?” Stu asked gently. “What came to mind?”

“I would finally be whole,” Monty said, looking off into the distance. “I would have my power back.”

“It never left you, not really,” Stu said. “Ever since learning that elder rune, you’ve told yourself a story. Do you know the story?”

“I know it,” I said, looking at Monty, “but this is something he has to go through.”

Stu turned to me and nodded before looking at Monty.

“Do you know the story, Tristan?”

“I do,” Monty said reluctantly. “I’ve been afraid of becoming a dark mage. It happens to be the topic of discussion of all the people around me.”

“Are you going dark?” Stu asked. “Do you know how darkness is created?”

“In contrast to the light.”

“Which means you can’t have darkness without light to frame it and give it context, correct?” Stu said, raising a finger. “Then what is the next logical step?”

“If I am a light mage, I currently possess darkness within,” Monty said as his eyes widened. “Dark and light are just words.”

“Words which are used to divide and control,” Stu said. “You control your nature. The magic doesn’t make or control the mage—”

“The mage controls the magic,” Monty said in a sudden realization. “My uncle said the same thing to me. I didn’t grasp the depth of his words when he said it.”

“You’re still young; it will take some time,” Stu said as he walked us to the door. “Wise man, that Dexter. I’d listen to him more often if I were you.”

I turned in surprise.

“You know Dexter?”

“I know everyone,” Stu said, gesturing to himself. “Caretaker of Knowledge?”

“Are you even human?”

“I was, once, but that’s a story for another time,” he said. “You have an angry mob of mages to deal with. Try not to let them destroy the cathedral—it’s a wonderful work of art.”

“Are we ever going to see you again?”

“When you learn how to listen and see, you will realize I’m never too far away,” he said, gently nudging us out. “Now, I have to relocate for a while. Perhaps I’ll pay Ziller a visit; it has been ages since I’ve seen that boy.”

“Boy?” I said. “Ziller is ancient.”

“By your standards,” Stu said. “Not mine. I have to make sure he’s applying the lessons I taught him. I hear good things about this Living Library of his.”

I shook my head in mild shock as we stood in the corridor outside the door.

“Before you go, I do have one truth for each of you,” Stu said. “Tristan: the elder runes are power you must harness.”

“They are lost.”

“Not lost—hidden. Find them and harness them, before it’s too late.”

Monty nodded.

“I shall.”

“Simon, would you like to hear your truth?”

“Do I want to?”

“I think you do,” Stu said with a smile. “It will prove informative to your life and the lives of those around you.”

“Fine then, hit me with it.”

“You…are not a mage.”

“Really?” I said, staring at him. “That’s your one truth for me?”

“Powerful and profound, isn’t it?”

“Not really,” I said with a growl. “I’ve been hearing that from the moment I stepped into this world of magic.”

“You’ve been hearing it, but you haven’t been listening,” Stu said, lowering his voice. “If you’re not a mage, what are you?”

He closed the door and the kabbalistic tree disappeared in a flash of golden light. I pushed the door open again and looked into an empty storeroom.

“He’s gone,” I said looking around the room. “I mean, completely gone.”

“I’m aware,” Monty said. “We have other pressing matters. Verity?”

“And Albert,” I said. “The next time I see him—”

“Verity first,” Monty said. “We are going to dissuade them from pursuing us.”

“How do we intend on doing that?” I asked. “Are you carrying a runic nuke?”

“No—something even stronger.”

“Two runic nukes?”

“The power of a dark mage.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Indeed,” he said with a smile. “Let’s go have a conversation.”


TWENTY-TWO




We headed down another corridor which led to a normal flight of stairs, going up. As we climbed the stairs I could feel Monty spooling energy into his body.

“You have access again,” I said as he kept spooling power. “Major access from what it seems.”

He nodded.

“Is it better to be feared or loved?” Monty said as we reached to top of the stairs and headed to the bronze doors. “What do you think?”

We stood before the doors as he gathered even more energy and his thoughts.

“Are you sure Machiavelli is the right choice for this moment?” I asked warily. “I think Mack felt it was good to be both, if possible, but if you had to choose one, then it’s better—”

“To be feared,” Monty finished. “Tonight, Verity will learn to fear us. Draw your blade and cut me.”

“What? Are you insane—?”

“Draw your blade and cut me, unless you want to die out there,” he said, extending an arm and pulling his sleeve up to reveal his forearm. “I sense a chronomancer with them. If they manage to stop time even in a small pocket around us, what happens?”

“Shit,” I said, forming Ebonsoul. “It’s game over.”

“Precisely,” Monty said, wincing as I sliced his arm. He gestured and golden runes fell on the cut sealing it immediately. “I said cut me, not remove my arm.”

“That’s superficial at best. Stop being such a baby,” I shot back. “How will I know the chronomancer?”

“He will have an area of warped time around him.”

“Oh, that will make it much easier,” I said, frustrated. “Thanks, I’m sure he’ll stand right out.”

“Were you expecting a neon arrow pointing at him?” Monty replied, rolling down his sleeve. “He will be standing very close to Tana. He is her best defense against us getting too close.”

“That makes more sense.”

“That is your target. Your creature can warp time—use him.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked as the power Ebonsoul siphoned from him surged through me, nearly making me stumble. “Whoa, are you okay?”

“I’m whole,” he said, his voice grim. “What am I going to do? I’m going to remind Verity that angering a Montague is a fatal course of action.”

Monty waved a hand and the bronze doors slammed open.

I looked out into the street and was impressed. I counted at least forty mages, easily. Half of them were wielding a variety of weapons, whereas the other half had formed orbs and were ready to unleash them on us.

They faced the front of the cathedral in a semicircle stretching out to either side of the front of St. John’s.

Behind them, like a true leader, stood Tana. Next to her, stood a thin, frightened man. Monty was right—the air around him shimmered as if heat were rising from the ground in the desert.

“I can see the chronomancer,” I said, staring at the thin man. “He doesn’t look that dangerous.”

“That would be your last thought as they slit our throats because we underestimated his ability,” Monty warned, staring out into the group. “Do not underestimate him. I will try to create some space between them—he must be your first target, or this fight will be over before it’s begun. Inform your creature.”

“Understood,” I said under my breath. “Give me a sec.”

I crouched down next to my hellhound.

<Hey, boy. You see that thin man next to the dangerous, bad-smelling woman?>

<You can smell her, too?>

<No, but I assumed she was bad-smelling. Anyway, you see the skinny man with the strange air around him?>

<Yes. The air around him wants to go in between. Can I bite him?>

<Yes, I want you to bite him and make sure he can’t attack us. Can you do that?>

<Can I take him in between?>

<Do you remember the hot place? The gate your sire protects?>

<Yes. It would be dangerous for me to go there.>

<I don’t want you to stay. Take the skinny man, leave him there, and come right back.>

<It will still be dangerous, but I can do it. I am the Mighty Peaches.>

<That you are. Don’t have words with your dad—just make a delivery and come right back, got it?>

<I do. I will get extra meat when I come back?>

<Promise. Just make sure you come back.>

<For extra meat, I will make sure.>

<For extra meat? Really? Not because you’re my bondmate, and go where I go?>

<You know this. We are bondmates. I do not have to say what is truth. Are you uncertain of our bond?>

<Of course not.> I rubbed his massive head. <Just wanted to hear you say it, that’s all.>

He chuffed and let out a low rumble, nudging my chest with his head, and nearly knocking me on my rear.

<We are bondmates and I will always go where you go.>

<Thanks, boy.>

<But for extra meat, I will go even faster.>

I shook my head and let it go as I got to my feet.

“Hellhound prepped. That chronomancer won’t know what hit him,” I said, gazing out over the crowd of agents. “They look scared. Must be that Montague fear aura.”

“Or the glowing eyes of your hellhound,” Monty said, glancing down at Peaches, who had begun his baleful glare. “Or, it could be the aura of death that currently surrounds you.”

“What aura of death?” I said, looking down at my body, which was currently covered in black energy. “This is not my aura of death. You did this.”

He smiled and stepped forward.

“Let’s offer her terms,” Monty said. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

I followed him down one flight of stairs to a landing, before another flight of stairs led to the sidewalk.

“Well, she did offer us a choice. It’s the least we can do, I think.”

He nodded as he took a few more steps forward.

“Agreed,” Monty said and then raised his voice. “I want to offer you an opportunity tonight—a choice, as your leader so graciously extended to us earlier this evening. Unlike her, I will not offer you a quick death, but will instead offer you safe passage for the next thirty seconds.”

He paused and formed a constellation of violet orbs around him. They whirled slowly around his body and arced with black energy as they crossed each other.Each one of those orbs screamed death.

He lifted his gaze to focus on Tana and continued.

“If you value your life, leave now. If you choose to stay beyond that grace period, I want you to understand: I will not be merciful. Your death will be agonizing and prolonged. You will beg many times over to be put out of your misery, but I will not oblige you. I will leave you dying on the ground until you breathe your last. That is your choice tonight. Choose wisely.”

Some of the Verity agents looked like they were ready to bolt, whereas others doubled down on their resolve. In the end, all of the Verity agents remained where they stood.

I almost felt sorry for them until I remembered what they were prepared to do. Threatening me was one thing—threatening those who were close to me, my family, was a line you only crossed once.

Tana stepped forward and proceeded to give Monty a slow golf clap.

“That was truly an epic speech,” Tana mocked. “I especially enjoyed the special effects of the death orbs. That was a nice touch. You can stop the charade now and surrender. We all know you aren’t a cold-blooded killer. I mean, yes, you may be going dark—”

“I’m not going dark, Tana,” Monty said with a cruel smile. “I’m already there.”

Monty unleashed the orbs. He glanced back at me and gave me the look that now was a good time to stop the chronomancer. I patted Peaches on the head.

Peaches blinked out a moment later.

<Now, boy! Get the skinny man!>

The chronomancer was mid-cast when Peaches blinked in, landing on his chest, and crushing his lungs. The chronomancer’s scream was cut short as Peaches clamped his massive jaws around an arm, blinking out a second later.

That was when I saw fear on Tana’s face.

With her protection gone, she unsheathed a blade and closed on me. She probably thought I was the easier target—and if I was being honest, she was right. Darth Monty was eradicating Verity agents left and right.

I’d choose me to fight, too.

I began stepping back into the cathedral while keeping an eye on Monty.

His face was a mask of death, but I could sense he didn’t enjoy what he was doing—I’d be really concerned if he did. His entire focus was on removing the threat they posed.

He had thrown up several shields to prevent long-range attacks, and all around him, on the ground, I saw teleportation traps. Verity agents would step into them and find themselves teleported away at speed. They would end up slamming into walls and losing consciousness a second later.

Monty was determined to strike fear into their hearts.

The orbs he released slammed into the agents, melting their way through armor, and into their bodies as if the orbs were made of some super-acid. The screams and yells started seconds after the first agents were hit.

I gave them credit; they stood their ground and attacked. They just didn’t know that the ground they stood on would be their burial ground. They weren’t brave, they were operating on fear. Currently, they feared Tana and Verity more than Monty.

That was slowly beginning to change.

I saw some of them cut and run, only to be chased by the death orbs and brought down. Some of them managed to escape. Monty would let the orb chase them for a few feet only to redirect it to another agent bent on getting too close to him.

I had to take my attention off of him as Tana stepped into the cathedral with me.

“What happened to destruction from a distance?” I said, backing up slowly as I peered over her shoulder. “Looks like your faithful troops are making a run for it. You should quit while you’re behind.”

She didn’t even bother to look behind her.

“Expendables,” she said, closing the distance. “My main force is on the way after they deal with the Night Warden. It’s a shame there won’t be much left of you when they get here.”

“What is it they call you again?” I asked as we circled each other. “The Bloody Nose? The Bloody Mess? Can you refresh my memory? I keep forgetting your silly nicknames.”

“The Bloody Dagger,” she said, clearly upset. “I hear the Marked of Kali is just code for designated victim.”

“Oh, ouch,” I said. “Was that supposed to hurt?”

“Shut up,” she said, then lunged with a thrust that cut across in an effort to get me to see my intestines spill out from my body. I formed Ebonsoul and parried the horizontal slash, following it up with a kick to her midsection. She sidestepped the kick and skipped back out of range. “Not bad for an amateur.”

She formed an orange orb and tossed it into the air. It released a beam that slammed into my side while she closed the distance and slashed downward at my leg.

I caught her arm before she buried her blade in my thigh and rotated her body around so the next bolt hit her in the back. She barely reacted, though, shrugging off the blast.

She smiled at me and I realized I was in trouble.

To anyone looking at us from the outside, we were dancing a lethal tango as we turned, dodged and tried our best to stab each other. With a flick of her wrist, her orb split into three separate orbs, which circled us while each firing their own beams of agony.

The strikes weren’t overly painful, but I was noticing that my movements were getting sluggish. My reaction times were just slightly off, and she scored a slash across my arm as I stepped back, nearly stumbling in the process.

My curse flushed hot to close the wound and her eyes opened in surprise.

“How did you do that?”

“I’ve always been a quick healer,” I said, deflecting or dodging the beams. “Nice touch with the numbing beams. It won’t help you, though.”

“I told you,” she said, closing on me again. “I would use whatever I needed to kill you. All’s fair in love and war, and I’m going to love watching you die with my blade in your chest.”

“I don’t think that’s what the saying meant,” I said, parrying a beam and rolling away from another—only to have yet another beam smack me in the shoulder, numbing my arm.

Not good.

I switched hands to keep her away from approaching, as my arm hung limp at my side.

She laughed.

“How are you going to fight if you can’t even hold your blade properly?”

She lunged and pivoted at the last moment, slashing upward. I barely managed to intercept the slash and deflect it away from my neck. She shoved me back and unleashed a kick which connected with my midsection, launching me further into the nave of the cathedral.

I slid for several feet before coming to a stop at one of the pews. I moved behind it to put an obstacle between us.

“You’re going to die slow, Strong,” she said, closing on me as I got unsteadily to my feet. “Then I’m going to watch as my main force cuts down your friend, Tristan Montague, the dark mage.”

“I’m not dead yet,” I said. “What did you do with Albert?”

“That fool. We promised him freedom and power,” she said. “Typical dark mage mentality: he turned against his own family for a chance at power. We’ll hunt him down and kill him later. That will be fun.”

“For someone who professes to be against dark mages,” I said, flexing the fingers of my numb arm with difficulty, “you sure do act like one.”

“I am not a dark mage!” she roared, and kicked the pew I was standing behind loose, sending it crashing into my thighs and pinning me in place. “I remove the filth from the world. Filth like you and the Montagues.”

She lifted her blade to stab me in the face when the roar of an engine could be heard outside. She fixed me with a glare and smiled her victory.

“That’s my Thresher leading the main forces back with the Night Warden’s body,” she said smugly. “I told you he would fall. He was only one man against the might of Verity and justice.”

“Your main forces are looking a little thin,” I said, peering over her shoulder. “Where’s the rest of them?”

She whirled to face the door as Grey stepped out of the Thresher.

“I’m looking for the owner of this vehicle,” Grey called out. “Anyone seen one deluded Verity agent?”

“Impossible,” Tana whispered and turned to face me. “He may still be alive, but I will make sure you die tonight.”

She plunged her blade into my abdomen as I raised my hand, aiming it at her chest. The pain was excruciating, causing my vision to blur.

“The blade is poisoned, Strong,” she said with another laugh, “Even if you survive the wound, you are dead.”

“You first,” I muttered.

“What are you going to do, insult me to death?”

“Not exactly,” I said, spitting up some blood. “Ignis vitae.”

“What did you—?” she started, but never finished.

The beam of violet, black, and gold energy punched a hole through her chest. She looked at me with an expression of shock before looking down at the hole in her chest.

I made sure she looked in my eyes as she approached the end.

She raised a hand to the wound, looked up at me again, and collapsed lifeless into the pew. I managed to shove the pew back, pulling the blade from my abdomen as I took a few steps forward. The floor suddenly tilted to one side and rose up gently to tap me in the face, once, then twice.

I ended up on my back as my vision tunneled in. One of my last thoughts before the darkness overcame me was that we had managed to keep the rose window intact. Definitely a win for us. I heard Monty’s voice in the distance as I focused on the stained glass of the window.

It was the last thing I saw before the world became black.


TWENTY-THREE




TWO WEEKS LATER

THE BLACK FOREST

ANCESTRAL HOME OF THE MONTAGUES

“You sure about this, Crumpets?” Grey said looking at me. “He’s hunkered down pretty securely in there.”

We were standing somewhere in the middle of the Black Forest.

I looked around slowly, taking in my surroundings.

It was strangely quiet, deserted, and felt empty of the life that would normally inhabit the forest. The only indication that someone inhabited this part of the forest was the stone structure sitting two hundred meters away. This land was special in my ancestry; many Montagues had lived and died in this forest. It did not surprise me that he would seek refuge in this land.

“That’s what I want him to think,” I said. “I want him to believe he is secure. That nothing and no one can reach him. Until I do.”

“He’s your family.”

“He stopped being my family the day he betrayed me and Simon…for power.”

“I’m just saying, taking out family can take a toll—”

“I have paid the toll, and Simon nearly paid for it with his life,” I said. “The runic poison on Tana’s blade was potent. If it wasn’t for the fact that Simon had already been poisoned prior to her attack, it would have crippled or killed him. We have more than paid the toll.”

Grey raised his hands in surrender and shook his head before clearing his throat.

“Yes?”

“I hate to ask, but does your uncle…does Dex know what you’re about to do?”

I gestured and materialized my weapon for this task.

The two-foot handle of the weapon was covered in glowing green runes, which matched the symbols along the oversized blade. The mace side, forming the back of the deadly bladed end, was a large semi-circle of black steel, covered in lethal spikes.

It radiated death.

The power exuding from it was pressing into my mind, requiring a constant vigilance to prevent succumbing to the sweet madness it offered.

Grey stared down at the weapon and raised an eyebrow.

“Nemain,” he said, and that was enough.

“Have I answered every question to your satisfaction?”

“More than,” Grey said, keeping his distance, wisely, from the weapon. “I will serve as witness to the act. Call me when you’re ready. I will wait here.”

I nodded, hefting the weapon in my hand before approaching the stone home.

Oblivion circles appeared before me.

I stepped through them as the devastating energy they unleashed exploded around me, destroying the land, slicing trees to shreds and obliterating boulders in my wake.

I continued forward, as inexorable as death.

More defenses materialized. Orbs of destruction raced at me, designed to eliminate me where I stood—they failed to reach their intended target, falling to the side and detonating harmlessly around me.

I reached the door and knocked.

The runed door flared orange, unleashing a blast that should have reduced me to particles. It cut a deep trench in the ground behind me, but I stood at the door, unscathed.

I stepped back and waited for the sole occupant to exit the home. He knew he had no alternative.

The door opened a few seconds later, and Albert stepped out.

“You’ve come,” he said, resigned to his fate. “I knew you would.”

“You knew I would,” I said. “You broke the code of blood. You broke the Montague code of mages.”

“I always thought that code was made up,” he said. “Something to keep the younger mages in the family in line.”

“It is real.”

“So I see,” he said, running a hand through his thinning gray hair. “Would you take a message to Dexter for me? Would you tell him I am truly sorry, Tristan? I never meant for it to end this way.”

“Not Tristan,” I said, my voice as cold as the deepest winter. “Not today.”

“I understand…Harbinger,” he said, standing next to the trench created by the blast from the door. He stood up a little straighter and adjusted his jacket. “Do your duty, then. I face the consequences of my life without turning away. I face it boldly as a Montague.”

“I do my duty,” I said, my voice not my own. “Today you have been measured and have been found wanting. Today, you face your death boldly as a Montague.”

Albert closed his eyes as I swung the Harbinger’s axe.

His head fell into the trench first, followed by his body a moment later. Grey walked up next to me a few seconds later and gestured. The trench filled in, and covered Albert’s body. The forest became silent as a Mage Montague died.

“On this day I bear witness to this act,” Grey said after a pause. “The blood code of the Mage Montagues has been upheld and maintained. As it is above—”

“So it is below,” I finished, looking at Albert’s final resting place. I let go of Nemain and it vanished before it hit the ground. My energy left me and I sagged to the ground, forcing Grey to catch me before I collapsed.

“I got you,” he said. “Let’s get you back to The Abyss. Get some soup and tea in you.”

“Haven first,” I managed, suddenly extremely thirsty. “I need to tell Simon.”

“If we go to Haven like this, Roxanne will put you in a bed and put you under observation, along with Strong,” Grey said with a smile. “You’ll be lucky to get out in a week or two.”

“You’re right,” I admitted. “Abyss first, then Haven.”

“Good plan,” he said. “Besides, I’m going to need copious amounts of Death Wish to deal with the migraine I’m going to get after all this casting. Ready?”

I looked down at my great-uncle’s final resting place and nodded.

“I’m ready. Let’s go.”

Grey gestured, and a large black circle of energy formed under us. The forest disappeared a moment later.

THE END
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Let’s all jump into the Dark Goat, fight for some space from the resident sprawlmaster, strap in, and hang on tight. There’s still miles and miles of road ahead of us before we reach our destination!
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Thank you again for jumping into this story with me!
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