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I know, too, that death is the only god who comes when you call.-Roger Zelazny

 





ONE

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What makes you say that?”

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

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

“How’d you find me?”

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

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

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

I cursed under my breath.

“Ramirez?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




TWO

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




THREE

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




FOUR

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How did you—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




FIVE

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




SIX

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I got on all fours and caught my breath. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




SEVEN

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is she talking about, Monty?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea.”

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

“Hello, wife. Did you miss me?”

It was Shiva.

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

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

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

The world tilted under my feet at his words.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kali smiled at him.

“You stupid, bit—” he started.

“Goodbye, Simon,” Kali whispered.

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




EIGHT

 


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

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

It was Monty.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Monty poked his head into the ambulance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE END
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ONE

 


What’s more exciting than chasing a rabid werewolf in the middle of the night? Chasing that rabid werewolf in Downtown Manhattan in the middle of the night. The Village, as a neighborhood, was a warren of intersecting streets and dead ends. We had already been at it for thirty minutes and we were closing in.

“This is what the English did,” I said as we ran down Sixth Avenue. “Who lays out a city like this? A grid, Monty, would it have killed them to use a grid?”

“The Dutch were here first,” he said. “The English didn’t arrive until 1664. That’s how you get the name New York.”

We chased it down Minetta Lane off Sixth Avenue. The wet-dog smell punched me in the face as soon as I turned the corner.

“There’s something wrong with that smell,” I said. “God, he reeks!”

“I didn’t realize you were a werewolf scent expert,” Monty said as he caught up, his long legs making it easy. 

“I’m not, but this guy smells like he hasn’t bathed in a year. And did you see his eyes?” 

“I did,” Monty said. “He seems to be suffering from some kind of reaction.”

“Reaction? He tore that poor woman in half. That’s not a reaction. That’s a full-blown infection.”

“It does seem like he’s unstable,” Monty said as he looked up and down the street.

“Just a bit, yeah.”

We followed the scent to the end of Minetta and on to Macdougal Street, when a large, furry blur shot past us.

 “Shoot it, Simon! Shoot!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I said as I fired several times.

“Shoot it harder!”

We jumped behind a parked SUV. The license plate read RUFFRDR. The truck was one of those huge things that wasn’t quite a tank but could never pass for an ordinary car, either. I figured there was enough vehicle to protect us from the Were’s razor-sharp claws. That theory evaporated, though. We jumped to the side as it sliced through the metal and plastic with ease, rendering our cover useless. The SUV fell apart like blocks of LEGO and I couldn’t help thinking that RUFFRDR was going to wake up in the morning and have a very bad day. 

“Really, that’s what you’re going with, Monty? ‘Shoot it harder’?”

“Strong,” rasped the creature on the other side of what used to be a perfectly functioning mode of transportation. “I’m going to rip out your intestines and eat them while you watch.”

“Wow,” Monty said. “He’s pissed. What did you do to him?”

“Now would be a good time for magic,” I said. “You know, a fireball or two? Or some Were-melting spell?”

“Can’t—he’s wearing a null proximity rune,” Monty said. “But I don’t understand why the silver ammo isn’t affecting him. You did switch out for silver ammo, right?”

“Silver…ammo? Of course I packed the silver—shit.”

I forgot to switch the ammo.

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Monty said, exasperated. “We’re out here fighting a werewolf, Simon.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s a little hard to miss.”

“I’m going to die,” he said as his voice hiked up an octave. “Out here on the filthy street, alongside you. Wonderful.”

“No, I just misplaced it,” I said with feigned indignation. “Hey, I had to pack all the bags while you did your meditation thing to charge the magic you’re currently not using.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and glared.

“Are you saying this is somehow my fault?”

“I’m just saying a little magic would make this go smoother, especially since I forgot to pack the silver ammo.”

The werewolf shoved the debris of the SUV to one side. Saliva dripped from the corners of his mouth as he snarled loudly enough to rattle some of the windows. I jerked my head to one side to let Monty know that tall, dark, and fangy was about to shred us. 

“Monty? Werewolf!!” I said, pointing at the large, angry creature closing on us.

 Monty turned, opened his hands, and formed two large spheres of air in his palms. They were the size of basketballs and whirled with tremendous force, kicking up the detritus around us.

He let them go and they slammed into the werewolf, smashing it into the building across the street with enough force to dislodge a wheelbarrow full of bricks. The Were bounced off the wall and fell to the street face-first, unconscious. I holstered my gun, Grim Whisper, and ran over. The Grim Whisper was a custom designed and runed M&P Shield 9mm adapted to hold ten rounds plus one in the chamber. It had enough power to stop most supernatural threats, especially with modified ammo. For everything else, I had Monty.

I put a pair of silver restraints, individual bracers designed to prevent transformation, around his front legs, and he slowly morphed back to human. Now we stood over a naked man in the middle of the street.

“Did you bring the extra set of clothes?” Monty asked as he looked around and brushed the dust off his suit. He kept his shoulder-length hair loose and moved a few strands out of his face. His eyes gave off a subtle yellow glow, which happened every time he used magic.

I reached into my pack and pulled out a pair of jeans and a large T-shirt. It was one of my old ‘I love New York’ shirts, where the ‘love’ is replaced with a large red heart.

“I hope you know this shirt is a collector’s item,” I said as I dressed the Were. “You can’t get them anymore.”

“Unless you take a stroll around Times Square,” Monty said and shook out his hands. “Hurry up, Simon.”

“I thought you couldn’t use magic on it?” 

“I couldn’t, I used magic around it.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed the one number I knew would be working at this hour of the night.

“NYTF, Lieutenant Ramirez speaking,” answered the voice.

Angel Ramirez had been with the NYTF for the last five years. He was rough around the edges, tough as hell, and a loyal— if not slightly crazy—friend. The only person I trusted more was Monty.

The New York Task Force, or NYTF, was a quasi-military police force created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. They’re paid to deal with the things that can’t be explained to the general public without causing mass hysteria.

“I want my dinner at Peter Luger’s this weekend,” I said. “On you.”

“Simon, el fuerte, you got him?” Ramirez asked. “No way!”

“Of course I got him,” I said as Monty scowled and raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, Monty got him, but I tracked him.”

“Then maybe Monty should get Luger’s, not you. I’m sending a bus over. Where are you?”

“Macdougal and Minetta.”

“Is he silvered?” Ramirez asked. “Or are we walking into a shitstorm?”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation if he weren’t.” 

“Hang tight, they’ll be there in ten.”

I ended the call only to have my phone ring again. Santana’s “Black Magic Woman” played and I seriously considered not picking up.

“Answer it,” Monty said. “You know she’ll just show up if you don’t.”

Bracing myself, I answered the call. 

“Chi, what a surprise.” 

“You know I hate that name,” she said. “Where are you?” 

Actually, I did know. That’s exactly why I always used it.

 “I’m kind of in the middle—”

“Save it. Your office, twenty minutes,” she said and hung up.

I looked at the phone for a few seconds before dropping it in my pocket.

“I think she’s fond of you,” Monty said with a smile. “Certainly sounds like it.”

I gave him my best ‘I’ll stomp you silly’ glare.

“What’s wrong with your face?” he asked. “Are you injured, or constipated?”

“Hilarious.” I waved him away. “You going to be okay here with Scooby?”

“Who?”

“The Were,” I said, pointing. “The guy we just caught?”

“You’re the one going to meet a vampire and you’re asking me if I’m going to be okay?”

He had a point.



Thank You!

If you enjoyed this book, would you please help me by leaving a review? It only needs to be a sentence or two and it would really help me out a lot!
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