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      Hope springs eternal—even in the darkest moments.

      When the Montague & Strong Detective Agency gets a visit from the Arctic Society of Sorcery to help them find a missing person, they realize the person they’ve been tasked with locating is the legendary Mr. K.-a mage known for his famous Ritual of Esper which occurs only once every fifty years.

      The Arctic Society of Sorcery suspects the Greater Krampus, Wrakjan, is behind the abduction, in an effort to sabotage the ritual and unleash a wave of despair and triggering the Gloom.

      With only a week to complete the ritual, Monty & Strong have little time to find Mr. K and no clue where to start the search. Fortunately, Cece, a Jotnar Ice Mage and Monty’s young apprentice, may have the key to the location of Mr. K.

      Together they must locate and rescue Mr. K before time runs out, and stop Wrakjan from corrupting the ritual, and plunging the world into darkness.

      Failure is not an option.
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      “I don’t get it,” I said, closing my laptop in disgust and shaking my head. “What is wrong with people today?”

      “Is that a rhetorical question or specific to you?”

      “I didn’t say ‘what’s wrong with me’. I said what’s wrong with peo—”

      “I have a book.” Monty made a show of looking around the office. “It’s labeled: What’s wrong with Simon. I’m sure it’s lying around here somewhere. Help me find it.”

      “Oh, ho, ho,” I said. “I still don’t understand why the International Delegation Investigating Obvious Tea Abuse hasn’t looked you up yet.”

      “Because no such delegation exists,” Monty answered, working on his computer. “Stop this gibberish.”

      I nodded. “Does too, based in Spain.”

      “Clever, but amateurish,” Monty said. “I’m sure you can do better. Please try.”

      “Anyway, as I was saying, we go from giving thanks on Thanksgiving Thursday, to trampling each other on Black Friday.”

      “Maybe it’s the excess food on Thursday?” Monty answered without looking up. “All that energy has to be utilized somehow.”

      “Don’t even get me started on Cyber Monday,” I said. “It’s like we’re losing all of our traditions.”

      “I thought running the gauntlet of rabid shoppers was the tradition?”

      “Did you ever celebrate holidays at the Golden Circle? Or was it ‘cast that rune sequence again, Padawan’?”

      “Our sect was quite diverse. We celebrated many holidays from a variety of cultures.”

      “I’m surprised. I thought it was battlemagic all day, every day.”

      “It was rigorous, but I do have fond memories of my childhood,” Monty said, glancing up. “We would learn special casts for the holidays.”

      “When I was a kid, around this time—”

      “You were a child?” Monty said, looking back down at his computer. “Your poor parents. I do hope they were adequately compensated for having to raise you. Did they get hazard pay?”

      “The humor,” I said, “beyond droll.”

      “Thank you. Please take notes on how it’s done.”

      “As I was saying, growing up around this time was special. We’d do It’s A Wonderful Life, followed by waiting to see Ralphie put someone’s eye out with his Red Ryder BB gun.”

      “Sounds like a violent childhood,” Monty said. “You say you were waiting to put someone’s eye out?”

      “Later on, as an adult,” I continued, ignoring him, “my holiday wasn’t complete until I saw Hans Gruber take his fall. Yippee ki yay, mother—”

      The doorbell rang.

      “You expecting anyone?” I asked. “I mean anyone non-violent.”

      “Considering our friends and, more importantly, our enemies—never.”

      “Our enemies aren’t the ‘ring your doorbell’ type,” I said, getting up. “They’re more the ‘blast a hole in the side of your building’ type.”

      “True,” Monty said, following me to the door. “Most likely a client?”

      “I thought you sent out a notice that we were closed for the holidays?”

      “I did,” Monty replied. “I was looking forward to some days of quiet.”

      “Someone didn’t get the memo,” I said, reaching the door. “Maybe it’s Santa delivering your presents?”

      I looked off to the side to see Peaches, the master sprawler, on the reception area sofa in a deep sprawl accompanied by chainsaw snoring. Whoever was at the door couldn’t have been much of a threat if he was still passed out. He may have been a bottomless meat-annihilating hellhound, but he always sensed danger.

      <Hey, boy. Wake up. We have guests.>

      He opened an eye and semi-perked his ears.

      <Do these guests have meat?>

      <I don’t know. Sit up. What kind of impression do you want to give?>

      <A hungry one. I hope they have meat, if you are depriving me of my much needed sleep.>

      <You’ve been out for hours.>

      <I’m a growing hellhound. My sleep time is important.>

      <Right. Get it together.>

      “My holiday this year will resemble a Jolabokaflod,” Monty said, pulling on a sleeve of his Zegna jacket. “I have a few of Ziller’s books on advanced casting, to catch up on.”

      “Riveting, sounds like a real page burner.”

      “You mean ‘turner’?”

      “What do you think?” I said, giving him a look.

      I opened the door.
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      For a split second my eyes had trouble sending the image to my brain. My brain, once receiving the signal, was having difficulty processing the image, until the man-continent turned sideways to enter. He made Yama look tiny in comparison.

      “Orn, please stop scowling,” said a female voice behind the barricade of muscle that was walking into our apartment. “Stop being rude.”

      Orn seemed to be on the smallish side for a giant, stooping slightly to pass the threshold. I heard the female voice behind him, but had to actually take a step to the side to look around Orn. I kept my distance to avoid being dragged into orbit due to his gravitational pull.

      The energy signature Orn gave off, along with the faint blue skin and slightly pointed ears, was different from anything I had encountered. I glanced over at Monty, who was giving me the ‘try not to get yourself squashed’ look.

      “Is he—?” I said under my breath to Monty who stood nearby. “I mean what is he?”

      “Fae,” Monty answered as if it was obvious. “Orn serves in the Arctic Society of Sorcery.”

      “The Arctic Society of Sorcery…you mean—?”

      “Don’t,” Monty said, glancing at Orn who was eyeballing me in anticipation with a slight smile. “The Society doesn’t appreciate jokes at their expense.”

      “What the hell kind of acronym is that, then?” I asked, keeping an eye on Orn in case of any sudden moves. “They need a better PR department.”

      A young woman stepped in from behind Orn. She wore a brown cloak with a deep hood over what appeared to be light gray combat leathers, and an arsenal of blades. I counted no less than six, that I could see. I was positive there were some that were hidden.

      She pushed the hood back, revealing slightly bluish skin, piercing dark eyes, and shoulder length, subtly glowing, white hair. It was really the ears that grabbed my attention.

      “Hello, I am Faith,” she said, her melodious voice filled the reception area. “Please forgive Orn, he isn’t exactly friendly to strangers.”

      Despite the leathers and bodyguard of destruction standing next to her, she seemed nice. My intuition was to like her. She gave off a good vibe that cancelled out the menace emanating from her partner, Mount Doom standing next to her.

      “So, the fae are related to Legolas and the Keebler—?” I started, before Monty nudged me with an elbow, stopping me mid-sentence. “Ow, just asking.”

      “The fae are not elves,” Monty said with a cough, clearing his throat. “Please excuse Simon. His brain malfunctions when overstimulated.”

      Faith smiled and then grew serious, looking at Orn.

      “Orn, please,” she said, pointing at Monty. “The message?”

      Orn looked past me and held out what looked like a postage stamp to Monty. It took me a few seconds before I realized it was an envelope.

      “This one is all you it seems,” I said, taking a step back. “Personal delivery from the North Pole?”

      “You don’t know how accurate you are,” Monty said, taking the envelope. “Considerable effort has been taken to seal this.”

      The large brown manila envelope was covered in golden and silver runes. Every few seconds, they shifted across the envelope, changing shape and form. Monty ran a finger along the surface of the envelope and closed his eyes. He started touching the runes in sequence.

      “Are you sure you should be doing that?” I asked, watching him move the runes around. “That looks dangerous.”

      “And it would be, if anyone else tried to open this,” Monty said. “Niklaus made this lock extra complicated. It must be serious.”

      “Did you say Niklaus?” I asked as he kept playing with the envelope. “Which Niklaus are we referring to?”

      “Is there more than one who lives at the North Pole?” Faith asked. “I was not aware of this.”

      “Excuse me, what?” I asked in disbelief. “Are you saying you’re really from the North Pole?”

      “Yes. That is where Mr. K, Orn, and I live.”

      “Mr. K?” I asked. “What does the ‘K’ stand for? Klaus?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Faith answered with a smile. “It stands for Kringle.”

      “Your boss is named Niklaus Kringle, and you live in the North Pole?” I asked. “C’mon, who put you up to this?  I mean, the disguises are excellent, but Niklaus Kringle…really? Who was it? Dex?”

      “This is our normal garb,” Faith answered, looking down at her clothing. “You know of Mr. K?”

      “I think everyone in the world knows your Mr. K,” I said. “Chubby guy, red suit? Supposed to fly all over the world, giving out gifts? Happens to live in the North Pole? That ring a bell?”

      “Tristan, is there something wrong with your associate?” Faith asked, looking at me perplexed. “He appears to have suffered a head injury and is delusional.”

      “I wonder that every day,”Monty said, still working the envelope. “He is referring to the mythos of Santa Claus, not Niklaus.”

      Faith narrowed her eyes at me. “You do know that’s just a children’s story, yes?”

      “Says the fae who walked in here with a giant wall of muscle. You’re telling me there is a real Arctic Society at the North Pole? What exactly do you and this Mr. K do then, if not build gifts in your workshop? You have to admit, it’s a little easy to go that route.”

      Faith glanced over at Peaches who rumbled gently at her. She smiled and patted his head softly—such a pushover.

      “Are you a denizen of hell?” Faith asked, looking back at me and pointing at Peaches. “That is in fact a hellhound, yes?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I’m a denizen of hell.”

      “Yet, you are bonded to him, aren’t you?” she asked. “You have to admit, it’s fairly easy to go that route. Don’t you think?”

      “Point made,” I said with a nod. “I apologize for jumping to conclusions. I’ve never heard of an Arctic Society, or thought it was a real thing.”

      “Yes, there is a real Arctic Society near the North Pole,” Faith answered. “Our purpose is to prevent the Gloom.”

      Monty nodded. “Arctic Society—that would indicate the north pole of the planet,” Monty said, matter-of-factly. “Seems geographically correct to locate it there.”

      “Well, I just thought it was a name, not that they were actually based there,” I said, glancing at Orn again. “Although, Faith reminds me a bit of Cece. Maybe they have something in common with the Jotnar?”

      “Distant relations most likely,” Monty said. “Ah, finally. Niklaus outdid himself with this lock.”

      “What is the Gloom?”

      Monty raised a finger.

      “One second,” he said. “Let’s see what Niklaus has to say.”

      He opened the envelope.
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      Monty cleared his throat and began reading the letter.

      I stood strategically to his side and slightly behind him. The letter was written in a flowing hand, reminding me of ancient documents that used quills. The document, like the envelope, was covered with subtle runes that shifted across the page. I couldn’t decipher any of them, but the general feeling was one of warning.

      This letter was meant specifically for Monty. It was clear that whoever this Mr. K was, he was old school. Who used pen and paper anymore? I leaned over to get a better look and started reading.

      My dearest Tristan,

      If you are reading this letter in the presence of my assistant—Orn the Mighty—and the catalyst—Faith. It means I am most likely dead, or have been detained indefinitely. To further complicate matters, you have one week left until the Ritual of Esper must be completed.

      Orn can take you to the ritual circle, and Faith can instruct you in the casting needed. It pains me to ask this of you, my good friend, but if the ritual is not completed by the allotted time—you know the consequences. We will enter another period of Gloom.

      Beware the Wrakjan. I underestimated his resolve and prowess. Do not repeat my error. Taking Faith to the circle and completing the ritual is all that matters now. Give no thought to my rescue, the ritual is the priority.

      Your friend,

      K.

      “That bloody idiot,” Monty said when he was done reading. He looked up and stared at Orn. “Does he really think I’m going to let him die?”

      “The instructions are clear,” Orn said, his voice a gravelly baritone. “The ritual is the priority.”

      “We have less than a week to find him, then,” Monty said, squaring off and looking up at Orn. “Do you have any idea where he could be?”

      Orn shook his head. “This happened suddenly. The Krampus assaulted our location. Mr. K gave me the letter, instructing me to keep her safe”—he glanced at Faith—“then he sent us here. To ‘someone he trusted’ to fulfill the ritual.”

      “I thought the Wrakjan was destroyed?” Monty said. “During the last ritual?”

      Faith shook her head. “The Wrakjan can only be stopped, not destroyed. He’s too powerful.”

      I raised a finger.

      “When you say ‘Krampus’, are you referring to the mini Fomor-looking things?”

      Orn turned to face me and narrowed his eyes. I swear I felt a seismic shift in the apartment as he turned.

      “You have faced Krampus?” Orn asked, sizing me up and finding me lacking. “Impossible.”

      “About ten feet tall? Walking around with glowing red chains, man body and goat head—those guys?”

      “How did you survive? Orn asked. “You are powerless.”

      “Not entirely,” I said, holding my ground, looking up at Orn. “Granted, I’m not large enough to need my own zip code, but I can ‘unleash the hurt’ if I need to.”

      “We have limited experience with them,” Monty said. “Simon can handle himself when needed.”

      Orn looked at me for a few more seconds and then turned to Monty.

      “The ritual—” Orn started.

      “Will be performed in the allotted time, but I’m not leaving him in the hands of the Wrakjan.”

      “Very well,” Orn said, giving Monty a brief nod. “Mr. K trusted you. I too, will trust you.”

      “It’s settled then,” Monty said with finality. “We will locate Niklaus and perform this ritual.”

      “Except you don’t know where to even begin looking for him,” I said. “Does this Wrakjan have an address?”

      “I may not know, but…we may know someone who does.”

      “Who?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of a Wrakjan before today.”

      “Your body of knowledge is staggeringly small,” Monty replied. “You would do well to spend some time with Professor Ziller in the Living Library.”

      “You know what? I like my one brain cell unmelted and functioning the way it is,” I countered. “I’m going to pass on that visit.”

      I looked over at Peaches.

      <Stay here with them, boy.>

      <They don’t have meat. Can I bite them?>

      <No biting. Well, maybe the big one if he gets out of control, but be careful, he looks like he might like it.>

      <Will you bring back meat? Maybe I should go see the cold girl?>

      <Stay here. Monty and I will be right back.>

      <With meat?>

      <Do you want me to make it?>

      <Why do you want to break my stomach? I will wait for the angry man. Thank you.>

      <I’ve been practicing.>

      <Not enough.>

      <How do you know what enough practice is? You spend most of your time sleeping.>

      <I don’t need practice. I’m a hellhound. Frank says hellhounds are the ultimate fighting machines. I have a bad ass.>

      <Frank is an expert on hellhounds now? I swear by Wolverine, the patron saint of badassery, I’m going to shred Frank when I see him.>

      “Please wait here,” Monty said to Orn and Faith.“We need to have a conversation with Olga.”
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      “We need passage to the Arctic Society of Sorcery,” Monty said.

      “Arctic Society only for ice sorcerer,” Olga said. “Too dangerous.”

      “I believe Kringle is being held captive.”

      “Captive?” Olga asked. “Who holds Kringle captive?”

      “The Wrakjan,” Monty said. “He is trying to prevent the Ritual of Esper.”

      “Then Kringle is dead. The Wrakjan never take captives.”

      “Then I will retrieve Kringle’s body and face the Wrakjan in his place,” Monty answered. “The ritual must be completed this time.”

      “Face the Wrakjan?” Olga asked as we sat across from her in her office. “You are not ice sorcerer. Do you seek death?”

      Olga, the landlord and owner of The Moscow, was dressed in a black pantsuit and glacial attitude. She sat behind her desk, observed us with an arctic glare, and slowly shook her head.

      “We need to open the hidden portal. I don’t have this ability,” Monty said. “We need to complete the ritual, preferably without the loss of life.”

      “To look for Wrakjan is to look for death,” Olga said, waving Monty’s words away, “Is impossible. You are not Jotnar. You never find.”

      I couldn’t believe my next words, but I figured it was worth a shot.

      “Do you think…do you think you could help us?” I asked after clearing my throat. “You know—since you are pretty equipped on the icy front?”

      Olga looked at me, narrowed her eyes, and smiled. It was the kind of smile that let me know things were going to get lethal in the next few seconds.

      “You think, I am Jotnar?” she asked. “Do I look—Jotnar?”

      The tone of the question clearly let me know that answering in the affirmative would get me a carbonite spa treatment, courtesy of a livid landlord.

      “Of course not,” Monty said, saving me from an instant deep freeze. “Do you know of a Jotnar that could assist us in opening the portal and locating the Wrakjan?”

      “You know Jotnar,” Olga said, nodding. “Cecelia is Jotnar.”

      “You can’t seriously mean we take Cece with us to find this Wackjob?”

      “It is Wrakjan, Stronk,” Olga corrected while mangling my name. “This is dangerous creature.”

      “A dangerous creature we should take Cece to find?”

      “I did not say take Cecelia to find, I say she is Jotnar,” Olga answered. “She can open door for you. After that, you find Wrakjan and die.”

      “Well, I’m all sorts of motivated now.”

      “Is Cecelia strong enough to create the hidden portal?” Monty asked, rubbing his chin. “Is it possible she can just give me the runic sequence and I can duplicate it?”

      “No,” Olga said with finality. “This is old, dangerous magic. In her bones for many generations. You will not be able to duplicate. She must do.”

      “Are you sure she’s powerful enough?” I asked. “This sounds like we should get a Jotnar expert.”

      “You forget when she freeze building?” Olga asked, reminding me of Cece’s last adventure with a power shift. “Cecelia is powerful, but even opening door will be dangerous. Old Jotnar will wait for her—try to take her if not careful.”

      I looked at Monty with a shudder. “Is she talking about the ancient cranky Jotnar consciousness that tried to skewer us?”

      Monty nodded. “We’ll have to have safeguards in place to make sure we don’t get a repeat performance. I think my uncle can help us there.”

      “I think any excuse to get away from the Golden Circle will be welcome,” I said. “We better get moving. Isn’t this ritual thing supposed to happen soon?”

      “Indeed, time is working against us. Something I’m certain the Wrakjan is using to his advantage.”

      “Do not take Cecelia to this place. Arctic Society dangerous for her, more dangerous for you. She open door—you go. Understand?”

      “We do. Thank you, Olga,” Monty said. “We are in your debt.”

      “Of course,” Olga said, nodding. “You owe debt you cannot repay.”

      “What was that about?” I said as we left her office. “We don’t owe her that much, do we?”

      “I’m afraid we do,” Monty said, heading to the door across the hall from ours. “I’ll explain later when we aren’t trying to stave off a Gloom.”

      “What exactly is a Gloom?” I asked. “I’m not seeing happy moments as the result of one of these Gloom things.”

      “The Gloom is darkness—on many levels. The last one catalyzed the Supernatural War.”

      “Well, that cleared it right up, thanks.”

      “Suffice to say, it’s in our, and the world’s, best interest if we prevent it—this time.”

      “This time?”

      “Later,” Monty said. “We must move with haste.”

      Monty knocked on the door. Viana, one of Quan’s apprentices tasked with keeping Cece—in addition to her guardian—safe, answered the door.

      An intricate tattoo of interwoven designs, similar to Quan’s, covered half of her face. The subtle turquoise glow highlighting her tan skin was a clear indicator that the design possessed magical properties.

      A simple, gray robe, tied at the waist with a white sash, covered her slight frame. The sash was interlinked with metal sections, which blended into the tail of a white phoenix.

      The design snaked itself around her waist, up over one shoulder and across her chest. Beneath the robe, she wore a black T-shirt, black jeans and a pair of black Chuck Taylors.

      She gave us a short bow, which we returned.

      “Do you need to see Cecelia?” Viana asked. “She’s in the back.”

      “Please have her visit us as soon as possible. This is urgent,” Monty said. “Make sure her guardian remains here. Can you do that?”

      Viana hardened her stare.

      “That won’t be an easy sell. She goes everywhere with Rags—I mean everywhere. Even to the bathroom.”

      “It’s for her guardian’s safety,” Monty said. “The last time Cecelia shifted, we encountered an…entity that incapacitated the guardian. I’d rather avoid that possibility this time.”

      “Will Cecelia be in danger?” Viana asked, concern in her voice. “Should I—?”

      “No,” Monty answered. “She should be fine. Cecelia will be facilitating a portal. I would just rather limit the number of canines in the apartment at one time.”

      “They aren’t exactly small, that’s for sure,” Viana said with a nod. “I’ll send her right over.”

      We headed back down the hall to our door.

      “Couldn’t you have just called and asked for Cece to come over?”

      “Yes, I could have.”

      When I saw he wasn’t going to continue, I knew he was lost in thought.

      “And you didn’t, because?”

      “Oh, I thought it was obvious?”

      “To whom?” I asked. “Last time I checked, being psychic wasn’t one of my abilities.”

      “Right,” Monty said, still semi-distracted. “I came over for several reasons. I needed to make sure Viana was still keeping the safeguards in place—she is.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Of course not,” Monty said. “I reviewed Viana’s energy signature to make sure there was no corruption from the Jotnar consciousness. One can never be too sure.”

      “Is that a danger?” I said, looking back at Cece’s door. “Viana isn’t Jotnar.”

      “I’d rather not take the risk. I also needed to make sure Cecelia’s guardian remained behind.”

      Monty was doing his minimal explanation thing where he just said things and expected me to pick up on their meaning without clarification.

      “Because?” I asked, frustrated. “Really?”

      “Clearly whatever the consciousness wanted, it perceived the guardian as a threat and removed her ability to participate. If Cecelia is there alone, it should be easier to manage the portal.”

      “Makes sense,” I said, after a moment. “How are you going to make sure she will be safe?”

      “That comes next. We need my Uncle Dex.”
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      I opened the door to our apartment to find Peaches and Orn in a tug of war. Peaches had brought one of his chew-towels and somehow convinced Orn to play with him. I never played this game with my hellhound, I preferred to have my arm in its socket, thanks.

      I saw Monty head to the back, where Dex’s room was located.

      Orn seemed to be holding his own, which was impressive. He was breaking out in a sweat as Peaches held his ground, with the towel in his jaws, slowly tugging back without losing an inch.

      Faith sat off to one side with a smile on her face, enjoying the spectacle and rooting for Peaches. I liked her even more now.

      “Your…creature…is quite…strong,” Orn said, trying not to give up ground. “I’ve never…never felt…this amount of force…from a dog.”

      “Peaches, not creature, isn’t a dog,” I said, making sure he got the name. “He’s a hellhound. He must like you.”

      “Why…do you…say…that?”

      “Your arm is still attached.”

      “Surely…he is at the…limit of…his strength,” Orn replied with a grunt. “He can’t…be stronger…than this.”

      The muscles in Orn’s tree trunk arms bulged with exertion as he tried to pull the immovable Peaches forward. It was amazing, and a little scary, to think my hellhound was still a puppy.

      “Hold on,” I said, raising a finger. “Let me find out.”

      I crouched down next to Peaches and patted him on the flank.

      <Hey, boy. What are you doing?>

      <I’m playing. You said don’t bite him, so I showed him how to play— pull. You never play with me anymore.>

      <Because I like my arms attached to my body. I’m not as strong as you.>

      <If you ate more meat, you would be stronger.>

      <Right. Are you going to let him win? He looks a little tired.>

      <He’s good, but he’s not a hellhound. I wanted to play bounce heads after this, but I don’t think he can.>

      <Probably not a good idea. Why don’t you show him how to really play pull so he can know for next time?>

      <Do you think it will help him?>

      <Absolutely. If you pull a little harder…not too much harder, we don’t want to break him. He can see how its done.>

      <Okay, I’ll pull him to me. Are you sure he will be okay? His face is very wet now.>

      I looked over at the sweat-drenched Orn, who was really struggling to keep his ground now.

      <Just be gentle. Pull him to you. Don’t break him or the house. Monty will be upset if you do. Let me get him ready, okay?>

      I stood and walked over to where Orn stood.

      “He says thank you for playing ‘pull’ with him,” I said. “Do your best to hold on. Good luck.”

      “What…do you mean? Good…luck?”

      I nodded to Peaches, who swung his head to the side, lifting Orn off his feet and dragging him across the floor. Orn lurched forward, suddenly airborne, and landed hard—on his face. He turned over on his back as Peaches padded away, towel in jaws—victorious.

      “Not bad,” I said, outstretching a hand which Orn took. “Like I said, he must like you.”

      “Your Peaches is a mighty creature,” Orn said, almost reverently, as he got to his feet. “I have never lost my footing in battle—never.”

      “First time for everything,” I said, and looked at both of them. “Tell me about this Gloom.”

      “The Gloom,” Faith started, “is a period of time when the world is plunged into darkness. It was present during the Supernatural War.”

      “This only affects the magical community, then? Not the normals?”

      “Both are intertwined,” Faith said. “Both of your World Wars occurred near the end of the Supernatural War. Our worlds are linked and everything is connected.”

      “I’m beginning to realize this more and more each day,” I said. “Did this Gloom cause the wars?”

      “The Gloom is a catalyst of sorts,” she answered. “It sets the stage for catastrophe. Enormous loss of life and destruction always follow in its wake.”

      “This ritual—?”

      “The Ritual of Esper is essential in keeping the balance,” Orn said, looking away. “We missed the last one…because of the Wrakjan.”

      “So if we miss the ritual this time? What happens?”

      “Wrakjan will grow stronger,” Orn answered, his voice grim. “Possibly too strong for us to face again.”

      “Mr. K could face him, if he’s—” Faith started.

      “We can’t miss this one,” Orn replied. “The ritual must be completed.”

      “How long before the next one?” I asked. “I mean, how often does this ritual happen?”

      “We must wait another fifty years, before attempting another,” Faith answered quietly. “I don’t know if we will be able to survive without another war occurring. The world gets darker every day.”

      “We will survive it if we must,” Orn said. “But it would be an easier battle if we completed the ritual this time.”

      “So, if completing the ritual doesn’t erase this Wrakjan—what does it do?”

      “Hope,” Faith said. “It brings hope. Sometimes hope is all we have. When things look the bleakest, it’s hope that keeps us going, keeps us from falling into despair.”

      “Even the darkest night gives way to a dawn,” Orn said. “It may not wipe out the Wrakjan, but it will loosen his grip…and his influence, on this world. That in itself can be enough to tip the balance in our favor.”

      “What about this time?” I asked. “Will you be able to complete it?”

      “The last time it was just Mr. K, Orn, and myself,” Faith said. “We underestimated the Wrakjan. We will not make the same mistake.”

      “This time you have a serious advantage,” I said. “It’s you two and Monty, Peaches, and me. Five of us to one Wrakjan, until we find Mr. K. I’d say the odds are in our favor.”

      “Well, five of us to one Wrakjan and his army of Krampus.”

      “Hell, I forgot about those. How large exactly is this army?”

      “Hundreds. More than five,” Orn said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “But, I am confident that with my arm, your Peaches’ strength, Tristan’s powers, Faith’s prowess, and your…your…what is it that you bring again?”

      “I bring the pain,” I said. “Mountains and mountains of it.”

      Orn smiled. “And your pain-bringing,” he added. “We will create enough opportunity to get the ritual completed in time.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Then we die,” Orn said, matter-of-factly. “The Wrakjan never takes captives. This is why we fear—”

      “You think Mr. K is dead, don’t you?” I asked.

      Orn nodded.

      “Then why let Monty try to find him?”

      “They were comrades in the war,” Orn said. “They fought and bled on the battlefield. Those bonds are not easily forgotten.”

      “Tristan will not accept the truth until he can confirm it,” Faith said. “Once he does, we will make haste to complete the ritual.”

      “What if Mr. K is alive? Then what?”

      “It is unlikely. But if he is alive, he will only be--”

      “Bait,” said another voice behind us. “To make you waste time and miss the ritual…again.”

      It was Dex.
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      “Let me look at you,” Dex said, grabbing me by the shoulders and giving me a good shake. “You look whole. Did you settle things with your vampire?”

      “I haven’t seen her since Japan—no one has.”

      “Ach, better get that resolved then, lad,” Dex answered with a shake of his head. “No one wants an angry, ancient nightstalker out there. Trust me,”—he looked to both sides, lowering his voice—“she’s only slightly better than an angry, dark goddess—trust me.”

      Monty headed to the kitchen to get some tea while Dex took in the scene. Dexter was dressed in a dark green, almost black, suit which was covered by a dark gray robe with a repeated raven motif. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail and finished off with a black hair clip shaped like a raven in mid-flight.

      “You look almost respectable,” I said, taking in his clothes. “Are they trying to corrupt you at the Circle? Where’s Herk?”

      “He’s with Mo. They aren’t too fond of him at the Sanctuary, so I sent him to be with her for now. I had to send him away after we had an incident.”

      “Incident?”

      “Herk is harmless…as long as you don’t antagonize him,” Dex said. “I warned them, they refused to listen. Bunch of daft elders. Who chastises a creature that belongs to the Morrigan? They got what they deserved.”

      “I hesitate to ask—”

      “Don’t. Trust me,” Dex answered quickly. “How are you feeling? Any effects from…the blood?”

      I noticed he chose to omit the word ‘dragon’ from his sentence, so I followed his lead.

      “None so far. The blood seems to be dormant for now.”

      “Good,” he said with a nod. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      I nodded as if I had any control over what the dragon blood, coursing dormant through my veins, would or wouldn’t do. If Dex thought I had a say in it, he was sorely mistaken.

      “Dex is going to anchor Cecelia, and then he is going to find Niklaus for us,” Monty said from the kitchen. “The Wrakjan won’t expect a multi-pronged response as we complete the ritual and rescue Niklaus.”

      “I heard the Wrakjan doesn’t take captives,” I said. “Are you sure—?”

      “Then we bring back his body,” Monty said, his voice hard. “We will not abandon him to the Wrakjan.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, raising a hand. “But the ritual is more important. I mean, that’s why he sent them”—I motioned to Orn and Faith—“he wanted you to complete the ritual, no matter what, and we only have a week.”

      “We will,” Monty said, looking at them. “On my word, as a mage and a Montague, we will.”

      Orn nodded and Faith looked away, her expression momentarily sad. She quickly shook her head, smiled and nodded as well.

      “Where is the ice lass?” Dex asked. “She’s the key. We can’t open this door without her. ”

      “Not even you?” I asked. “I thought at least you would know the way to do this.”

      “My blood is too hot to be even remotely considered Jotnar,” Dex answered with a wink. “But if you need proof, I can always call Mo over and she can give you details.”

      “I’m going to pass, thanks,” I said, holding up a hand. “Really? How does she put up with you?”

      “Quite successfully, I think, ‘up’ being the operative word,” Dex said with a grin. “Besides, I never studied Jotnar casting…too complicated and too high a cost if you aren’t a Jotnar.”

      Cece walked into the apartment a moment later—without Rags.

      Faith narrowed her eyes at Cece’s arrival, letting her hands drop to her side.

      “She is a Jotnar,” Faith said, resting her hand on the hilt of one of her blades. “Why is she here?”

      “She is our method of transport,” Monty said, looking at Faith. “She bears you no ill will, and there will be no violence within these walls.”

      It wasn’t a suggestion. I could feel the energy increase around Monty as he spoke. Dex just nodded, but I saw him change his stance slightly.

      “She’s also Monty’s Sith apprentice,” I added, trying to defuse the situation. “Soon, the learner will become the master.”

      “She is not a Sith,” Monty said under his breath, “Any more than I am a dark lord.”

      “Well, about that…” I started

      “Shut it,” Monty said, cutting me off and turning to face Cece. “Hello, Cecelia.”

      “Did you want to see me, Mr. Montague?” Cece asked. “I’m not done with my homework yet.”

      She wore blue jeans and a purple T-shirt that read ‘Strong With The Force’ with a silhouetted image of Darth Vader’s head in the background. Her white-blond hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. I really needed to speak to Monty about potential Sith issues in the future with these wardrobe choices.

      Peaches appeared a second later.

      <Is the beautiful guardian here?>

      <No, Monty felt this trip was too dangerous for Rags. He suggested she stay home this time.>

      <Maybe I should stay home to make sure she is safe?>

      <What happened to ‘you go where I go’?>

      <We’re bondmates. I always know where you are, but the beautiful guardian may be in danger.>

      <Not happening. You go where I go, buddy.>

      <Will you at least have the angry man make meat?>

      <Deal. I’ll make sure to ask before we go.>

      <It’s the least you can do, if you are keeping me from my beautiful guardian.>

      <You’ll survive. Trust me. She’ll be here to give you the cold shoulder when you get back.>

      <You think she will?>

      <You’re hopeless.>

      Peaches sunk down to the ground with a low rumble, clearly not happy at having to be parted from his true love. A love who obviously cared nothing for him. I focused on Monty.

      “This isn’t about your homework, Cecelia, which I expect in two days time,” Monty the Taskmaster said. “We need you to open a special portal.”

      “A portal?” Cece asked, opening her eyes wide. “To where? Can I come? Is this like extra credit?”

      “I promise if you do well with this portal you will get two weeks—”

      “Without homework?” she answered, quickly. “Really?”

      “With half homework,” Magnanimous Monty replied. “It’s much more than I ever received while I studied at the—”

      He stopped when he noticed we were all staring at him.

      “Half homework?” I asked. “Seriously?”

      “No homework for a month,” Dex said, staring at Monty. “So says your Great Uncle Dex.”

      “You were never this lax when I was in the midst of my studies,” Monty said. “With me, it was always more practice, more homework.”

      “Because you needed it,” Dex snapped. “Do I need to remind you how many times we needed to rebuild the Sanctuary? It was becoming a full-time job.”

      “A whole month—wow,” Cece said in amazement. “Where is this portal going to…does this mean I still can’t come?”

      “We’ll discuss this month of indolence when we get back,” Monty said, glaring at Dex. “I’m afraid it’s too dangerous for you to join us. There is a degree of danger in you even opening this portal, which is why my uncle Dex is here.”

      “I understand,” Cece said, momentarily disappointed. “Will you tell me all about it when you get back?”

      “I most certainly will. Are you ready?”

      Cece brightened and nodded. Monty looked at Dex.

      “I want you to think of home, lass,” Dex said. “I’ll handle the rest. Can you do that?”

      “Home?” Cece asked. “That’s easy.”

      Cece closed her eyes and scrunched her face slightly. The energy around us shifted. A portal opened in the middle of the room to a wintry landscape, allowing a gust of frozen wind to rush through the reception area. Snow, sleet, and a biting cold followed the wind slicing through my shirt.

      “Like that?” Cece asked, looking at the portal. “That’s as much as I remember.”

      “Bloody hell,” Dex said under his breath, glancing at Monty. “She’s a powerful one.”

      “I warned you,” Monty said. “She has harnessed advanced levels of casting, especially teleportation.”

      “Aye, a little more warning would’ve been nice,” Dex answered, gesturing. A green lattice formed around the portal, calming the wind down. I noticed the large, green, rune-filled circle that formed under our feet. “Jotnar ice mages advance too quickly for my taste.”

      “Is that good?” Cece asked. “Should I try again?”

      “Well done, Cecelia,” Monty said. “That is the portal we need.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Montague,” Cece said, beaming with pride. “Do you need it larger? I can make it bigger.”

      “No, lass,” Dex said, quickly. “That’s a perfect size. Where’s the catalyst?”

      Faith stepped forward. “I’m here,” she said. “What do you need?”

      “Niklaus imbued you, yes?” Dex asked. “We’re going to use you to track him.”

      “He did,” Faith answered, hesitantly. “I’m not certain that is the best course of action.”

      “I agree,” Orn said. “It would put her in danger, and we need Faith to complete the ritual.”

      “Do either of you have a way to get back to the Arctic Society and find Niklaus?” Dex snapped. “Because this young lass”—he pointed at Cece—“is the only one able to open this particular door, at great risk I might add. I can keep her shielded for a short time, but I need the catalyst to find him—if he’s still among the living.”

      “I cannot cast or manipulate energy like Niklaus,” Orn said, shaking his head. “That is beyond my skill.”

      “Tell me what you need,” Faith said. “I will provide it.”

      “Life force,” Dex said. “Drop it in the center of the circle. I’ll use it as a locator.”

      Faith drew one of her blades and sliced across one palm. She squeezed her hand closed until several drops of glowing blue liquid fell into the circle.

      “Will that be enough?” Faith asked, looking at Dex. “Do you need more?”

      “That’s plenty,” Dex answered. “I’m going to try to place all of you as close to Niklaus as possible, without giving away your position to the Wrakjan. My guess is the ritual circle will be guarded.”

      “You can do that?” I asked. “Won’t the Wrakjan sense us?”

      “I can mask you and teleport you over,” Dex answered. “If Niklaus is alive, and that’s a big if, you can try to free him first, then complete the ritual. If he isn’t among the breathing…”

      “Then we make our way to the circle and complete the ritual, regardless,” Monty finished. “Thank you, Uncle.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Dex said. “I haven’t sent you over. Thank me if you manage to arrive in one piece.”

      “That sounds confident,” I said. “How difficult is this maneuver?”

      “It’s going to take some creative casting—that’s for sure,” Dex answered, rubbing his chin. “Nothing I can’t manage. It’s like walking on thin water.”

      “Somehow that actually makes sense,” I said, shaking my head. “Have you ever done something like this before?”

      “Creative casting is like dancing with the devil you came with,” Dex said. “Use what works.”

      “Creative casting sounds lethal and risky,” I said. “How creative?”

      “I have to shield the lass,” Dex started, “anchor her and the circle, send all of you lot, while using the catalyst to track the target, Niklaus, who may or may not be dead. I have to place you close to his location, but not directly on top of him—I’d say fairly creative, boy.”

      “Fairly creative? It sounds impossible.”

      “Probably is,” Dex said with a grin, “for anyone else who isn’t me.”

      “Get ready,” Monty said, gesturing as white runes floated over, landing on me and spreading warmth all over my body. “The temperature will be brutal, and we don’t have time to prepare adequate outerwear.”

      “I don’t think I could ever be ready for something like this,” I said, dreading the teleport. “Is this going to destroy my intestines?”

      “You might feel a bit of discomfort, aye,” Dex said with a smile. “Consider it a learning experience.”

      “Learning experience? What am I supposed to learn from gastrointestinal destruction?”

      “If you have to ask—you haven’t learned it, yet.”

      “Wonderful,” I said, resigned to my fate. “I’m ready.”

      “You only think you are,” Dex said, gesturing. The blue blood on the floor burst into blue-white light, and filled the rune-covered circle beneath us. “Remember, nephew: do not engage the Wrakjan. The ritual is the priority. Deal with the Krampus, clear a path, and complete the ritual.”

      “We lack the numbers to do so in any case,” Monty said. “We go in, retrieve Niklaus, and complete the ritual.”

      “Aye, this is not a protracted battle. If you try to make it into one, none of you will return—alive at least.”

      Monty nodded and Dex gestured.

      The portal opened wider and surrounded us; the apartment disappeared into the darkness.
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      I knew right away something was wrong. Everything felt like the moments after I pressed my mark. Time felt off somehow. I shook it off—must have been an effect of the teleport. I took in my surroundings, awaiting my agony, but it never came. Somehow, that worried me more than the digestive destruction.

      We stood in the center of a dimly lit corridor, with darkness making it impossible to see the end of the passageway. I looked around and saw Monty, Orn, Faith, Peaches, and Cece—one of them did not belong with the others.

      “Monty?” I said, looking at the very excited Cece. “I think Dex missed on the ‘anchoring Cece’ part of the teleport.”

      “Bloody hell,” Monty said, looking at the rapidly closing portal. For a second, he looked tempted to pick her up and toss her back through it, but it closed too fast for him to react. “This is going to complicate matters.”

      “You think?” I asked. “We weren’t supposed to bring her with us.”

      “I’m aware, but it can’t be helped now,” Monty said, looking around. “We can’t send her back without breaking the mask Dex cast on us and alerting the entire facility we are here.”

      The Arctic Society of Sorcery resided in what could only be described as an enormous fortress. Instead of stone forming the walls, floor, and ceiling, everything was made of  thick, deep, blue-hued ice.

      “The Arctic Society operates in an ice fortress? Really?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Orn answered, looking down the hallway we stood in. “This is our base of operations, which is currently overrun with the Krampus.”

      “Cecelia,” Monty started, “you are to stay close. Do not use your ability unless we are in danger. Otherwise, remain close to Simon’s creature. Do you understand?”

      “I understand, Mr. Montague,” Cece said. “Will we be able to get back home? I mean my new home, not this one.”

      “This place was never your home,” Monty said. “Dex just needed your portal to orient us to this place. This was a portal only you could open.”

      “We’re stuck here?” Cece asked, concerned. “Rags will be worried sick if I don’t get back soon.”

      “Right now we have greater concerns,” Monty said, “but yes, we will get you back to your guardian soon, I promise.”

      Faith reached under her cloak and drew two of her blades.

      “I can sense Mr. K,” Faith said. “Or at least his energy signature.”

      “Which can be replicated,” Monty said. “Especially by the Wrakjan.”

      “Where?” Orn asked. “Which location?”

      “The old, underground cistern,” Faith answered, after closing her eyes for a few seconds. “I’m certain of it. It hasn’t been used in decades. He’s in there.”

      “From here forward,” Monty said, “we must assume everything is a trap.”

      “Best way to stay alive,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper. “Which way is this cistern?”

      “The Wrakjan will use every method at his disposal to stop the ritual,” Monty said. “Starting with his minions—the Krampus.”

      “Conventional rounds will do nothing against the Krampus,” Orn said, glancing at my gun. “I hope you have something else to bring the pain.”

      “Entropy rounds are anything but conventional—trust me,” I said, looking up at Orn. “This is just the tip of the pain iceberg, big guy.”

      Orn nodded. “We shall see,” he said. “I look forward to seeing this mountain of pain you will bring.”

      “Faith, lead the way,” Monty said. “Careful not to cast or reveal your energy signature until and unless it’s absolutely necessary. If we avoid the Krampus on the way there, we can move undetected.”

      “We can take the old passageways that are too small for the Krampus,” Faith said, looking at Orn. “Unfortunately, they are too small for you too.”

      “I will take the less traveled passages to the cistern,” Orn asked. “The Krampus are pungent. Their scent can alert me to their location. I can avoid them and meet you there.”

      Faith placed a hand on Orn’s arm.

      “Please be careful,” she said. “I don’t want to have to come back and rescue you.”

      “Rescue me?” Orn said with a chuckle. “Will never happen. Stay close to them and keep your blades in hand.”

      Orn stepped back into the shadows and vanished without a sound.

      “Pretty quiet for such a big guy,” I said, peering into the darkness. “I know his signature is masked, but I can’t even hear him.”

      “Orn is a master warrior,” Faith said, looking in the direction Orn vanished. “He is skilled in many arts, with just one major flaw.”

      “Which is?”

      “He’s too stubborn to admit when discretion is the better part of valor,” Faith said, heading down in the opposite direction with us in tow. “I’m afraid it will cost him dearly one day.”

      “I hope that’s not today,” I said, glancing behind us. “He seems like a good guy to have watching your back.”

      “One of the best,” Faith said, stopping in front of a wall and pushing a section aside. “Down here, quickly.”
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      We headed down the narrow stairs, single-file.

      “How many Krampus are we facing?” I asked. “Is it Krampus, Krampi, or Krampusses?”

      “Krampus,” Faith replied, keeping her voice low. “Close to three platoons—about one hundred Krampus.”

      “These are all Greater Krampus?” I asked, remembering our run-in with the creatures in London. “How did Wrakjan summon so many?”

      “Yes, these are Greater Krampus. The Wrakjan is an advanced, dark sorcerer who shed his humanity long ago.”

      “Great,” I said, thinking about the difficulty we had with two Krampus. Now we were facing close to one hundred of these things. “Wait, I seem to remember these things having a range, Monty?”

      “Thomas was being assisted by an outside force in London,” Monty said. “This resulted in the Krampus there being tethered. I doubt the Wrakjan will suffer from the same limitation.”

      “His power isn’t infinite,” I countered. “Even the gods we’ve faced have had limits. Granted, they were off the charts powerful, but they had a limit.”

      “Are you proposing we tax the Wrakjan to his limit?” Monty asked. “Didn’t you hear Faith, he has three platoons of Krampus waiting for us.”

      “My guess is that he will have the bulk of his forces around the ritual circle,” I said. “He can’t risk letting it happen again this time, right?”

      Faith led us down more corridors that kept getting narrower.

      “That is a fair assessment,” Monty said. “I still don’t follow how you plan on exploiting his power source.”

      “Thomas was struggling with two Krampus, even after he had help,” I recalled. “If you had to summon and control nearly one hundred Krampus, how would you do it?”

      “I couldn’t do it,” Monty said. “Power at that level staggers the imagination.”

      “Do you think it’s possible?”

      “It would take the combined effort of several Archmages, and even then, I find it unlikely.”

      “Then that means one of two things,” I said, “either this Wrakjan is stronger than several Archmages combined, which I find hard to believe, or he doesn’t really have one hundred Krampus under his control.”

      “Clarify,” Monty said with a nod.

      “I remember when you went through a shift; hell I remember when the popsicle here nearly froze our building solid. Neither of those were Archmage level of power.”

      “True, in both instances, they were significantly less powerful than Archmages.”

      “Right,” I continued, “but you said that to control that many Krampus it would require the combined power of several Archmages. Why bother with stopping the ritual? If the Wrakjan was that powerful, he’d blast the ritual circle to oblivion along with this entire fortress, without breaking a sweat.”

      Monty stopped walking. Faith stopped a second later, turning to face him.

      “Faith, have you seen this platoon of Krampus?” Monty asked. “Have you encountered three platoons of Krampus—personally?”

      “Well, no,” she said. “We did pick up on the energy signature of the invading force. It read like one hundred Krampus. Are you saying we were deceived?”

      “Simon, do you recall the cast I used in Japan?” Monty asked. “The one that used sunlight?”

      “Simulations?” I said. “With the hard light?”

      “Simulacra, and yes I think it’s similar to that, only with a greater source of energy—”

      “To give the illusion of a larger force,” I finished. “Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains is probably the truth.”

      “We must make haste,” Monty said, moving again. “If I were the Wrakjan, I would be using this time to try and destroy the ritual circle. Trapping Niklaus was only a pretense. He’s really after that circle.”

      “Destroying the circle is nearly impossible,” Faith said. “The founders of the Society made the circle first, then built the fortress around it.”

      “Nothing is impossible to destroy,” I said. “Unless they made the entire circle out of diamond, I doubt it’s impossible.”

      “You’ve seen the circle?” Faith asked as she stopped in front of a plain wall. “The cistern is on the other side.”

      “Wait, are you saying the ritual circle is made out of diamond?”

      “Yes,” Faith said, touching certain sections of the wall. “They needed it to last for millennia. Diamond is the hardest substance on the planet—runed diamond is even harder still.”

      “Out of curiosity,” I said, “Faith, how many Krampus can you sense in the cistern?”

      “I sense,” she said, placing a hand on the wall. “At least twenty Krampus in the cistern. Mr. K’s signature is in the center of the cistern.”

      “Monty?” I asked. “How many do you sense?”

      “Two Krampus and what appears to be Niklaus, but his energy signature is muted somehow.”

      “Two?” Faith asked in disbelief. “I sense ten times that amount. Are you certain?”

      “I’m going with Monty on this one. I may not be a mage or fae, but I don’t sense twenty of anything on the other side of the wall.”

      “It’s very likely there is a lasting illusory effect intertwined with the casting,” Monty said, “causing you to believe there are many more Krampus than actually exist.”

      “And you are saying we are susceptible to this illusion, causing us to see more enemies than exist?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Monty said, pushing the door slightly ajar. “Look for yourself. If I’m correct, the casting my uncle placed on us should dispel the effects of the illusion.”

      Faith peeked through the space created and hissed in shock. Her hands clenched into fists, and she made to push the door open completely. Monty grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back into the corridor.

      “There may only be two of them, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t formidable,” Monty added. “We need to be careful.”

      “Those things will rip off your arms and beat you silly with them.”

      “Quite,” Monty said with a nod. “We need to have a plan. Let’s not forget we have a child with us.”

      “I have a plan,” Faith snapped, pulling her arm away. “I go in there and slice their throats. How’s that for a plan?”

      “Brilliant,” Monty said, “right up to the point when they grab you and end your life. You are the catalyst—have you forgotten? We need you for the ritual.”

      Faith clenched her hands into fists and punched the opposite wall.

      “I don’t like being deceived,” she said as some of the ice fell to the floor. “What is your plan?”

      “Niklaus is in the center of a stasis circle,” Monty said, looking through the small gap in the doorway. “We need to get him free, then we’ll have a better chance against the Krampus.”

      “How do you plan on doing that?” I asked. “I mean, without them noticing.”

      “You and your creature are going to distract them, Faith and Cecelia will remain hidden here, and I will undo the circle.”

      “So far, not loving this plan where I get to play with the very large, chain-wielding goat-men,” I said. “How long will it take to undo the circle?”

      “No longer than a minute or two, judging from the complexity,” Monty said. “Five minutes at the most.”

      “I’m supposed to dance with those two for five minutes?”

      “I’m fairly certain it will take less to disrupt the stasis effect around Niklaus,” Monty answered. “Besides, you aren’t doing this alone, you have your creature. I would say the Krampus are the ones at a disadvantage.”

      “Have I mentioned that your pep talks suck?”

      “You really expect me to remain hidden while the two of you face those creatures on your own?” Faith asked. “This is unacceptable.”

      “While you live, we still have a chance with an intact circle,” Monty said, pointing at Faith. “If you fall, we may as well accept the coming Gloom. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” Faith said, quietly. “We have to stop the Gloom. I have to stop the Gloom.”

      “You have the most important role to play here,” Monty said. “Let us clear the path. When the time comes, you will be the one to face the greatest risk.”

      “I accept your plan, but I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to,” Monty answered. “Cecelia, under no circumstances are you to step out of this corridor. Understood?”

      “Understood, Mr. Montague. Stay in the corridor no matter what. Got it.”

      “Excellent. Simon, ready?”

      “To piss off two Krampus and dodge those angry looking chains of death—that’s going to be a negative.”

      “This is where you get to fight to the pain,” Monty said, straightening out his sleeves. “I thought you’d look forward to this moment.”

      “It’s not fight to the—never mind…let’s go.”

      Monty slid open the door, and we stepped out into the cistern.
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      The cistern was a large, empty cylindrical room with smooth walls.

      In the center of the room, I saw a recessed, circular area. Standing in the circle, stood a man bookended by two Krampus. The two creatures were several yards away from the man on either side. Closer examination revealed the reason. The entire interior area was a large, runic circle pulsing with red energy.

      The Krampus and the man had their backs to us.

      “Niklaus, I’m guessing?” I said under my breath to Monty as we  approached. “Can’t you just explode the circle and take them out?”

      “You mean: create a selective explosion that only targets the two Krampus at the edge of the circle, but completely ignores the person standing in the center of said circle?”

      “Yes. No can do?”

      “Are you daft? Of course I can’t do something like that,” Monty said. “Once I cast, they will know we are here. While you keep them busy, I’ll work as fast as possible.”

      “Really appreciate the ‘as  fast as possible’ part. Let me brief Peaches.”

      “Brief him? Isn’t it basically seek and destroy?”

      “He’s not a missile, he’s a hellhound,” I said. “Plus, I don’t want him getting hurt. These Krampus hit hard.”

      “Hellhounds are nearly indestructible,” Monty said. “Tell him I will make him extra sausage, if he can avoid getting hit.”

      <Hey, boy.>

      <I heard! Extra sausage!>

      <Did you catch the entire sentence? There’s a condition.>

      <I stopped listening after extra sausage.>

      <Monty will make extra sausage for you as long as you don’t let those creatures hit you. Can you do that?>

      <How much extra sausage?>

      <As much as you like, as long as you don’t get hit. Deal?>

      <Deal. Can I bite them?>

      <Anything goes as long as you don’t get hit, or you lose all your sausage.>

      <I will not get hit. I promise, bondmate.>

      “He’s ready,” I said. “Promises not to get hit, and expects sausage for days from you.”

      “Doesn’t he always?” Monty said, gesturing. He looked behind us to the doorway. “I’m ready. You start with the right one, I’ll take left then rush to the circle.”

      “Let’s bring the pain,” I said, taking aim at the right Krampus. “Do it.”

      “On my count,” Monty said, gesturing and forming a large violet orb. “Now!”
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      The Krampus never saw what hit them.

      They turned slowly, too slowly, when they sensed Monty’s orb. I let the energy inside me grow as I closed in, emptying Grim Whisper into my assigned Krampus. The entropy rounds got its attention as it turned.

      Monty’s orb crashed into his Krampus, punching a wide hole through its center. It looked down in surprise for a second before bursting into dust. My Krampus looked at his newly deceased partner and howled at me, swinging his chain. Something was off, though. It moved as if it was tired, or the chain was too heavy.

      Even before Peaches could chomp down on it, a swarm of ice daggers skewered it on the spot, dusting it. I holstered Grim Whisper and looked back at the smiling Cece.

      “It appears these weren’t as strong as the ones in London,” Monty said, glancing back at the corridor. Cece waved at me with a huge smile. I made sure to wave back. “We dispatched them rather easily.”

      “Too easily,” I said. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I just remember them being more aggressive.”

      “I’ll make sure to find you some extra-aggressive creatures to keep you entertained while we’re here.”

      “I’m serious, Monty. Did they move strangely to you? I remember them being much faster.”

      “It could be that the proximity to the stasis circle affected them adversely,” Monty replied. “The temporal effect can occasionally bleed past the edge of the circle.”

      “They looked like they were moving in slow motion,” I said. “In fact this whole place feels off somehow.”

      “It appears Cecelia is much stronger here as well.”

      “Really, what gave it away?” I said, looking at the black ice on the floor. “That was just showing off. Is this—?”

      “Yes, that is a variation of obsidian ice,” Monty said, looking at the shards. “Do not touch or inhale it. This version is extremely potent.”

      “Great,” I said, stepping away from the ice. “Why don’t we just unleash her on the Wrakjan?”

      “Because her being here puts all of us in danger—especially her,” Monty said, approaching the circle in the center of the cistern. “Her presence in her ancestral land has augmented her powers considerably. It’s only a matter of time before she gets unneeded attention.”

      “Can you send her home now? It’s not like we’re hiding any longer.”

      “Once I break the stasis, we can use this circle to send her back,” Monty said, crouching down to read the runes in the circle. “You may want to step back—these circles have been known to release excess energy in a violent manner.”

      I stepped back to the cistern wall and made sure my mala bracelet was accessible. Monty stood and moved around the circle as if looking for a lost contact lens. Peaches nudged my leg, nearly bouncing me into the wall.

      <You have to watch how you get my attention. You don’t know your own strength.>

      <I do know my own strength. I am very strong.>

      <Which means you shouldn’t slam your head into my leg or hip.>

      <I didn’t get to bite the creature. The cold girl stopped it.>

      <I saw. She is stronger here because this is where she’s from.>

      <Will the angry man still make sausage? >

      <I’ll have a word with Monty. You should at least get consolation sausage for the attempt.>

      <Consolation sausage sounds small.>

      <He’s a little busy right now helping his friend. I’ll ask him when he’s done.>

      <Okay, tell him it was the cold girl’s fault. I deserve extra sausage for being such a good hellhound.>

      <I’ll make sure to mention it. Stay next to me in case this circle explodes with energy.>

      Monty stopped circling and crouched at the edge of the circle. He touched several of the runes and shook his head.

      “Bloody hell,” he said. “You may want to activate your shi—”

      I pressed the main bead of my mala bracelet as Monty was launched back from the circle. He slammed into the wall of the cistern as a wave of red energy exploded outward from the center of the circle. The wave of energy crushed me up against Peaches and forced both of us back into the wall. Thirty seconds later, the wave of energy subsided.

      Monty slowly got to his feet and dusted off his suit.

      “Tristan,” the man said, stepping out of the circle. “What have you done?”

      “Freed you, Niklaus,” Monty said. “I was not going to let you rot—”

      “I told you,” Niklaus replied angrily. “The ritual was the priority. The ritual. You don’t know what you’ve done. Didn’t you read the runes in the circle?”

      “It was a stasis circle,” Monty said as Faith and Cece entered the cistern. “I simply removed the stasis and freed you.”

      “Not only did you free me,” Niklaus said, “you’ve freed the Wrakjan and all of the Krampus I had trapped.”
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      Niklaus was dressed in a blood red suit and tie, with a black shirt. His grey hair was neatly cut and framed the light blue skin of his face. I could feel the waves of energy and anger coming off him as he paced the circle examining the runes.

      “It can work,” Niklaus mumbled to himself. “We can still salvage this—we have time.”

      “Monty, what is he talking about?” I asked, concerned. “What does he mean we freed the Wrakjan and the Krampus?”

      “You cast the entire fortress into stasis?” Monty asked. “From this circle?”

      “Yes,” Niklaus answered, still looking at the runes. “It was a cascading effect, starting here and moving outwards in concentric circles. That may be the only thing that saves us—if we hurry.”

      “I don’t understand,” Monty said. “How could the Wrakjan command so many Krampus?”

      “This fortress sits on an immense power amplifier,” Niklaus said. “Don’t you know how the Ritual of Esper works? It’s cast here, with the ritual circle being the focal point, and is magnified exponentially until it encircles the planet.”

      “Bloody hell,” Monty said. “How long until he’s loose?”

      “Not long. We can make it if we move quickly. I have to shut down this area first or we will suffer a runic backlash.”

      “I should have cast the ritual first,” Monty said. “I just thought that the Wrakjan had captured—”

      “You were supposed to cast the ritual first,” Niklaus said, sighing and taking a deep breath. “What’s done is done. Now, we will have to deal with a furious Wrakjan and his Krampus minions.”

      “Holy hell,” I said under my breath. “How many minions are we talking?”

      “One hundred Krampus, give or take a few dozen,” Niklaus said, looking around. “A number we are not prepared to deal with. Where is Orn? Wasn’t he with you?”

      “He said he would be heading this way through the outer passageways,” Faith said. “He may have run into some interference.”

      “Monty,” I said. “You need to get Cece out of here.”

      “Indeed,” Monty said, gesturing rapidly. “Stand over here, Cecelia.”

      “But…I can help,” Cece began protesting. “Really, I’m much stronger now.”

      “Yes, you are,” Monty said. “Which means you are in danger. I need to send you home where you can be safe with Viana and your guardian.”

      “But, Mr. Montague, really I can—”

      “Two weeks no homework. We will discuss the other two when I get back.”

      “Really?” Cece’s face brightened. “Wow!”

      “Yes, really, now stand here,” Monty said, adjusting her position in the circle. “Don’t move.”

      Cece shuffled over to the center of the circle. Monty moved his hands, gesturing fast. The circle blazed with red energy for a few seconds, and when it dimmed, Cece was gone.

      “We need to head to the ritual circle,” Niklaus said, heading out of the cistern, “before the Wrakjan can mobilize and cut off access.”

      We started running down the corridors at speed.

      These weren’t the unused corridors we had taken to get to the cistern. These corridors were immense. Large enough to comfortably allow a ten-foot tall, chain-wielding, goat-man the mobility to chase us.

      The roars started filling the corridors behind us first.

      “Those would be the Krampus closest to the stasis circle,” Niklaus said. “Hurry, the ritual circle isn’t too far now.”

      We kept pace, and I realized from the layout of the corridors that the fortress was constructed symmetrically. It was basically the same, with an east wing and west wing. Right now, we were racing to the east wing.

      A Krampus slid into view in front of us, roaring with menace and swinging its chain. Niklaus, who was leading the group, said something under his breath, unleashing a black orb of energy. The Krampus enjoyed a full two seconds, before its top half just disintegrated. The entire thing burst into dust another second later.

      “What the hell was that?” I said, glancing at the pile of Krampus dust as we ran by. “That looked like—”

      “Sorcery,” Niklaus finished. “You do know what this fortress is?”

      I was about to comment about the horrible acronym when the image of the disintegrating Krampus flashed before my eyes, convincing me it was a bad idea.

      “Yes, I do,” I said. “Arctic Society of Sorcery. You really do need a better PR team though. I mean this is the Fortress of ASS?”

      The words had escaped my lips before my better judgement had a chance to choke the air out of my throat.

      Niklaus chuckled as Monty glared in my direction. We didn’t have much time to reflect on horrible acronyms over the roars behind us.

      “It’s been called worse, trust me,” Niklaus said. “If we don’t get this ritual done, there won’t be a fortress left to make fun of.”

      Two more Krampus appeared, blocking our way. Niklaus leaped in the air and blinked out of sight. He reappeared several feet past the two Krampus as they collapsed and burst into dust. Niklaus didn’t even break his stride and kept running.

      “This guy is scary, Monty,” I said. “I usually don’t spook easily, but he is spooky.”

      “Just be glad he’s on our side,” Monty answered as we moved even faster. “We should be close now.”

      We headed down a wide corridor when I heard the roars directly behind us. I didn’t take a chance to look. I had just increased the pace, when I heard a horrific crash.

      “Took you long enough!” Niklaus shouted from the front without slowing down. “Glad you could join us!”

      “I’ll catch up with you in a moment. First, let me just bring the pain to these goats.”

      It was Orn.

      I glanced back to see him grab a Krampus by the horns and swing him violently into a wall. Another Krampus advanced, Orn swung a back-fist, crushing its chest, seconds before both Krampus burst into dust.

      “It’s up ahead,” Niklaus said. “Whatever you see, Tristan; complete the ritual. Faith will help you.”

      “Perhaps it would be better if you completed the ritual, and I dealt with the Wrakjan?” Monty said as we slowed and approached a large open area. “I’ve never cast a Ritual of Esper.”

      “Of course you have,” Niklaus said as a figure emerged from the other side of the open area. “Every winter solstice at the Golden Circle, you cast the ritual of peace and goodwill towards mankind.”

      “Yes, of course, but that wasn’t—” Monty started.

      “Faith will guide you,” Niklaus said with a small smile. “The circle”—he pointed to the center of the large area—“is over there. Don’t delay.”
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      “Kringle,” a man said from the other side of the room. “Time to usher in another Gloom, perhaps the last one.”

      We headed to the ritual circle, and Faith was right: it was made entirely of diamond. The room we stood in, appeared to be a larger amphitheater. It was about twice the size of the cistern, rising tiers of seats ranged around its circumference, the ritual circle being the focal point of attention.

      All around us, I could see the Krampus enter the room, advancing on our position.

      “Tristan, hurry,” Faith hissed as she ran to the center. “You must start the ritual now!”

      “Kill them,” the figure on the other side of the amphitheater said. “Do not let them complete the ritual. I’ll be done here soon enough.”

      “Yes, you will,” Niklaus said. “At least for half a century.”

      The other figure emerged, and I realized I was looking either at Niklaus’ twin brother or a clone. This one was dressed in a dark gray suit, with a white shirt and sky-blue tie. He wore his hair longer, but everything else was identical. Give him a trim and a matching suit and I wouldn’t be able to tell them apart.

      An orb of black and red energy raced past us and crashed into a wall, gouging a large crater out of the marble wall, as it traveled horizontally and out of sight.

      “Monty, you’d better start the ritual,” I said forming Ebonsoul. “These Krampus aren’t here to play nice.”

      Orn raced into the room and slammed into a group of approaching Krampus, dusting several before a chain wrapped itself around his waist. The Krampus swung his arm and launched Orn across the amphitheater. I patted Peaches’ head.

      <Get Orn! Remember: don’t get hit.>

      <Extra sausage?>

      <Yes! And bite the big ugly creatures. Go!>

      Peaches blinked out and slammed into Orn, knocking the large Fae off his trajectory and bouncing him onto the floor.

      “Excellent, Peaches!” Orn yelled. “Thank you!”

      Peaches turned and faced a Krampus about to swing his chain. He squared his paws, took a breath, and barked. The sound ripped a trench in the marble floor, hitting the Krampus head-on and exploding it.

      I looked over to where Niklaus and Wrakjan were exchanging deadly orbs of destruction with each other. That level of power was way above  my pay grade. I decided to focus on Monty and getting the ritual done.

      More Krampus were entering the amphitheater. Monty and Faith were in the center of the ritual circle. I drew Grim Whisper and punched holes into an approaching Krampus. My rounds had never been that powerful in the past. The Krampus whirled on me and roared, slamming its chain into the floor.

      I holstered Grim Whisper, let the power flow through me and extended my arm.

      “Ignisvitae!” I yelled.

      An immense beam of violet energy erupted from my hand and erased the Krampus heading in my direction. I slid closer to the ritual circle and began removing the encroaching Krampus. That’s when I saw the orb.

      “Monty?” I asked. “Almost done?”

      “A little busy at the moment,” Monty snapped while keeping his eyes focused on the runes in the circle. “Trying not to get this wrong. What is it?”

      “Nothing too pressing,” I said, extending my hand at the incoming orb of obliteration. “That looks like the orb that melted the Goat, is all, only bigger. Much, much bigger.”

      Monty glanced up and gestured in my direction, sending black runes at me.

      “Shoot it, Simon! Shoot it, now!”

      “Ignisvitae!” I yelled and felt the power tear out of me.

      A beam of violet, red, and black, raced out of my hand and into the orb coming to end us. For a few seconds, it stopped the orb, suspending it in its path toward us. Then it punched through the orb and into Wrakjan, crashing him into a wall. Niklaus, taking advantage of the opening, unleashed a barrage of black and red orbs that peppered Wrakjan with lethal precision.

      I fell to my knees at the edge of the ritual circle, in a daze, as Monty slammed both hands downward into the diamond runes. Faith, who stood in the center of the ritual circle, extended her arms upward as white energy enveloped her body.

      Somewhere in the distance, I heard Wrakjan scream. I felt rough hands grab me, carrying me away from the edge of the circle as the amphitheater filled with white energy.

      “You certainly brought the pain,” Orn said as he moved quickly away from the spreading energy. “Well done.”

      “What about…what about Monty?”

      “He is protected by the catalyst,” Orn said. “Faith will guide him through this ritual. He will be fine.”

      “And Faith? Is she?”

      “She is fulfilling her purpose,” Orn answered, his voice tinged with sadness. “She will spread light into the dark places. She will give those who despair a spark of hope. She will prevent the Gloom, and the world will have a larger measure of peace, if only for a short time.”

      “Where is Peaches?” I asked before immediately felt his presence close by. “Never mind. I know where he is.”

      “Your Peaches is a fine warrior hellhound. I am honored to have him by my side in battle.”

      “You weren’t too shabby yourself,” I said and felt my vision tunnel in. “If you ever need a hand, just give me a—”

      That was the last thing I remembered before white light covered everything.
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      I woke up with a start because someone had decided to chainsaw wood at some ungodly hour in the middle of the night. It took me a second to realize I was home, and the chainsaw in the background, was the snoring of my sprawled out hellhound on the floor beside my bed.

      I shook my head and made my way to the kitchen. I needed about a gallon of coffee, but would settle for a large mug right now. Monty was sitting in the reception area on the Hansen. Next to him sat Niklaus.

      “Living dangerously, I see,” I said as I walked past and into the kitchen. “Did we stop the Gloominess?”

      “We did indeed stop the Gloom,” Niklaus said. “Thanks to all of you. I came to extend my humble thanks.”

      “You came all the way down here just to say thank you?” I asked. “You don’t have phones in the Fortress of ASS?”

      “We do,” Niklaus replied with a slight smile. “I needed to make sure there were no negative effects to Tristan completing the Ritual of Esper.”

      “Negative effects? Why would there be negative effects? He just stopped the gloomy darkness from another fifty years of making people sad.”

      “There is always a cost, Simon. Remember that. How are you feeling? Orn said you fought valiantly along with your hellhound.”

      “I’m starving is how I’m feeling,” I said as my stomach rumbled. “What happened to Wrakjan?”

      “He will be restrained until the next Ritual of Esper.”

      “Why did he look like you?” I asked. “Is he your twin?”

      Niklaus stood and smoothed out his suit.

      “Something like that,” he said. “We all have a dark side. For now, mine will be quiet for a fifty year cycle. I welcome the peace.”

      “Peace sounds like a great idea right now,” I said. “I could sleep for three days.”

      “You’ve certainly earned it,” Niklaus answered before turning to Monty. “Tristan, the offer still stands. The Society of Arctic Sorcery could always use a talented magic-user. Especially a Montague.”

      “Monty isn’t a sorcerer,” I said. “Tell him, Monty.”

      “No need,” Niklaus said, raising a hand. “Here is an interesting fact for you to consider. The Ritual of Esper can only be cast at the fortress because of the augmented focal point.”

      “That makes sense,” I said. “It needs to go around the entire planet. The focal point gives it a boost.”

      “True,” Niklaus replied. “Did you know, if anyone besides a sorcerer attempts to complete the ritual, he or she is consumed, along with the catalyst?”

      “What are you saying?” I asked. “Are you saying Monty is a sorcerer?”

      “I’m only saying what’s so. Tristan wasn’t consumed with Faith. There are questions that need to be answered. Don’t you think?”

      “I’ll speak with my Uncle,” Monty said. “I’m sure he’ll have insight into all of this.”

      “That would be a prudent course of action. Dex is wise beyond his years. Please give him my regards. I wish you both much peace and goodwill.”

      Niklaus motioned with a hand, opened a portal, and stepped through, vanishing from sight.

      “What do you think it means? That you were able to complete the ritual. Ia it possible you may really be a Sith Lord. Do I have to start calling you Darth Monty now?”

      “It means I may be more than just a mage,” Monty said, waving my words away, “but right now, all I know is that I need a hot cuppa and a brisk walk through a peaceful city. Shall we pay James a visit? His establishment is usually quiet at this hour.”

      “Let me wake the hellhound who would be tragically offended if we saw Jim the Butcher without taking him with.”

      “Indeed,” Monty said with a nod. “I will make sure to get him his extra sausage as well.”

      “That will make him a happy hellhound. He may even be full for an entire ten minutes or so.”

      “That would be some kind of record,” Monty said with an almost-smile. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      I heard the door close as I went to wake up Sprawly McSprawl. It didn’t take much convincing once the subject of meat came up.

      I didn’t know what the future held. What I did know, was that by preventing the Gloom this time around, we were able to spread a little more hope and light in an ever darkening world.

      I’d call that a win in my book any day.
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      Thank you for reading this story and jumping back into the Monty & Strong World.

      This was supposed to be a 10k ‘in the middle of the holidays’ short story. Here we are sitting at close to 16k, because somewhere, in the middle of writing the story it wanted to be…more.

      It meant delaying its release while the story evolved in my brain. Sometimes that happens (especially with the short stories). I go in thinking the story is about one thing—it turns out to be about something else entirely. Anyone who tells you that writing short stories is easy, needs to have Peaches chomp on their delicate bits.

      This story, while a tangent to the main M&S stories, has some profound implications for MS&P in later adventures. Is Monty a sorcerer? Or is he some kind of hybrid magic user? We’ll find out eventually.

      Some of you will feel like Faith’s arc wasn’t given much development. That was intentional. I didn’t want her to be the main focal point, even though she was instrumental in stopping the Gloom. If you read between the lines, she knew what her role was from the beginning, accepted it, and was willing to do whatever it took to make sure the Gloom was stopped. It was  the reason why Niklaus imbued her with power.

      She actively worked toward this end knowing it would mean fulfilling ‘her purpose’ and being the catalyst. The real question you need to ask is: what happens in fifty years when another Ritual of Esper must be performed? Things get curiouser and curiouser.

      I like to think that within each of us resides a ‘Faith’. A part of us that’s willing to do what needs to be done for the greater good, selflessly taking actions without asking for recognition or acknowledgment. It’s the eternal optimist in me.

      With each book, I want to introduce you to different elements of the world(worlds?)Monty & Strong inhabit, slowly revealing who they are, what formed them, and why they make the choices they do.

      Along with this, I hope to show how they are evolving and coming to terms to the changes in their lives. Simon, at some point has to accept he isn’t entirely human anymore(if he’s not entirely human—what is he?). Monty must deal with the allure of a darker magic, and Peaches…well, a hellhound has to deal with getting enough meat, because as we all know…Meat is LIFE.

      If you somehow stumbled into this story as your first adventure into the M&S World and want to know more about Monty & Strong, you need to start with: NO GOD IS SAFE, which explains how Tristan and Simon worked their first case, and how Simon became a cursed immortal. In that story, you can see why it’s a mistake to cross the wrong god. Simon learned that the hard way—it’s the way he usually learns things.

      In each story, there are some references you will understand and some…you may not. This may be attributable to my advanced age, (At this point, I occasionally admit I’m older than Dex, or feel that way most mornings) or my love of all things sci-fi, fantasy, cyberpunk, Whovian, quantum, and other assorted realms and timelines I visit in my life.

      As a reader, I’ve always enjoyed finding these “Easter Eggs” in the books I read. I hope you do too. These references occur spontaneously (really they aren’t planned) and I barely have control of where they will pop up. Simon is an avid Star Wars fan, while Monty prefers the cerebral Star Trek, for example. If there is a reference you don’t understand, feel free to email me, and I will explain it…maybe. Bribing with large amounts Deathwish coffee and chocolate has been known to work wonders.

      Thank you for taking the time to read this story.

      I wrote it for you in the hopes of providing you a few short moments of enjoyment getting in (and out of) trouble with the Trio of Terror.

      If you enjoyed this story— Please leave a review.  It’s really important and helps the story (and me). Peaches is on a mission to woo Rags, and is stockpiling obscene amounts of meat in an effort to impress her.

      I doubt it will work, and he will most likely end up eating his stash, but your reviews help him in his plans and keep him happy. Thank you for your part in keeping the indestructible hellhound puppy happy. I really appreciate your help.

      Thank you again for jumping into this adventure with me.
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      Larry & Tammy—The WOUF: Because even when you aren’t there…you’re there.

      This one is for you—MoB. When things look their bleakest, remember: even the darkest night eventually leads to a bright dawn.
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      To Dolly: my wife and greatest support. You make all this possible each and everyday. You keep me grounded when I get lost in the forest of ideas. Thank you for asking the right questions when needed, and listening intently when I go off on tangents. Thank you for who you are and the space you create—I love you.

      

      To my Tribe: You are the reason I have stories to tell. You cannot possibly fathom how much and how deeply I love you all.

      

      To Lee: Because you were the first audience I ever had. I love you sis.

      

      To the Logsdon Family: The words, Thank You are insufficient to describe the gratitude in my heart for each of you. JL your support always demands I bring my best, my A-game, and produce the best story I can. Both you and Lorelei(my Uber Jeditor) and now, Audrey, are the reason I am where I am today. Thank you for the notes, challenges, corrections, advice, and laughter. Your patience is truly infinite. Arigatogozaimasu.

      

      To The Montague & Strong Case Files Group-AKA The MoB (Mages of Badassery): When I wrote T&B there were fifty-five members in The MoB. As of this release there are over one-thousand members in the MoB. I am honored to be able to call you my MoB Family. Thank you for being part of this group and M&S. You make this possible.

      
        
        THANK YOU.

      

      

      

      To the WTA-The Incorrigibles: JL, Ben Z. Eric QK. S.S.

      They sound like a bunch of badass misfits, because they are. My exposure to the deranged and deviant brain trust you all represent helped me be the author I am today. I have officially gone to the dark side thanks to all of you. I humbly give you my thanks, and…it’s all your fault.

      

      To The English Advisory: Aaron, Penny, Carrie and all of the UK MoB. For all things English…thank you.

      

      To DEATH WISH COFFEE: This book (and every book I write) has been fueled by generous amounts of the only coffee on the planet (and in space) strong enough to power my very twisted imagination. Is there any other coffee that can compare? I think not. DEATH WISH-Thank you!

      

      To Deranged Doctor Design: Kim, Darja, Tanja, and Milo.

      If you’ve seen the covers of my books and been amazed, you can thank the very talented and gifted creative team at DDD. They take the rough ideas I give them, and produce incredible covers that continue to surprise and amaze me. Each time, I find myself striving to write a story worthy of the covers they produce. DDD you embody professionalism and creativity. Thank you for the great service and spectacular covers. YOU GUYS RULE!

      

      To you the reader: I  was always taught to save the best for last. I write these stories for you. Thank you for jumping down the rabbit holes of what if? with me. You are the reason I write the stories I do. You keep reading…I’ll keep writing. Thank you for your support and encouragement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact Me

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I really do appreciate your feedback. You can let me know what you thought of the story by emailing me at:

        orlando@orlandoasanchez.com

      

        

      
        To get FREE stories and regular updates on the M&S World please visit my page and join my newsletter at:

        www.orlandoasanchez.com

      

        

      
        For more information on the M&S World…come join the MoB Family on Facebook!

        You can find us at:

        Montague & Strong Case Files

      

        

      
        Visit our online Monty & Strong Swag Store located at:

        Emandes

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review. They help the book and other readers find good stories to read. THANK YOU!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ART SHREDDERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        No book is the work of one person.

        I am fortunate enough to have an amazing team of advance readers and shredders. They give their time and keen eyes to provide notes, insights, and corrections (dealing patiently and wonderfully with my dreaded comma allergy).

        They help make every book and story go from good to great.

        Each and every one of you helped make this book fantastic.

      

      

      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      
        
        ART SHREDDERS

      

      

      Adam Goldstein, Alisia Soles, Anne Morando, Audrey Cienki,

      Barbara Hamm, Barbara Henninger, Bennah Phelps, Beverly Collie, Brett Wickersham

      Carrie Anne O’Leary, Chris Christman II, Colleen Taylor

      Darren Musson, Davina Noble, Denise King, Diana Gray, Diane Kassmann, Dolly Sanchez,  Donna Young Hatridge

      Hal Bass, Helen Day

      Jim Stoltz,  Jen Cooper, Joscelyn Smith, Joy Ollier, Julie Peckett

      Karen Hollyhead, Karen Langan, Kevin Menard

      Larry Diaz Tushman, Laura Tallman I, Lesley Sharp, Liz Brinkman-Ruiz, Luann Zip

      Mae O’Day, Malcolm Robertson, Marcia Campbell, Maryelaine Eckerle-Foster, Mike Helas

      Natalie Fallon, Nick Church

      Penny Campbell-Myhill,

      RC Battels, Rob Hill,

      Sara Mason Branson, Sean Trout, Shanon Owens Bainbridge, Shelley Sears, Stacey Stein, Stephanie Claypoole, Susan Brouillette, Susie Jonhson

      Tami Cowles, Tanya Anderson, Ted Camer, Terri Adkisson, Thomas Ryan

      Vikki Brannagan

      Wendy Schindler

      Zak Klepek.

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      © 2020 Orlando A. Sanchez

      All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

      Published by: Bitten Peaches Publishing

      Cover Art: Deranged Doctor Design www.derangeddoctordesign.com
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