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Silver Clouds Dirty Sky

By

Orlando A. Sanchez

A Montague & Strong Detective Novel


Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. Hebrews 11:1


For Amy Beth Walker Nolan

Your bright light was extinguished during the writing of this book. You were one of the first voices in the MoB Family. You helped in every ART. Your voice, your humor, and your wit are interlaced in every Monty & Strong story and I thank you.

You were a dear friend who always had a kind word and insightful idea into Monty & Strong. When I suggested this story to you, you were excited to read it as you were with all my books. 

May the Valkyries raise a flagon of Valhalla Java in your honor Amy. I am proud to call you a member of my family-the MoB Family.

 Each of you comprises my support-giving me insight, advice, ideas, and most importantly love. You allow me to brighten our sometimes dark world with a few moments of adventure, action, and humor. 

Our lives are dimmer with the sudden loss of Amy’s light, but I know she would want me to keep telling stories and she would want you to keep reading.

This story is for you

Amy.






 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ONE

 


I HATED TELEPORTATION. 

We landed on cool, smooth stone, and I seriously considered never moving again. I looked up in time to see the setting sun. It took a few seconds before I realized that we’d left New York City at dawn.

“Stay in the circle,” Monty said as he gestured. Light blue runes floated over us. “I can’t determine the effects of a jump of that scale. It’s safer if you stay inside.”

“Where the hell are we, Monty?” I sat up and really looked around this time. Peaches was sprawled out, stunned, and moving slowly next to me. Beside him lay Michiko, unconscious. I didn’t see Dex. I tried to stand, and the ground shifted in several directions, advising me that remaining seated was a good idea right now. “Where’s Dex?”

Monty pointed with his chin while he kept gesturing. We were in a courtyard. A large, squat, stone building sat in front of us in the looming darkness. In fact, from what I could tell, stone buildings surrounded us.

On the ground a few feet away lay Dex, with a woman next to him. It was hard to make out her features, but the chill in the air gave me a clue.

“Monty,” I whispered, “is that—?”

She looked up at me then, and I stared into the eyes of the Morrigan. Her eyes gave off a faint green glow as she laid Dex’s head gently on the stone and approached. 

“Which one of you allowed him to cast a spatial temporal circle—using his blood?” she asked with a smile that promised all sorts of pain. 

That little voice I always ignored, suggested burrowing into the stone and hiding. For once, I agreed with it.

“Well met” Monty stepped out of the circle and gave her a short bow.

“That remains to be seen, mage.” She pointed at Dex without turning. “How did this happen?”

“He cast the blood circle to save us,” Monty answered, glancing back at the rest of us. “No one tells my uncle what to do or how to do it. You know that better than most. I did my best to limit the backlash. I didn’t know he would be bringing us here or time-skipping.”

“Where is here?” I asked, getting unsteadily to my feet. The ground only wobbled slightly this time. In the dim light, I managed to make out a plaque affixed to the crumbling stone wall next to us that read: Wardrobe Tower-12th Century. “This isn’t much of a wardrobe tower.”

“The damn fool,” the Morrigan whispered and stepped back to Dex’s body, kneeling next to him. “He has exceeded his capacity and nearly killed himself in the process. What caused him to take such action? Why would he teleport you here?”

“We were evading a magistrate,” Monty replied. “One sent to apprehend or eliminate me.”

“That black orb that ate the Goat didn’t say apprehend to me,” I said, looking around the stone wall. Behind it stood a larger structure. “He was trying to kill us—especially you.”

<I’m hungry.>

Peaches stirred and sniffed the air. I rubbed his belly as he stood on wobbly legs. Whatever we just did, it hit him just as hard as it had me. Michiko was still unconscious.

“I’ll get you something to eat—as soon as I figure out where we are,” I said, looking at Monty. 

“The Consortium will be arriving soon,” the Morrigan said, scooping up Dex’s body with little effort. A large raven swooped in and landed on her shoulder. She plucked a feather from its body. “You will have to find another way to return. The entire island is gated.”

“The entire island?” Monty narrowed his eyes and looked around. “I see. Only the Consortium would sanction something like that. Uncle Dex bringing us here must have set off their defenses.”

“Your uncle will be in runic stasis for some time, and the Consortium would like to have some words with him—violent words.” She handed me the feather with a nod. “When you need my unkindness, destroy this.”

“He’s managed to anger them again, hasn’t he?” Monty said with a shake of his head.

The Morrigan smiled. “He’s your uncle. Why ask questions you already know the answer to?”

“Consortium?” I looked at Monty. “There’s no Consortium in New York.”

 “You are correct, Simon.” The Morrigan flashed her green eyes at me and began phasing out of sight, taking Dex with her. “But then again, you are no longer in New York.”

Her voice trailed off into the night as I turned to Monty. “Where did he teleport us?” I asked, trying to keep my voice calm. “What did she mean by her unkindness?”

“It’s more where and when.” Monty adjusted his jacket. “A blood circle allows the caster to incorporate an additional component to the teleportation circle—in this case it was a temporal component.”

“Don’t magic-science me. Where and when the hell are we?”

“He took us to a place of power,” Monty said, looking at the large stone structure in front of us. “That is the White Tower.”

“White Tower as in Tower of London?” I asked incredulously. “He ported us to London?”

Monty nodded. “I would say a few hours ahead since we left New York City at dawn. London is five hours ahead, and it’s evening here. I could really use a cuppa.”

“Why would he port us so far away?” I asked. “Even better, how did he do it?”

“I was just about to ask you the same thing,” a voice behind me said. “Welcome to London. You are all under arrest.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWO

“CONSORTIUM MAGES?” I asked, looking at the group around us.

Monty nodded. “Five in the open, and several more trying desperately to camouflage but failing,” he whispered. “Don’t shoot them—yet. I’d like to hear what warranted this response.”

The Penumbra Consortium was the older, darker, angrier, European version of the Dark Council—heavy hitters with long memories and longer reach. They oversaw and controlled the Eastern Hemisphere.

“Good reaction time,” I said, turning slowly and facing the mage who spoke. Peaches rumbled next to me as I looked down at him. 

<A small bite? I haven’t eaten in a long time.>

“Can we find out who they are before you go munching on them?” I asked, grabbing Peaches by the scruff and looking at the mage who’d declared our arrest. He looked young, but that wasn’t an indicator of age with mages. Monty appeared to be in his late fifties but was over two hundred years old. “Who’s doing the arresting?”

“In the name of the Penumbra Consortium, I—Mage Bartholomew Anderson—place you under arrest,” the young mage said. “Do not resist.”

“Do you usually arrest visiting magic-users, Bart?” I asked. “Where’s the English hospitality I keep hearing about? What are the charges? Is this because of Wardrobe Tower? I promise we didn’t destroy it. It was like that when we got here.”

“You arrived in a place of power through gated defenses and disrupted all of the protections placed around the Tower,” Bart said, examining us. “The only ways to breach the White Tower defenses is to use a blood circle or dark magic. Both of which are grounds for extermination.”

“There’s a perfectly good reason for—” I began.

Bart narrowed his eyes at us and scanned the group.

“Furthermore, you’re traveling with a dark mage, a vampire and what I think is some kind of hellhound,” he continued, his voice laced with disgust. “Clearly that creature is demonic and should be dispatched with haste.”

Bart formed an orb of flame in his hand. I stood in front of Peaches and let my hand rest on Grim Whisper.

“His name is Peaches, and I think you might want to reconsider your next move before you let go of that orb,” I said with quiet menace. “If you send that our way, I promise I’ll shoot you first, in places that won’t kill you, just so Peaches can finish you off.”

Bart took a step back, clearly surprised, but still held the orb. The other mages around him also formed orbs. Expressions of fear were etched into their faces. Peaches couldn’t be causing this much fear. It’s true he could be intimidating, but most of the time he looked like a large, hungry, oversized, cute and cuddly hellhound. On second thought, it was possible Peaches was causing some of the fear.

“It’s clear you are engaged in demonic activity,” Bart said, his voice wavering. “If you resist, we will be forced to attack and destroy you, along with your demon.”

Michiko stepped silently to my side. “I invoke a council audience,” she said. 

“Only one of the heads of the Dark Council can do that,” Bart scoffed, not taking his eyes off us.

I began pointing at and counting the mages I could see, and even some of the ones that were trying to hide. There were about twenty in the immediate vicinity. It looked like an overreaction on the Consortium’s part. 

“What are you doing?” Bart asked, confused.

“Counting how many of you won’t make it back, for pissing off a vampire who also happens to be the head of the Dark Council.”

The blood drained from Bart’s face. “I beg your pardon?”

“Monty, what would require the attention of twenty mages?” I asked, still counting. “Dragon, maybe?”

Monty rubbed his chin. “I don’t recall any draconic activity in London,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s possible one is in the area. However, that wouldn’t require twenty mages, even if they are inexperienced.”

I looked at Bart. “Begging might be a good idea, but it depends on her mood,” I said. “I highly recommend abject groveling.”

Chi shot me a look. “I request an audience with the elders of the Consortium, as granted me by the statutes of the Supernatural Accords,” she said, taking another step forward. “Before dawn would be preferable.”

“Bollocks,” Bart muttered, and the orbs disappeared. “With the poor lighting and that creature, I didn’t recognize you. Please accept my sincerest apologies, Ms. Nakatomi.”

Chi waved the words away as one of the other mages approached Peaches with what appeared to be a steel leash covered in runes.

“We still need to secure the creature,” Bart said, looking at Peaches. “It’s too dangerous to leave unrestrained.”

“See, Monty?” I said as the mage approached. “Not every mage is as wise and all-knowing as you. This one has grown tired of living.”

The mage with the steel leash stopped.

“Indeed. Clearly they have been experiencing some kind of demonic activity.” Monty looked at the mage with the leash. “Do put that thing away before Simon lets him have you for a snack.”

The mage quickly tossed the leash to the side.

“Smart move,” I said, as we were escorted towards Tower Bridge, where we were greeted by a convoy of waiting vehicles.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THREE

THE PENUMBRA CONSORTIUM was situated in several locations around London. We were heading to the Thames office, located on the top floor of the Tate Modern Blavatnik Building.

“That is one ugly looking building,” I said as we approached the museum. “It looks like some sort of factory.”

“It’s actually the site of the old Bankside Power Station before the Tate took it over.” Monty looked out of the window. “The Consortium has retained ownership of the property since the mid nineteen hundreds. The Blavatnik is just a new name for the old Switch House.”

“Maybe they should level it and start over?” I said, looking at the squat building overlooking the Thames.

We rolled south over the Tower Bridge in a convoy of four black Range Rover Velars. Chi was in the first vehicle, along with the other mages. Bart sat across from me and Peaches sat in the back area where I could hear him rumbling at me. 

<I’m hungry. Do you have meat?>

“I need to feed Peaches,” I said, looking at Bart. “I need to get him some food, or things will get unpleasant.”

Actually, I didn’t know what would happen if Peaches didn’t eat. Not feeding a hellhound sounded like a bad idea, though. I didn’t intend to find out the consequence of a starving Peaches.

“What does it eat? Small children?” Bart looked at Peaches with a mixture of fear and disgust. “Sorry, we’re fresh out.”

“A deli would be good, or a butcher shop.” I looked out the windows on my side. “A smart-ass mage will do in a pinch. He’s not picky.”

I rubbed Peaches’ head as I stared at Bart.

“I’m sure we could arrange some meat for the beast,” Bart said, shifting back even farther as Peaches growled at him. “But since Ms. Nakatomi invoked the audience, the elders will be heading to the Meeting Hall.”

“His name is Peaches—not beast,” I said. “Do you think it’s a good idea to bring a hungry hellhound into a room of twitchy mages who jump at anything that appears slightly demonic?”

“Driver, take us to Lobos, they should be open at this hour,” Bart said hurriedly. “They have all sorts of meat there, and it’s on the way.”

“Thank you.” I rubbed Peaches’ neck. “We’re going to get you some meat. Be patient.” 

“You talk to it?” Bart asked, surprised. “How did you bind it to service?”

“Bind it to service?” My level of irritation shifted up a notch. “Peaches isn’t a demon. I didn’t bind him to any kind of service. I mean technically he’s a hellhound, but he’s not a demon—at least, I don’t think he is.”

“You don’t know?” Bart rolled his eyes at me. “How could you not know? How was he procured if you didn’t summon him?”

I shook my head. “Trust me, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“He was a gift from Hades,” I said.

“You’re right, I don’t believe you.” He crossed his arms. “Want to know what I think?”

“Not particularly, but I have a feeling you’re going to share anyway.”

“I think you summoned that—thing, and now you’re trying to pass it off as some kind of pet,” he said, raising his voice. “It’s clear this mage is dark, and you…you must be some kind of demon trafficker. The Elders will sort you all out.”

“They sure seem nervous about demons,” I said, looking at Monty. “This have something to do with Dex?”

“Unlikely. His Vatican episode was years ago. This must be something new. However, I’m curious as to why he would bring us to the Tower.”

“What did she mean when she said the island was gated?” I kept from saying the Morrigan’s name. These mages were beyond twitchy. Hearing about her was probably not a good idea.

“It seems the Consortium has sealed off the island.”

“Which one? Last I checked, Britain was all island.”

“Exactly.” Monty looked outside. “They’ve managed to lock down—as in no teleportation is possible—the entire island. No small feat. I had no idea my uncle was that powerful.”

“How hard is it to get around one of these gates?”

“Not terribly. I should be able to manage it in two-hundred years.”

“Oh, soon, then.”

Bart glared but kept his distance from us, especially Peaches.

“Maybe they’re spooked because they haven’t come across a hellhound or someone with your level of dark mageosity,” I said with a smile. “That would be totally understandable, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m neither a demonologist nor a dark mage.” Monty looked at Bart pointedly. “Magical demonology is a specific branch of magic few mages study. If I recall, Nigel is the resident demon expert in London.”

“You know Mage Warrenton?” Bart asked, surprised.

“I know of him,” Monty said. “He spent a few years at the Sanctuary, and we spoke briefly a few times. Bright mage with a singular focus on the netherworld.”

“And he lives here now?” I asked. “Maybe we can ask him what’s going on?”

“Lived,” Bart said quietly. “Mage Warrenton was found murdered in his flat last night.”

“Are you sure it’s murder?” I asked. “How old was he?”

“They found his body inside a circle of summoning—minus the head.”

“I think murder is a fair assessment,” I said, leaning back and rubbing Peaches again. “Well, that explains why a gaggle of mages showed up. Do you have any other demon experts in London?”

“They’ve called in Mage Rafael,” Bart said. “He’s the resident expert now.”

Monty groaned and looked out the window again.

“What?” 

“Thomas Rafael is not the usual mage,” Monty answered without looking. “I’m surprised they called him.”

“What does that mean—he has a sense of humor?”

“Let’s just meet these Elders and get back home. You don’t want to get involved with demons.”

“Worse than dragons?”

“A dragon is forthright about trying to incinerate, eviscerate, or generally erase you,” Monty said. “A demon will do all of the same—but make you believe it’s your friend first. Never trust a demon.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOUR

TWO VEHICLES STOPPED at Lobos so we could get Peaches some much needed meat. The other vehicles continued to the Tate. Bart refused to let us out of his sight and came inside with us.

I ordered five pounds of black pudding and was assured that it was edible by the butcher behind the counter. I asked him to cut it into sections. They looked like large hockey pucks with flecks of white material in the center. It didn’t look remotely edible.

“Do you have a metal bowl?” I asked. “Titanium would be better.”

“You plan on eating five pounds of black pudding from a titanium bowl?” the butcher asked incredulously. 

“Not me.” I pointed down at the eager Peaches. “Him.”

<So many good smells. This is almost as good as the place.>

The butcher looked over the counter and whistled. “That’s a fine creature. Give me a moment.”

He came back with a large bowl made from a section of steel bent into a loose square shape. I dropped the five pounds of meat into the square bowl, and Peaches promptly buried his face in it.

“Maybe you want to taste it before inhaling it?”

<Too good. So good.>

Bart took a step back looking on with both disgust and disapproval etched on his face. Monty just sighed and stood by the door.

“Nice bowl,” I said, as it withstood the onslaught of Peaches chomping on the pudding.

“That’s a section of a Heavy Churchill,” the butcher said, with pride and a chuckle. “If your dog manages to chew through that, he’s welcome here anytime. Meat on the house.”

“That’s just steel, right?” I asked, shaking my head. “Hope you’re well stocked.”

“Not just steel.” The butcher looked down at Peaches. “English steel.”

The screeching sound of tearing metal filled the butcher shop as Peaches ripped off a section of the bowl. The butcher leaned over the counter, disbelief in his eyes. Peaches spit out the section and proceeded to lick what was left of the bowl.

“How did he—?” the butcher started.

“I’ll take five more pounds—to go. Thank you.”

The butcher packed the bag and kept looking at Peaches in shock. His hand trembled slightly as he passed me the bag. 

“On the—on the house.” He crossed himself and stepped back and away from the counter. “That thing’s not normal.”

“His name is Peaches,” I said with a smile and held up the bag. “Thank you for the pudding.”

Bart moved out of the way, surprise combined with a large helping of fear replacing the disgust. “Demon,” Bart muttered under his breath, along with some curses I didn’t catch. 

I headed to the door and looked down at Peaches. “You’re not going to say thank you?” I caught Monty wincing as he opened the door and stepped outside. “Not too loud,” I whispered.

Peaches spread his legs, faced the butcher, and barked. It wasn’t one of his loudest, but it shattered most of the jars behind the counter. The butcher crossed himself again and ran to the back. Bart, who just happened to be in the line of fire—I must have forgotten to warn him—had lost all the surprise, and was just showing fear now.

<Was that good?>

“Perfect.” I rubbed his neck. 

<Can I have more meat?>

“No, you may not.” I opened the door, but Bart was still frozen in place. “Are you coming?”

Bart stepped quickly out of the shop, into the waiting Range Rover, and slammed the door. Monty and I were left to take the other one. For some reason it appeared that we no longer required a mage escort. 

“The driver knows where to go,” Bart said, right before he locked the door. “I think it’s best you travel with your demon hound on your own.”

“You think it was too much?” I jumped into the other Range Rover, and Peaches bounded in after me. He rocked the suspension as he settled into the seat he had to himself and sprawled.

“Who? You or the creature?” Monty asked. “Can you refrain from frightening the Elders of the Consortium?”

“Peaches is a good boy, he’ll behave and not munch on any scared old mages.” I rubbed his head and tugged on his neck.

“My relief knows no bounds,” Monty said, and settled into his seat. 

We had made the right turn onto Southwark Street, when Bart’s Range Rover catapulted into the air. It hung there for a few seconds before ungracefully slamming into the street. It rolled several times, then ground to a halt, in the middle of the road.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FIVE

OUR DRIVER SLAMMED on the brakes as we screeched to a stop, nearly slamming into Bart’s overturned Rover ahead. He rushed out of the vehicle to help Bart and the other mages as they spilled out of the destroyed vehicle.

I looked behind us and saw what appeared to be a man on fire.

“Demon?” I pointed to the figure behind us.

“The flames appear to be supernatural in origin.” Monty narrowed his eyes as he looked. “Maybe we should investigate?”

“Investigate sounds like you think we should get closer,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper as I stepped out of the Range Rover with Peaches in tow. “I think we should put more distance between us.”

“We should ascertain the reason for the attack,” Monty said. “I highly doubt this has to do with us. More than likely it is another summoning. There may be more mages involved.”

“I can load persuaders if we’re going to be dealing with twitchy, paranoid mages.”

“Might be a good idea,” Monty said. “I don’t think the English magical community would appreciate you leaving a trail of bodies on your visit here.”

“Why do you keep acting like I’m the destructive one?”

“We may need some assistance—just in case.” Monty gestured. An orb shot off into the sky, followed by a wall of energy rising between the human flame-thrower and us. A fireball exploded against the barricade, and the demon roared at us.

“No way,” I said. “Did you just fire a bat-signal orb? Who’s coming?”

“That wasn’t a bat-signal anything,” Monty said with a shake of his head. “You really need to let go of your fixations.”

“My fixations make life interesting,” I said, looking at the demon. “Is that barrier going to hold?”

“That will keep it busy for a short while.” Monty walked to the totaled Range Rover. “At the very least, let’s check on our escort.”

“How wide is that barricade?” I kept looking back to make sure the demon didn’t find a way around the wall of energy. Every time it tried to get around it, the energy shifted to block its path. I holstered Grim Whisper before Bart and his friends got the wrong idea.

“This—this is all your fault,” Bart said, pointing at me with eyes wide in fear. “You’re the one with that—that demon spawn.”

I was about to answer, when Peaches rumbled next to me.

“What is it, boy?” I grabbed the scruff of his neck, but he didn’t move when I pulled. I let go. “What’s wrong?”

The fact that I could ask that question with a demon trying to charbroil us explained my life in a nutshell.

<Something big, bad coming.>

“Monty, you sense something other than Johnny Blaze over there trying to barbecue us?”

Monty closed his eyes for a few seconds. “The gate runes are interfering with…Bloody hell,” he said, looking in the direction of the energy barricade. “We need to relocate the injured. Now.”

“They can use the Range Rover,” I said, pulling out Grim Whisper. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.” He began gesturing. “Whatever it is makes that thing over there look harmless.”

I looked down the street and saw the barricade flex and bulge. It buckled and burst into nothingness, as another figure appeared behind the demon. I turned to Bart and the other mages, who were looking on in shock.

“Get in the Range Rover and get out of here,” I said, checking Grim Whisper for entropy rounds. The mages were locked in a rictus of fear. “Now!”

They stumbled to their feet and jumped in the Range Rover. Those who couldn’t walk were carried. Bart hesitated a moment and looked at me. I waved him off. Eventually they all piled in and closed the doors.

“Let’s go,” Bart said urgently, as the driver floored the gas pedal. The Range Rover sped down Southwark. The second figure plunged a hand into the demon and absorbed it in a matter of seconds, as it roared and howled. The sound of footsteps filled the street as the figure approached.

“Have you faced demons before, Monty?” I asked. “Please say yes. Because I don’t think persuaders are going to do anything to that except piss it off.”

“Somewhat,” he said under his breath. “Control your beast and let me handle this.”

Peaches was rumbling like a throaty engine with a distinct pounce-and-rip-to-shreds stance. I grabbed him by the scruff and shoved him back. He moved a whole three inches.

<Can I bite him? He smells wrong.>

“No, boy. He probably tastes like rotting meat.” I kept a firm grip of his scruff. I doubted I could hold him if he lunged. “Let Monty deal with him.”

“Mage,” the figure said. “You are not my target. Step aside. Do not throw your life away.”

“Who are you?” Monty asked as I glanced at him. He really was going to start a conversation with the demon absorber.

“You want to know my name?” the man said with a smile that really made me wish I had jumped in the Range Rover with Bart.

“No,” Monty said immediately. “I wish to know your hierarchy.”

“You are versed in my world, Mage.” I felt the wave of energy around the man. It was a dark and cold undercurrent of fear. Primal and irrational—the fear that seized your breath and laughed as you suffocated.

“I’m familiar.” Monty nodded. “Your hierarchy?”

“You do not possess the power to compel me, Mage,” the stranger said. “Step aside or perish.”

“He doesn’t, but I do,” another voice said with a slight accent. “Hello, Tristan. I apologize for the delay.”

“You bloody well took your time,” Monty said, looking to the side. “Do you think you can handle this, Thomas?”

A short man dressed in a black robe walked towards us. He pushed back the large hood, revealing a boyish face, short black hair and day-old stubble.

“Is this Batmage?” I asked, looking him over. “I was expecting the Bale version. This is closer to the West version. Can he deal with whatever that thing is?”

“I can,” Thomas said as he stepped into the street. “If my faith sustains me.”

“Is he going to start praying now?” I whispered. “Because he”—I pointed at tall, dark, and scary—“doesn’t look too impressed by Friar Tuck here.”

Monty held up a hand, and I shut up. I took a few steps back and made sure I could reach my mala bracelet. If things went south, I could throw up my shield immediately. Peaches stayed next to me in full pounce-and-tear mode.

“You have no power over me,” the demon said. “Step aside.”

“Only that which is loaned to me, Cinder of the Seventh.” 

“You know my name?” Cinder said, surprise etched into his voice. “Then you know my power.”

“I do,” Thomas said, and gestured. “All power can be transformed. Energy can never be destroyed—only changed.”

White runes materialized around Cinder and penetrated his body. His face tightened as his skin began to bubble and peel. “We are only the beginning,” he gasped, falling to his knees. “There will be more, stronger than me.” His voice rasped as pain started to overtake him. “There are powers and principalities you will never dispatch with a wave and a whisper.”

“I will be waiting,” Thomas said calmly while making a fist. Cinder screamed as the runes exploded and white light filled the street, obliterating the body and blinding me in the process. Cinder was gone.

“Who are you?” I asked, impressed. I stuck out my hand. “I’m Simon—Simon Strong. This is Peaches.”

Thomas shook my hand and then crouched down, rubbing Peaches behind the ears. “He’s delightful,” Thomas said, somehow managing to keep all of his limbs attached. “How did you manage to get one of Cerberus’ pups?”

“Hades?” I stepped to the side, amazed that Peaches would let a stranger manhandle him this way. “That’s pretty amazing.”

“He’s always been this way.” Monty tugged on the cuffs of his shirt and sniffed. “Every stray fell in love with him. The Sanctuary was a zoo while he stayed there.”

Thomas petted Peaches once more and stood. “Hades must think highly of you to gift one of his pups.” He brushed off his robes and extended his hand. “Peaches is an excellent name. Mine is Thomas. Thomas Rafael.”

“Are you a mage?” I asked. “Because what you did back there with the demon—impressive.”

“You had to ask,” Monty said with a groan, and threw up a hand. “Thomas, the short version please, not a dissertation.”

“I see he’s still as cheerful as ever.” We headed to the Tate, which was visible in the distance. “I’m just a regular person, like you.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Regular people don’t go around casting and throwing runes at people. That’s more mages and wizards, those types.”

“Mage and wizard are just titles for the same thing,” Thomas said with a smile as he glanced over at Monty.

“They are not the same thing,” Monty said. “And you know this. In fact, you spent fifty years learning the difference.”

“Still touchy about the whole ‘mage-wizard’ thing, I see?”

“You have no idea,” I muttered. Monty shot me a stink-eye. “But you were saying?”

“I’m not a mage or a wizard,” Thomas said, clasping his hands in front of him. “I’m just a person who can manipulate energy that comes from a higher power—a source, if you will.”

“That sounds really close to what a religious person would say, but you use magic.” I glanced over at Thomas, who nodded. “At least when you explain it, I understand some of it.”

“That way of thinking and speaking forced the Elders to cast him out of the Sanctuary,” Monty said. “I told you to have any thought you want, just keep it to yourself.”

“They asked, and I answered.” Thomas shrugged and smiled. “They knew my arguments were sound, proven and more importantly, replicable. But maintaining their antiquated customs was deemed more important.”

“You taught others to use magic?” I asked. “Non-mages?”

“To manipulate energy, yes, and it scared the Elders shitless,” Thomas said with a laugh. “What took them decades to master, I was showing the novices in years, sometimes months. They never appreciated my powers of observation.”

“You would have thrown the entire magical community into an upheaval, a revoluti—” Monty started.

“A renaissance, Tristan,” Thomas interrupted, his voice on edge. “And you know it. Only, my ideas were too radical. Teach anyone to wield this power? Blasphemy!”

“I know,” Monty said in a low voice. “Thank you for coming tonight. Your assistance was appreciated.”

“You didn’t need me for that demon.” Thomas narrowed his eyes at Monty. “Especially with your recent shift. Are you masking?”

“You can say that,” Monty answered. “We’re here to see the Consortium, and I would rather they not know about the extent of my abilities just yet.”

Monty looked off in the distance and motioned with his chin. I saw the Range Rover with Bart and his group.

“I’m afraid this little interaction will pose a problem,” Thomas said. “They’re quite anti-demon these days.”

“It doesn’t help that most of Nigel was found in the center of a demonic summoning circle,” Monty answered. “Convincing the Consortium of our innocence in this matter will be near impossible.”

Thomas rested a hand on my shoulder. “You’ll find that mages, wizards, and most magic-users are very much fixed in their ways,” he said. “Don’t bother trying to change their minds. Especially now with the demons roaming London, everyone is a ‘dark mage.’ Ooh, beware.” 

I snuck a glance at Monty, and Thomas laughed.

“What happened to Nigel?” Monty asked. “They said a demon killed him. If I recall his power level, a demon would have had a difficult time with him.”

Thomas grew serious. “Nigel’s arrogance killed him, not a demon.”

“Can you trace the source of the summoning?” Monty asked.

“We tried without success,” Thomas said quietly. “Mages are being targeted, especially the demonologists. I don’t know why yet.”

“Wait, doesn’t that mean you’re a target?” I looked at Thomas, who smiled back at me.

“Not an easy or a soft one.”

“Is the Consortium after you?” Monty asked as the Range Rover pulled away and headed in the direction of the Tate. “Are we walking into a magical inquisition?”

“Is that like the Spanish Inquisition?” I asked. “Because mi Español is rusty.”

“Worse.” Monty looked across the Thames at St. Paul’s Cathedral. “The magical inquisition consisted of mages judging what was or wasn’t acceptable. They killed or erased whomever they considered to be transgressors.”

“Don’t mention your past to them, Tristan,” Thomas said, looking around. “We can’t speak here. Find me when you’re done and I’ll tell you everything I know. This is a dark time.”

“The usual?” Monty turned to face the Tate and pulled on his cuffs. Thomas stepped a few feet away and gestured. White runes floated in the air in front of him and disappeared.

“Always on time,” Thomas said with a nod, his face serious. “Keep your wonderful creature close, Simon. They will try to neutralize it due to its origins.”

“Over my dead body,” I growled.

“That will probably be the plan,” he said. “Don’t trust them. Don’t believe them. Right now they’re operating from fear, which makes even the most intelligent quite stupid.”

He crouched down and rubbed Peaches again before stepping back and extending an arm. He pulled it down as if he were unzipping a dress and stepped through a rift. It closed after him silently.

<I like him. He smells good.>

“I noticed,” I said, nudging Peaches with my knee. “You can’t bite anyone in here—so don’t ask.”

“I thought you said the island was gated?” I turned to Monty. “How did he manage that?”

“That wasn’t teleportation.” He stepped close to where the rift had opened and narrowed his eyes. “It’s very similar to a Smith bridge. You don’t want to travel this way—trust me.”

“Still,” I said, adjusting Grim Whisper and my dark blade, Ebonsoul, “it’s a good skill to have on an island that’s locked down.”

Monty nodded. “Good point.”

I turned to face the Tate Modern, looming in the dark before us.”

<This place doesn’t smell good.>

“Are you ready?” Monty asked. “This will most likely become unpleasant.”

I rubbed Peaches behind the ears.

“We’ll try diplomacy first,” I said, adjusting my holster.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SIX

WE WERE INFORMED that the audience was moved to the top level of the Tate Modern proper. The Blavatnik building was still sealed due to runic interference.

“Is that code for someone screwed up a spell?” I whispered to Monty.

“Possibly, or someone set off the defenses and they need to be reset.”

Five mages surrounded us, positioned two in front and three behind. They were dressed in combat armor, and escorted us from the lobby of the Blavatnik Building to the monstrosity that was the actual museum. We entered from the Thames side into a large open space. I saw that, in addition to being mages, they were armed with conventional weapons.

“Why didn’t they send these guys to the White Tower?”

“ECU—Elite Combat Units. Not expendable.” Monty glanced at our escort. “These are the men they send after Bart and his group become casualties.”

The entire building thrummed with power. I could see runes on most of the walls, halls, and ceilings. “This place is covered in runes,” I said under my breath. “Paranoid much?”

“This is one of the general meeting spaces,” Monty answered, looking around. “Its main purpose is to serve as a neutral meeting space for countries. Think of James’s butcher shop, on a global scale. What the Dark Council is to the city, the Penumbra Consortium is to the Eastern Hemisphere.”

We arrived at the top floor and crossed a long hallway covered in runes. I made out some of them as dampeners. Most of them were too complicated for me to decipher. 

“I don’t think you can cast in here.” I looked up and down the corridor. A large wooden double-door sat in the center. “Do you still have your blades?”

I looked him over to see where they would be stored, since he wasn’t carrying the sheaths on his back.

Monty nodded, and followed the runes leading to the doors. “Those runes are particularly nasty,” he said under his breath. “If anything happens, we resort to your methods.”

“Bullets and blades,” I said, looking at the large doors. “That’s a language I can understand.”

“Agreed.”

“I’m a little concerned that they haven’t taken my weapons.”

“Arrogance, or ignorance.” Monty looked at the large doors in front of us. “Or perhaps this is all a façade, and our fate has been pre-determined.”

“Now I’m feeling super-confident about this meeting.”

Each of the mages in front of us stood facing one of the doors. They placed their hands in sequence on different parts of their respective door. Large locks slid back, and the doors swung inward slowly, leading into a darker chamber. 

I stopped walking and gave my eyes a moment to adjust to the poor lighting. The chamber lights came on, momentarily blinding me. Large tables were placed on either side, all surrounding the lowered platform in the center. 

An immense table dominated the center space, with seven people seated behind it in large chairs. The space was designed so that you were looked down upon from the large table once you stood in the center. Three of the walls were a rich mahogany and covered in the same runes I saw in the corridor outside. They stretched down the wall and into the green marble floor beneath us.

On the right side of the room, a window-wall allowed an expansive view of the Thames, St. Paul’s Cathedral, and North London. The glass appeared to be several inches thick. I saw the glint of runes dance across its surface. 

From the energy in the room, I could tell most, if not all, the people seated were magic-users of some kind. I saw Michiko standing in the center of the floor with an escort as large as ours. A collective gasp filled the room when Peaches entered next to me.

“A hellhound,” I heard. It was followed by, “It must be contained and destroyed. How dare he bring that filth in here?”

“Monty, maybe you want to talk to them before I let Peaches hit the mage buffet table?”

<I can bite a few of them but would prefer the meat in the bag.>

I looked down and realized I was still carrying the bag with the five pounds of black pudding.

“No meat for you until we’re done,” I muttered under my breath.

Chi glanced back as we entered the chamber. We walked until the two escorts merged. Now we were surrounded by ten armed mages in combat armor. I couldn’t have felt any safer.

“So good of you to join us,” Chi whispered as we stood next to her. “What took so long?”

“The traffic was hellish.” I looked around, examining the faces around the table. “They look upset. Is this a mage thing or something Monty did?”

“I haven’t done anything…yet,” Monty said, narrowing his eyes and examining the room. “And from the looks of things, I won’t be doing anything anytime soon.”

The seven Consortium members were a mix of men and women. With all the runic activity in the space, I couldn’t tell how strong they were, but I did know one thing: they weren’t happy to see us or to be called into an audience in the middle of the night. They each wore what I would call business formal wear. We could’ve been sitting in a boardroom discussing the direction of a corporation and they would’ve fit right in.

Most of them looked uncomfortable, except for the center suit. He looked calm and relaxed, and leaned forward to study Peaches. He leaned back and steepled his fingers, resting them on his lips as he narrowed his eyes at the rest of us.

“On what authority is this audience convened?” Suit on the far left-hand side asked. “And who is the master of the demon-hound?” There was a lot of grumbling at the mention of a demon-hound.

It was going to be one of those meetings. This was just like any other organizing body of people—except with twitchy mages. It meant we were in the middle of a pompous circumstance. Lots of ego, red tape, kowtowing, and ass-kissing until they were satisfied we were inferior enough to be of little threat to them. It was the kind of meeting that made me twitchy.

Chi stepped forward, radiating controlled menace.

“I convened this audience.” Her voice sliced through the chamber with surgical precision. “I am Michiko Nakatomi, current head of the Dark Council in New York City.”

“You are a long way from home, Ms. Nakatomi, if it really is you,” far right-hand Suit said. “How do we know you aren’t a demon sent to infiltrate this prestigious assembly?”

“Surely the institution of the Penumbra Consortium, with its rich history and accomplished governing body, would have safeguards in place to combat and prevent such an incursion?” she responded somberly.

“Well said,” Center Suit stated. “You are correct. If you were demons, you would have been incinerated where you stand. That doesn’t change the fact that you are quite a distance from your home. Why are you here?”

“We were dealing with a contingent of Blood Hunters, and needed to egress Ellis Island,” she said, focusing on the center suit. “The ambient energy of the island must have enhanced our teleportation circle.”

“Let me get back to that in a moment, shall we?” Center Suit asked. “Who are the gentlemen with you?”

Chi looked over at me, and motioned with her head. It took me a few seconds to catch on that she wanted us to introduce ourselves.

“I’m Simon Strong, and this is my associate, Tristan Montague.” I looked down and rubbed Peaches’ neck. “And this is Peaches—not demon-hound.”

Center Suit focused on Monty. “How did you manage to circumvent our gate?”

“And, who am I addressing?” Monty asked, as if he were asking about the weather. This seemed to give Center Suit an atomic wedgie, judging from his brief expression. He got himself under control, sighed, and narrowed his eyes.

“I am Delane, Arch Mage of the Consortium.”

“You know full well how they bypassed the gate.” far left-hand Suit pointed at Monty. “That one is a dark mage, and the other is a demon trafficker. Both led by a blood-drinker. It’s as clear as day.”

“Thank you for your valuable input, Mage Rothford.” Delane held up a hand. “I would, however, like to hear them explain how they managed to teleport inside a gated island and into a protected place of power, if you don’t mind.”

Rothford grumbled and crossed his arms, as Delane focused on Monty again. “Please continue, Mage Montague.”

The way he said ‘mage’ made me want to punch him in the jewels. It was the ‘you are fortunate I allow you to breathe the same air I’m breathing’ attitude that irked me. I peeked over at Monty and saw he was unbothered, so I reserved my jewel-punching for later.

“You overestimate my abilities, Arch Mage Delane.” Monty gave a slight bow. “It is as the Dark Council head stated. The rush of ambient energies must have disproportionately augmented the teleportation circle we were using, creating what Ziller refers to as a quantum skip.”

Delane tapped his upper lip and stared at Monty.

“I’m familiar with Ziller’s work, and the quantum skip would only work if a temporal displacement was in effect,” Delane said with a smug smile. “To my recollection, no such displacement exists on Ellis Island.”

“I managed to disable the runic dampeners on the island for the space of ten minutes, causing a temporal shift,” Monty answered. “Once the shift passed, the temporal flow was restored at an accelerated rate.”

“Liar,” Right-hand Mage said with venom. “I know your lineage, Montague. No one in your family is that powerful. Not even your father.”

“Mage Anderson, please control yourself. Accusations—” began Delane.

“My son, Bart, saw him speaking with the demon that attacked them on the way here,” Anderson said, thrusting a finger at Monty. “Do you deny it, Mage Montague?”

I didn’t like where this meeting was going. I sensed Chi was feeling the same thing. The escort around us had made a subtle shift in attitude, and I could tell things were slipping away. If it kept up, it was going to get bloody—and fast.

“How can we help you?” I asked loudly.

“Excuse me?” Anderson looked at me. “What did you say?”

“I noticed you seem to have a demon problem.” I glanced at Monty, who was subtly shaking his head. “Maybe we can help with that. I heard you already lost one mage—this Nigel person who’ll never have another headache.”

“Mage Warrenton’s demise was an unfortunate accident.” Anderson glanced at the mages seated next to him. They all nodded in agreement except Delane. “We don’t need assistance from…What are you, anyway?”

“I’m a detective, and we”—I gestured to Monty and myself—“specialize in situations that are out of the ordinary.”

Monty groaned and rolled his eyes.

“Of course he would say that to deflect suspicion,” Rothford said. “He walks around with a demon-hound, and the other one speaks to them.”

I noticed the escort had spread out around us. Excellent firing positions if the target was in the center. That target currently being Chi, Monty, Peaches and me. Some of the other mages started raising their voices now, again all except Delane, who sat there and stared at us.

Delane raised his hand, and the table started to calm down.

“At the very least, destroy that demon-hound,” Rothford argued as the other mages stopped speaking. There seemed to be a consensus on the Peaches extermination front. “If he’s not a demon trafficker, have him dispatch the demon-hound.”

My anger was escalating, and I was having trouble keeping it in check. Large doses of ignorance in others usually triggered that response in me.

“He’s not a demon-hound,” I said, my voice on edge. “He’s a hellhound, and his name is Peaches.”

I looked at Monty and then at Chi. They both just shook their heads.

“He admits it’s a foul creature from the depths of Hell!” Rothford yelled, with entirely too much glee. “Destroy it!”

I crouched down and covered Peaches with my body. The mages were yelling over each other until Delane pounded the table with a gavel.

“By your own admittance, that”—Delane pointed at Peaches—“is a foul creature from the depths of Hell.”

“I didn’t say the depths of Hell.” I looked down at Peaches. “I don’t think he’s ever been to the Underworld.”

“The demon-hound must be destroyed,” Anderson said. “And its master with it. All in favor?”

All of the hands went up, even Delane’s, who looked at me and gave me a ‘you screwed yourself’ smile. I thought about giving him a one-fingered response but decided it would be better to just shoot him.

“Ms. Nakatomi—if that is your real name, we will inform the Dark Council of your trafficking with demons and your subsequent extermination,” Anderson said, with an apologetic look that said ‘sorry, but we have to kill you now because we’re all paranoid idiots—you know how these things go.’ “Truly sorry.”

I inched forward to Peaches’ ear. “You can bite everyone at the table, boy.”

<Everyone? More than once?>

“As much as you want—just wait until I tell you, and don’t eat any of them.” I really hoped he would be able to do his thing, or I was going to find out just how indestructible a hellhound was.

“I just want to go on the record saying that the institution of the Penumbra Consortium, with its rich history and accomplished governing body—totally and completely sucks.” I stood slowly as I spoke, and made sure I had access to Ebonsoul and Grim Whisper.

“Eloquently stated, Mr. Strong.” Delane looked at the escorts. “Destroy the hellhound first, then his summoner.”

The ECU escort stepped back and began raising their guns.

“Go, boy!” I yelled.

That’s when all hell broke loose.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVEN

MONTY RAISED HIS hands as if he would surrender, reached back, and removed the Sorrows from a cross sheath that materialized as he drew them. Chi extended her hands, and her nails became claws. I drew Grim Whisper and Ebonsoul, as Peaches leaped, disappearing mid-jump.

For a split-second, I thought about using my mark, but after last time, Karma was becoming a real bitch and I didn’t want to chance her slapping me into oblivion, thinking I summoned her. I did, however, make sure my mala was accessible.

“Now I know why they didn’t disarm us,” I said, firing persuader rounds into our escort. Their body armor did absolutely nothing to prevent their effect.

Persuader rounds were designed to scramble neural networks. They were ideal for dealing with magic-users and normals alike. They hurt like hell but were non-lethal.

When a round hit you, it caused your synapses to misfire all over the place. For mages, it meant no more spell-casting for a good ten minutes. It also made the target lose control of all bodily functions and gave new meaning to the term “pissed-off mage.” Probably another reason the magic community disliked me. I dropped four of the escorts before the rest scattered for cover behind the tables.

Monty slid between two of the escorts and swung his swords. The Sorrows wailed as they hit the men and launched them into the walls with enough force to crack the wood. I turned in time to see Chi grab one of our escorts and casually fling him into another escort behind her. Both of them bounced off a wall, unconscious. 

The two remaining escorts managed to get some shots off before I could raise a shield. One of the bullets grazed Monty’s arm before he whacked that escort with a Sorrow and sent him flying. Chi took a shot in the leg before burying a fist in the last escort’s abdomen and doubling him over.

That was just the opening act. Six of the seven mages fanned out, leaving Delane seated at the table. Monty was looking pale and Chi was looking pissed. I saw Delane gesture and the energy in the room shifted. I felt the flow of magic rush through the room.

Chi upended the nearest table and we took cover behind it.

“What did they hit you with?” I noticed that Monty wasn’t bleeding much, but the wound looked angry and red. “That looks bad.”

“Erasure rounds,” he said, and cast a rune that floated toward the wound. It sputtered and partially manifested before disappearing altogether. “Bollocks. No casting for now.”

“You’ve run out of magic?” I asked, incredulous. “Are you kidding me—now?” 

He gave me the ‘don’t be dense’ look. “I don’t run out of magic,” he snapped. “Erasure rounds block access to magic, usually by permanently stripping a mage of the ability to cast. I was only grazed. The effect will wear off shortly.”

“Well, Delane did the magic finger wiggle and now this is a magic zone,” I said, peeking over the table. “Those mages look anxious to unleash a huge can of magical whoop-ass.”

“He must’ve reversed the polarity of the runes, turning them into magic enhancers. Fascinating,” Monty said, marveling at the feat that could lead to our eventual destruction. “The power it takes to do that—he must be an accomplished Arch Mage.”

“Spoken like a true Vulcan.” I heard one of the mages cry out in pain, and peeked over the edge of the table again. Peaches had latched onto a leg and shook the mage across the floor before disappearing again. He materialized next to me seconds later. “Good boy,” I said, rubbing his neck.

“We have five mages coming our way,” Chi said matter-of-factly. “I can take two, possibly three, before they hit me with something nasty and fatal. I would prefer not to die in London.”

I looked at the window-wall behind us, and remembered Peaches’ bark in the butcher shop.

“Can you break that glass?”

<I will have to speak, and it may hurt you.>

“We don’t have much of a choice. They’re coming over here to hurt all of us.” I rubbed his neck. “Can you do it?”

He spread his legs and sank half an inch into the marble floor. Iridescent runes appeared on the sides of his body and his eyes became bright red. He expanded and grew more muscular as the runes flared along his fur. His hardened claws cut grooves into the marble as he hunkered down. For a brief second, I understood the fear the mages felt. Peaches could be one scary hellhound.

I raised Grim Whisper and fired over the table. I heard the soft thud of the rounds hitting a magical shield and falling to the ground.

“Your attack is pathetic.” I recognized Anderson’s voice. “We will destroy your demon and the rest of you.”

A blast of flame hit the table and began consuming it.

“What the hell is that, a napalm spell? Not cool,” I said, looking down at the rapidly disappearing table. “Now, boy. Do it now!”

“What is he going to do?” Monty asked, concerned. “The reversed polarity of the runes in here will magnify—”

Peaches barked, and Monty gestured.

Sound travels at seven hundred and sixty-one miles per hour. At that velocity, the pressure waves compress together until they merge into a shockwave. That’s the speed known as Mach 1. That speed causes a wonderful sound called a sonic boom. 

Peaches’ bark pulverized the window-wall and two of the other walls, compromising the integrity of the chamber. The shockwave of the sonic boom followed soon after to finish the job. The mages were flung back, and I managed to see Delane gesture before he pressed a section of the wall behind the large table and disappeared. Four of the mages managed to get out of the room before the ceiling started to collapse.

One of the remaining mages was crushed and killed instantly by debris, and the other was unconscious and pinned by one of the large steel beams, that made up the structure of the Tate. I signaled to Monty and ran for the remaining mage. Chi came up beside me and lifted the beam. I pulled the mage behind me as we ran out of the chamber. I felt the entire building shake around us.

“We feed the trout of the building,” Monty said in a muffled voice, and pointed. “Fat quay.”

“What?” I looked for the nearest stairwell. “We need to get out of the building!”

I heard my voice coming from a distance. Monty gestured, and my ears popped as normal hearing returned.

“I just said that, but the stairwells appear to be sealed.”

Both stairwell doors were blocked by a crisscross of thick metal bars. The top half of the building was exposed and collapsing. Across a gap, I could see the Thames.

“How deep is the Thames?” I asked, gauging the jump across the gap. “At its deepest.”

“Are you suggesting we jump into that moving cesspool?” Chi gave us a look of disgust. “I would rather drink rat blood.”

“I’m open to a better idea that doesn’t involve being crushed under this building.” I held on to a railing as the building shuddered. “Dawn is coming soon.”

“You’re remembering the river the way it was a few centuries ago,” Monty said. “The Thames is now the cleanest river flowing through a city in the world.”

“How about an air spell to launch us to the promenade?” I asked, looking for an alternative.

“From this height, you’ll break several bones on the initial landing.” Monty shook his head. “Not life threatening for you—potentially fatal for us.”

I crouched down and grabbed Peaches by the scruff. “I need you to go down there, and then get away from the building,” I said, rubbing his ears. “We’ll be down in a second.”

<You lost the meat. Can we go get more?>

“Absolutely, right after we’re done. Go, boy.”

He leaped over the railing and disappeared.

“This is going to be imprecise at best,” Monty said. “I’ll release a blast here, then try and correct our angle upon descent.”

“What about her?” I looked down at the unconscious mage. “We can’t leave her here. She’ll be crushed.”

“No less than she deserves,” Chi said, crossing her arms. “They tried to kill us.”

“I could try a bridge, but I won’t know the outcome.” Monty started to gesture. “The quantum probabilities make it incredibly risky.”

“The probability of her death is certain if she stays here. Do it.” I moved back as runes fell on the unconscious mage and her body vanished.

“Don’t want to risk that again,” Monty said. “Especially not with three of us.”

“Let’s go with the launch plan.” I heard glass shatter and the building groan as it moved to the side several feet. “This would be a good time, Monty.” 

I held onto Chi, and Monty launched us into the night.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHT

FLIGHT WAS WORSE than teleportation.

At least with teleportation, I never saw the trip between point A and point B. It was usually instantaneous, and the only downside was winding up in a different country, with the usual wonderful feeling of my intestines being ripped out of my body. 

Flight truly sucked. We launched off the top floor of the now crumbling Tate Modern. Half the building was collapsing and the other half didn’t have long left before it too, fell into a heap of bricks and steel. I hoped they stayed away from the nouveau industrial look for the next Tate.

The black band that was the River Thames raced up at us. I could see the brightly lit Millennium Bridge. It took me a few seconds before I realized we were heading for the bridge, not the Thames.

“Monty, I don’t think the bridge is going to move for us.”

“Working on it.” He gestured rapidly, leaving golden trails floating in the air as his hands moved. “This isn’t my preferred mode of travel. Forgive me if I need to make mid-course corrections.”

A blast of air shunted us to the side. We changed direction and headed straight for the Thames. “Are you okay?” I looked down at Chi, who stared up at me with an ‘are you serious right now?’ look.

“I’m traveling through the air, about to crash into a river in the middle of the night, and you’re wondering if I’m okay?” She pushed off me and put her arms in front of her like a diver.

I felt the shift in energy around us, and turned quickly to Monty. “Did you…?”

He shook his head. I saw Chi disappear before the energy slammed into me, and the Thames disappeared. We landed in a large space in what appeared to be a church. Somehow we had just ported in an island where porting wasn’t supposed to be possible. Monty and Chi landed smoothly, recovering quickly. I landed smoothly right into some benches and ended up sprawled next to them.

“Sorry about the abrupt tug.” Thomas stepped into view in the darkened space. “The rift port runes are still in development.”

“Were you experimenting again?” Monty glared at him. “Do you know where we were?”

“One hundred seventeen meters above the Thames,” Thomas said. “Your mid-course correction—which was prudent, considering you would have impacted the Millennium Bridge at an eighty five-degree angle—provided you with zero chance to impact the Thames at a proper vector to facilitate survival unscathed.”

“How? What?” I looked around the church in shock. “Monty said you could create a Smith bridge, but how did you grab us mid-air?”

“I didn’t. Not entirely,” he said, and opened a door heading downstairs. “Please, follow me.”

“Do you think he used the Force?” I asked Monty as Thomas headed to a stairwell leading down.

Monty gave me a withering look as we followed Thomas down several flights of stairs. At the bottom, he placed his hand on a large ironwood door covered in runes, similar to the one in the Randy Rump, just on a smaller scale. He moved his hand around and the runes shifted position, unlocking the door.

“Random runic combination?” Monty asked, admiring the door. “You’ve been practicing.”

“What happens if you get the order wrong?” I asked, looking at the runes. The ones I could decipher looked painful.

“Everything around and above you collapses,” Thomas answered, pushing open the door. “The excavation teams would find us—eventually.”

“Good thing you didn’t forget the combination, then,” I said, looking at Monty. “Wouldn’t want to transpose runes or anything.”

Monty just shook his head and sighed.

We stepped into what could only be described as a lair. It was a Wayne-worthy layout. Large tables occupied the sides of the room, the tops of which were covered by several projects, each in varying stages of completion. The center of the lair was easily twice the size of the lobby of the Tate. It was dominated by an enormous runic circle etched into the stone floor, easily forty feet in diameter.

On the far side, I saw what appeared to be a living area, complete with kitchen and bedroom. A door must have led to a bathroom. To our side, on a raised platform, sat a bank of four laptop computers, two of which appeared to be running what looked like advanced mathematical computations at a speed that was impossible to follow. 

The computer area was set up around a large wall screen. The screen was divided into quadrants. Each one corresponded to one of the laptops. In the upper right corner, I saw what remained of the Tate Modern building. It was slowly imploding. Someone was going to wake up angry, but most of London would breathe a sigh of relief, I thought.

“How did you manage that, Tristan?” Thomas pointed at the collapsing museum. “This has to be some sort of record, even for you.”

“Finally someone understands who the wrecking ball is,” I said, giving Monty the ‘I told you so’ look. 

Monty gave Thomas the stink-eye. “That wasn’t me,” he snapped. “It was his creature.”

“A hellhound brought down the Tate? With what—his bark?” Thomas laughed, and then grew serious when he looked at us. “You’re kidding me.”

“I think Peaches started it, but the Consortium finished it,” I said. “I saw that Delane guy do something right after Peaches barked.”

“Did the Consortium survive?” Thomas zoomed in on the image of the dying Tate. “Did they make it out of that?”

“Most of them made it out.” I stepped closer to the image of the Tate. “One was crushed, and Monty ported another out of the building, but we don’t know where.”

“Where are we?” Monty looked around. “Where is this place?”

“One second.” Thomas held up a hand and gestured. White runes formed a lattice and spread out into a small opening. “There you go.”

Peaches bounded through a second later, ramming into me and nearly knocking me down.

<I knew where you were but couldn’t find the way.>

“You did good, boy.” I crouched down and rubbed his neck. “I didn’t think there was a place Peaches couldn’t jump to. Where are we?”

“This is under St. Paul’s Cathedral.” Chi looked around the room. “Quite a distance under.”

Thomas nodded. “This level was constructed by Wren, after the last Cathedral was destroyed in the Great Fire,” Thomas answered. “It’s an interstice. This is why I was able to pull you here mid-flight.”

“Wren was a mage?” Monty examined the large circle in the center of the floor without stepping into it. “I had no idea.”

“He was before our time.” Thomas looked at Chi. “Ms. Nakatomi, with dawn approaching, I felt underground was the best place to be. You can find accommodations beyond that door.”

“Thank you,” Chi said. “I do need some rest, and your actions this evening will not be forgotten. Is that circle functional?”

“The Consortium blocked access to the immediate ley-line that would power it.” Thomas pointed to the computers with the mathematical symbols flashing across the screens. “I’m working on an alternate power source, but I don’t know how secure it will be or how long it will last. I’m close to solving it, though.”

“I need to get back to the Dark Council— preferably before my seat is challenged and a war starts.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Thomas said. “I may have a partial solution and, with Tristan here, it may just work.”

“I would be in your debt,” Chi said, and stepped close to me. “I need to speak to Valen, the Clan Head of London, and repair my Daystrider. Please wake me when the sun sets.”

“Will do.” I was conscious of her proximity. “Wouldn’t it be better to stay here instead of meeting with this Valen? It’s not like the Blood Hunters have suddenly given up.”

“If I don’t meet with him, it will be viewed as an insult. I would rather not offend a large group of vampires on their home soil.”

I nodded. “We have enough people after us, and by ‘us,’ I mean you two.”

“I only have a few days, Simon,” she said. “If I don’t get back, the Council will splinter and they will attack Ken. He no longer holds Kokutan no ken.”

“We had to use it,” I said. “The Blood Hunters still want it. Monty said he put it somewhere safe.”

“I know you had to,” she said, touching my cheek. “I wanted to thank you for coming for me.” 

“I wasn’t going to let them bake you.” I remembered seeing her strapped to the window, facing the rising sun, and shuddered. “But now that Ken doesn’t have it—they won’t hesitate to challenge him—you.”

She nodded. “Without that deterrent or my presence, they will feel emboldened, which is why I must return as soon as possible,” she said. “See if your mage can get that circle active.”

“I will.”

She headed off to the other side of the floor, and I walked over to Monty and Thomas. They were standing near the laptops, and Monty had the ‘I’m unconvinced’ face going full blast.

“The ley-line runs right under St. Paul’s and connects to the Tower of London.” Thomas tapped some keys on one of the laptops. A topographical map of London appeared on the screen. Superimposed on the city were yellow lines in different configurations. He tapped again, and most fell away, leaving a triangular diagram.

“Tapping a ley-line is suicidal, Thomas, even for an Arch Mage—a level neither of us has attained.” Monty crossed his arms and shook his head slowly. “How do you propose to grab this power?”

“It’s not tapping—that would fry us both.” Thomas tapped on the keys again. “This would be skimming power off the line. The Consortium blocked the access to the ley-line by using an inhibitor rune. But they can’t control the line—that would be like trying to turn off the sun. They can only control the access.”

“Yes, an inhibitor rune strong enough to block the entire island,” Monty answered, shaking his head. “What you’re proposing requires a shift beyond both our levels combined. It’s impossible.”

“Improbable—not impossible, and not without a measure of risk.”

“Measure of risk?” Monty pointed at the ley-line diagrams. “Harnessing a ley-line would require several Arch Mages. The measure of risk involved could reduce us to ash in seconds.”

Thomas tapped the keys in response. A diagram popped up on the screen with a string of runes beside it. It zoomed out until the city of London appeared under it. The diagram traced the earlier triangle from a place called Bryn Gawr, to a place called Tothill, and then to another point named Llandin, farther north.

The Cathedral was on the Llandin-Bryn Gawr arm of the triangle. It popped up on the map with a grouping of runes next to it.

“I can make it work.” Thomas stared at Monty. “You just left an island that has a similar rune. How did you use magic there?”

“I had help,” Monty said, glancing at me. “Why do you want to activate this circle? Something this large will attract the wrong kind of attention once it’s functional.” 

“Someone is killing mages. I can use this circle to stop them when they summon.”

“Impossible,” Monty said and shook his head again. “Ziller postulates a summoning to being equivalent to an entanglement between summoner and summoned. It’s self-contained.”

“I spoke to Ziller, and I can unravel the entanglement just enough to intercept the summoned.” Thomas’s fingers raced across the laptop again. Another set of runes raced across the screen too fast for me to decipher the symbols. 

“The theory is sound,” Monty said, after a few seconds of looking at the screen. “You intercept and then what? Now you have a demon on your hands—an angry demon capable of killing mages.”

“He finds out who did the summoning,” I said, following the logic. “If he traps the demon, he can offer it release in exchange for the name of the summoner.”

Thomas nodded and pointed at me. “Exactly.”

“Yes, because demons are always so truthful and forthcoming,” Monty snapped. “Don’t be naïve, Thomas. This plan has countless ways it can go wrong, with you ending up like Nigel—”

Thomas looked away. “That was unfortunate.”

“Wait.” Monty stared hard at Thomas. “You’ve tried this already—with Nigel.”

“He didn’t listen—said he knew more about demons than anyone alive,” Thomas said. “Called me a novice and then tried to use my method without the failsafes.”

“What happened?” I asked. “How did it go wrong?”

“We were at Llandin.” He looked at the screen. “I told him it was unsafe. We needed a ley-circle, like this one”—he pointed to the large circle in the floor—“to contain the demon. He laughed at me. Called me a rank amateur, drew his own circle, and skimmed the ley-line.”

“Bloody arrogant fool,” Monty muttered under his breath. “What did he do?” 

“He intercepted the summoning, but then it went wrong,” Thomas continued. “He hadn’t skimmed enough power from the line and had used the wrong circle.”

“The intercept worked?” Monty asked, curious. “You managed to capture the demon?”

“Capture? No,” Thomas shook his head. “Nigel diverted the demon to his circle. It was a circle of immobilization, only he hadn’t skimmed enough power from the line.”

“Nigel was dead—he just didn’t know it.” Monty looked over at the large circle. “How did you escape?”

“I tried to cast a rift port to shunt the demon back to the original summoner, but it was too late.” Thomas looked off into the distance. “It moved so fast. One second Nigel was trying to cast, the next—his head was gone.”

“I thought they found his body in his flat?” I asked, remembering Bart’s words.

“His flat? No, I was there,” Thomas answered. “We were in Llandin.”

“That demon sounds much stronger than what we faced earlier.” I glanced over at Monty, who was still looking at the large circle. “As in, the kind that won’t be stopped by your runes.”

“By several orders of magnitude,” Thomas replied, nodding. “Which means the summoner is quite strong as well.”

Monty turned and faced Thomas. “You still haven’t mentioned how you escaped.”

“The same way I plucked you in mid-flight over the Thames,” Thomas answered, and gestured. White runes floated in the air in front of Monty. 

“You got them to work?” Monty’s voice held barely contained surprise. “How?”

“Trial and error, mostly, and several meetings with Ziller on energy transformation and porting without circles.”

“I thought he said it was impossible.” Monty answered, looking at the white runes and tracing their designs. “He argued porting without a circle was an exercise in futility at best, and certain death at worst.”

“I was very convincing once I crafted the correct runes,” Thomas said with a smile. “He banned me from visits after the third unannounced trip, and told me to shove my riftrunes up my—well, he wasn’t pleased. Anyway, I call them riftrunes.”

“Does this mean we can send Chi home?” I asked. “Preventing a Dark Council civil war would be a good thing.”

“I haven’t tried it over such a great distance, but it should work.” Thomas looked at Monty. “It’s still very risky, and I would need a power source to harness.”

“But the ley-line circle isn’t working.” I said. “How are you going to get power?”

“With your recent power shift.” Thomas looked at the scowling Monty. “Do you think you could cast a corsolis?”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


NINE

“YOU DON’T KNOW what you’re asking.” Monty stepped back and away from Thomas. “A corsolis isn’t an ordinary orb of flame.”

“A sun’s heart—you can cast it, can’t you?” Thomas asked with a measure of certainty. “You’ve shifted several levels.”

“Last time, he did the cannoli mini-sun, and nearly disintegrated the entire sub-level of a building,” I looked around the lair. “Don’t think the Thomas ‘bat-lair’ can handle what one of those things can do.”

Thomas rubbed his chin in thought, looking like a shorter, rounder version of Monty. “He can use the circle.”

“I thought you said it didn’t work?” I countered.

“It won’t—at first, but I can reroute the energy of the spell and funnel it into the circle.” Thomas got excited at the idea of turning the lair into an inferno. “I haven’t shifted like Tristan, but I can do that.”

“This sounds like a bad idea,” I said, glancing at Monty. “I don’t even think he was aware of what he was doing. It was a scary-Monty moment—I mean, more than usual.”

Thomas nodded at me with a serious look.

“If we get the circle working, I can use a riftrune to send you all back.”

“And then we don’t have to deal with demons in London?” I looked at Monty, who was still scowling. “I really like that idea.”

“The spell is unstable, Thomas.” Monty shook his head. “I don’t even know how I cast it.”

“My runes will make it stable and safe. You’ve seen that I can create a stable bridge. I just need the added power of the corsolis. The circle will create the stability.”

“I’ve always been wary of your experiments,” Monty said. “Especially after the goat incident.”

“Goat incident?” I asked, suddenly curious. “What happened?”

“He started this ‘riftrune’ practice during his time at the Sanctuary.” Monty gave Thomas a look, and continued. “He started riftruning goats. Many of them didn’t survive the initial process. Those that did, didn’t survive long after. Something about having their internal organs missing shortened their life spans.”

I stared at Thomas. “And you want to try that on us?”

“How do you think I brought you here?”

“Blind luck,” Monty said. “And proximity to a ley-line. Snatching us here from the Thames is different from creating an accurate bridge across an ocean and time. What if you send us back and it’s the middle of the day? You’ve just scorched the head of the Dark Council.”

“She won’t appreciate being barbecued, trust me.” I shook my head. “She’ll come here and maybe rip your arms off, then beat you silly with them.”

“That was early on.” Thomas tapped some keys on one of the laptops and pointed. “The calculations are sound, see for yourself. Goats don’t possess magic and have a fundamentally different runic signature from humans.”

Monty stepped closer to the large screen. One quadrant was showing runic formulae and then extrapolating them into a diagram of a tunnel.

“This looks like only one person can travel at a time.”

“I’m being cautious to avoid signature crossover.”

“We can ask your vampire if she is willing to take the chance,” Monty said, looking at me. “I would prefer to avoid a Council civil war as well, but this is a risky way to travel. Even if the theory is sound.”

“If you think Montgomery Scott over here can do it, I say we give it a shot—it’s not like he’s trying to change the laws of physics.”

“Well, actually—wait, who’s Montgomery Scott?” Thomas asked and Monty shook his head with a sigh.

“Don’t engage him.” Monty tapped some of the keys. “Do you have a diagram compendium on the database?”

“I do, but why would you…Wait, you really don’t remember how you cast the corsolis?” Thomas asked. “You were serious?”

Monty nodded. “There were—extenuating circumstances.” He kept tapping. “I was dealing with a Negomancer and the effects of my power shift. Things were a little hazy.”

Another screen came up, and I saw a group of diagrams appear in another quadrant of the large screen. Monty stopped and analyzed the diagrams.

“Can you get it from the diagrams?” I asked, remembering the inferno he caused the last time he cast this spell. “And not let it get out of control?”

“I should be able to get the basic tracing,” Monty said, tracing the diagram with his eyes on the screen. “Without an advanced runemaster here, it’s going to be trial and error until I can figure out the right amount of energy needed.”

“There’s a safe room off to the side where I conduct the more volatile experiments.” Thomas pointed to a large door. “You can get your calibrations correct without setting us all on fire.”

“I like the ‘not setting us on fire’ part.”

“Besides, I have some things to discuss with Simon,” Thomas said, grabbing me by the arm.

“Thomas.” Monty gave him a look. “He’s not a mage. Do not experiment on him.”

Thomas stared back. “He’s not a mage, and yet, here he is, fighting alongside them.” 

“He possesses other skills,” Monty answered. “I don’t know if he can cast like a mage.”

“At the very least, he should know the incantation.” Thomas set his jaw, crossing his arms. “Especially if we’re dealing with demons.”

“He was able to hold the essences of magic-users, which means the ability is there,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “The incantation and nothing else?”

“Hold the essences of magic-users?” Thomas asked. “Do I want to know?”

“Not really.” I looked at Monty, who nodded. “I’m not a mage, and don’t really want to be one, but if you think this incantation can help against demons, I like the idea of not being barbecued.”

“Only the incantation.” Monty stepped away from the computers. “I don’t need him destroying half the city because of something you taught him.”

Thomas and I both stared back, mouths agape. “Do you know he used to be called ‘Tristan the Terror’ back at the Sanctuary?” Thomas asked after a few seconds. 

“Because he was always so cheerful?”

“No.” Thomas shook his head. “Any time he stepped into a building, one of the Elders would be close by, just in case his temper got away from him and he felt like demolishing something.”

“Monty, demolish a building? Never.” I feigned offense, and looked at the quadrant that showed the collapsing Tate. “He would never consider unleashing that much magic.”

“Hilarious.” Monty started walking toward the safe-room door. “I’m going to learn this corsolis and maybe unleash it on the both of you.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TEN

“THE INCANTATION OF Light is a basic spell that allows you to create an orb of light from ambient magic.” Thomas stepped into the large ley-circle, waving me close to him. “Over here, please.”

“Is there a reason we’re in the middle of the circle?”

“Even though it’s blocked from the ley-line, it still holds a large amount of residual energy.” Thomas pointed down to the circle. “It’s perfect for learning the incantation. Think of the circle as magical training wheels.”

“How dangerous is this?” I asked, wary. Mages had a different definition of what was dangerous. “Am I going to learn this incantation and create an orb of light that blows my fingers off?”

He tapped his finger on his chin for a few seconds, and scrunched up his face in thought. “That would be an interesting application, but I don’t think it’s practical,” he said. “How would you cast again?”

“Again? I’m thinking I don’t want to do it this time.”

“Nonsense.” He waved my words away as he narrowed his eyes at me. “This is a basic spell, and you need some kind of defense besides a siphoning blade, a gun that fires magical rounds and a mark that can stop time. I do, however, like the shield bracelet.”

I stood there in shock for a few seconds. “How did you know that?”

“I told you, I’m observant,” he said and gestured. White runes floated in the air and fell into the circle beneath us. The circle gave off a subtle blue glow, which faded after a few seconds. “Now, the incantation. Watch me.”

He moved his hand in a series of movements that reminded me of watching the third-base coach telling me to steal home before the next pitch. It wasn’t as elaborate as some of the gestures I’d seen Monty do, but it still looked impossible for my fingers.

“You want me to do that?” I asked, incredulous. “With one hand, without breaking fingers?”

“I know it looks complicated, but I’m showing you the one-handed version in case you find yourself needing to fire your gun or use your knife,” he said with a smile. “Now, watch. It’s a pattern broken into three parts. Do it with me.”

He walked me through it until he felt confident I had the pattern and could do it with my eyes closed. After some time, my hand started cramping up.

“Why am I not seeing the orb of magnificence?” I asked, doing the pattern repeatedly. “What am I missing?”

“There is a long phrase that goes with this gesture—hence the title incantation.” He stopped my gesturing with a hand. “I found a shortcut.”

“I’m sensing a huge ‘but’ there.”

He nodded. “Instead of using the ambient energy around you, the shortcut uses life energy.”

“Like Ebonsoul?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Your blade siphons life energy and gives it to you. This version of the incantation uses your energy to create light.”

“So basically I’m creating a magical flashlight with my energy?” I asked, disappointed. “This is great if I’m stuck in a dark cave. I don’t see the use outside of magical illumination.”

“At first, that’s all it will be, since you haven’t practiced harnessing your energy like a mage.” He began to gesture. “But once you become familiar with it, it will be more than a magical flashlight.”

He finished the gesture and muttered something under his breath. An orb formed in his hand, and slammed into and through the far wall cleanly, leaving a perfect circle in its wake.

I walked over to the hole in the wall. “This is the same spell?” I asked, pointing at the smooth hole in the wall. It was close to four inches in diameter.

He nodded. “Once you learn it and can control the energy output, the spell is quite powerful. You just need to remember—it’s using your life energy.”

“This—this is a magic-missile!” I said, barely keeping my excitement in check. 

“No, it’s an incantation of light—well, technically it’s a missile created of magic, but it’s not called a magic-missile.”

“Does it miss?” I asked. “Can I split it into several orbs at once?”

“Of course it can miss, it’s not a homing magic-miss—incantation of light,” he said, flustered by my excitement. “Several orbs? You haven’t formed one orb yet.”

“What am I missing?” I asked, eager to launch my first missile. “What else do I need?”

“Once the gesture is complete, you need the trigger.” He gestured and quietly uttered: igniscoruscanti. Another orb formed and followed the path of the first one. “Remember, it uses your life energy. Overdo it and it can prove fatal.”

“Got it, don’t overuse the magic-missile.”

I gestured and whispered the trigger. A small orb, the size of a grape on its way to becoming a raisin, formed in my hand, rolled off my palm, and bounced on the floor a few times. It sputtered and disappeared a few seconds later.

Thomas followed my orb with his eyes and then looked up at me. “It does take some practice.” He shook his head slightly. “At least you still have your blade, your gun and your mark.”

I was about to answer, when Monty approached.

“I have the basics,” Monty said. “I can summon a rudimentary corsolis that will serve as a power source, but nothing more.”

“That’s all we need.” Thomas moved to the computers and began tapping on the keyboard. “I’ll begin setting the coordinates for the circle.”

“He learned the incantation?” Monty asked, looking at the hole in the wall across the room. “Is that his handiwork?”

“Not exactly,” Thomas said. “I showed him the shortcut, but he isn’t aware of his life force.”

“Was that wise?” Monty walked over to the hole and examined it. “That shortcut could prove fatal if misused.”

“He grasped the gestures, but judging from the orb he created, the execution will take some work.” Thomas looked at me with a tight smile. “I think he’s safe for a few decades, at least.”

“I’ll go get Chi,” I said quickly.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ELEVEN

CHI STOOD IN the center of the circle.

“Check the numbers and runes again,” Monty said.

It wasn’t a suggestion. Thomas tapped on the keyboard and pulled up the diagram of the riftrunes. I recognized the symbols, even though I couldn’t make out their meaning.

“They’re accurate, Tristan.” More tapping followed by more symbols. “Once you cast, I’ll be able to divert the energy of the corsolis into the circle.”

I stepped over to the edge of the circle.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked Chi. “Maybe we can locate Dex and he can send you.”

She walked over to me but stayed inside the circle. “I must.” She placed a hand on my cheek. “Without the sword to act as a deterrent, I need to be present.”

“Why don’t you just retire from the Council?” I asked. “It’s not like they appreciate you being there. I didn’t see the Council on Ellis Island when you were about to become a sun-dried vampire.”

“Council politics aren’t complicated,” she said with a smile. “The balance is established by three factions: vampires, werewolves and mages. Remove one of those, and the balance is destroyed.”

“Instant civil war.”

She nodded. “More importantly, humans become wholesale targets again,” she said. “That would anger the mages and spark another supernatural war.”

“They need someone to keep them in check,” I said, understanding. “With something that scares them more than the sword.”

“The order of succession is not democratic among my kind. I am their deterrent.”

“Ken informed me when he gave me the sword.” I looked into her eyes. “I’m not feeling great about this. What about the meeting with Valen?”

“Preventing a war takes precedence over protocol,” she said. “Do you trust your mage?”

“He’s not my mage, but yes, I trust Monty.”

“And he says this method is viable,” she replied. “I trust you, so I place my life in your hands, again.”

She lowered her hand and let it rest on my chest.

“Don’t let your guard down,” I said. “The Blood Hunters are still out there.”

“I will address the Blood Hunter situation upon my return, once stability is re-established in the Council,” she said. “You’ll be returning soon?”

“Thomas is sending us one at time, to avoid what he calls ‘signature interference’.” I looked back to see him still tapping at the computers. “Once you’re safely through, I’ll go next, and then Monty. We’ll be right behind you.”

“That is acceptable.” She moved back to the center of the circle. “Tell the mage I’m ready.”

I let out the breath I had been holding. My chest felt tight, and I pushed the feeling to one side.

“I’ll see you soon,” I said, stepping back.

She checked her watch. “Make sure he sends me back during the evening.”

I stood next to Thomas. “If she arrives during the day, I will be upset,” I said. “You don’t want me to get upset.”

“Why? Do you turn green and musclebound?” he deadpanned, raising a hand in surrender at my expression. “I’ve checked the runes and numbers several times, as per Tristan’s instructions. She will make it through fine.”

“Let’s proceed,” Monty said, and stepped to the edge of the circle. “Thomas?”

“Ready. Once you unleash the corsolis, I can reroute it to power the circle. Then I’ll cast the riftrunes and off she goes.”

<Where is the angry lady going? Is she getting meat?>

Peaches rubbed up against my leg and nudged me, nearly knocking me down. I crouched down and rubbed his back.

“She needs to go back home. After she leaves, we go next.”

<Then we can go to the place and get meat. Since you lost the bag and I’m hungry.>

“When aren’t you?” I asked as he rumbled at me. “Fine, when we get back we’ll go to Ezra’s. Now, move back, Monty is going to do something dangerous.”

We stepped back while Monty began to gesture. Violet tendrils of energy shot out from his hands as an orb formed in front of him. It was a small, dim orb, and I thought maybe he had gotten the spell wrong when it flashed, bursting with violet light, blinding me.

Spots danced in my vision as I saw Thomas approach Monty. Thomas gestured, and I saw the orb of the corsolis funnel into the edge of the circle. Violet streams of energy trailed into the floor. I saw Monty still gesturing as the circle thrummed to life.

Thomas began gesturing again, and white runes slammed into the circle. In seconds, a large rift opened in front of Chi. She looked back at me, nodded, and stepped through.

The rift closed behind her, and Thomas raced back to the computers. Monty stopped gesturing, and I could see the sweat on his face as he caught his breath.

“I’d prefer not doing that again,” Monty said. “For at least a few decades.”

“Did it work?” I asked, stepping close to Thomas. “Tell me it worked.”

“One second.” He tapped furiously on the keyboard. “She’s through.”

I sighed with relief until I heard Monty behind us.

“Thomas, the circle is still active,” Monty said, concern in his voice. “The corsolis should have been expended with the rift. The circle should have gone dormant.”

“That’s correct,” Thomas said, nervously looking at the screens. “The ley-line is still blocked. The circle should be inactive—wait.”

I heard Peaches rumble and growl. I drew Grim Whisper, and Monty stepped back from the circl which had shifted in color from violet to deep red.

“That doesn’t look good at all.” I loaded entropy rounds into my gun and made sure Ebonsoul was accessible. “Why is it still active?”

“Buggery bollocks,” Thomas said under his breath. “We have incoming.”

“We have what?” I asked, as the center of the circle erupted, sending pieces of the stone floor everywhere. Monty cast a shield and deflected the shrapnel that headed our way. A large arm had punched through the floor. It was attached to a creature that was mostly flame and horror.

“This is your last day, mage,” it roared as it crawled out of the hole in the floor.

I looked at Monty, who shook his head and pointed at Thomas.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWELVE

THOMAS KEPT TAPPING furiously on the computer. A shimmering wall of white energy formed at the edge of the circle. The energy increased in intensity as the demon slammed its fists against the wall.

“Thomas, I think the angry demon is looking for you.” I pointed at the large creature in the middle of the circle.

“We need to leave. Tristan, in the safe room there’s a runic exit on the far wall opposite the door. All of you go. I’ll be right behind you.”

Monty and I ran for the safe room. Peaches stayed close to me as the demon pounded against the circle and then stopped. I looked at the circle and saw the demon looking down.

“Monty?” He turned and looked in the same direction. “How smart are these demons?”

“Some of them are highly intelligent.”

The demon disappeared from sight.

“If a summoning circle is broken, say, like that one there,” I said, “does that mean it can get out?”

“Run, now!” He gestured and sent orange runes into the floor behind us. They joined and formed a large lattice along the floor.

The demon had dived through the center of the circle and was about to pay us a visit outside of it. We ran into the safe room. Monty placed his hand on the far wall, and a section slid back, revealing a staircase.

“Thomas!”

Thomas slid into the room a second later, and we bounded upstairs into St. Paul’s Cathedral. Thomas gestured, and a barrage of white symbols flashed along the floor. A rumbling sound followed.

“You collapsed the entire level?” Monty asked.

“That will only slow it down,” Thomas muttered distractedly. “How did it get through? The circle should have prevented that kind of incursion.”

“Is this part of Mage 101?” I asked, rubbing Peaches. “When in doubt—demolish?”

“How long before it’s free?” Monty asked, ignoring me. “Before it accesses the surface?”

“Hard to say,” Thomas said, narrowing his eyes and looking at the floor. “I have failsafes in place to prevent minor demons from coming through the circle.”

“I’m not a demon-whisperer, but there was nothing minor about that thing down there,” I said, looking around to make sure it wasn’t coming through the walls or floor. “This means we can’t leave Demon City?”

“Without a ley-line circle, I’m afraid the answer is no.”

“Chi made it safely through?” I asked, pulling out my phone, dialing her number, and putting it on speaker.

“I’m here.” Her voice was calm, but I could hear the undercurrent of anger. “I thought you were right behind me?”

“We’ve had some technical difficulties—the circle is gone,” I said. “Are you safe?”

“I’ve had to convince some eager vampires that death is still an option—stupid children,” she said. “How long before you arrive?”

Monty shook his head. “We would have to disable the inhibitor rune blocking the island from the line,” he said. “That takes at least three mages. In this case, I would assume more considering its range. We need to find my uncle.”

“Call me when you arrive,” she said. “I’ve convened the Council to deal with the Blood Hunter threat.”

“They were quite ready to let the Blood Hunters eliminate you.”

“You need to be careful,” she said, her tone serious.

“Me?” I asked, confused. “Why would I need to be careful?”

“The Blood Hunters are after the dark blades,” she said. “Your mage made it impossible to get one. Where is the other blade?”

It didn’t take long for it to dawn on me. “Shit,” I said. “Can you keep the Blood Hunters there busy for a while? Will the Council cooperate now that you’re back?”

“I’m certain some of them were surprised at my return,” she answered. “But they will comply. Erik wanted to send your mage a message.”

“Yes?” Monty said.

“He wanted you to know that the Ghosts will arrive soon,” she answered. “It appears they will need to travel through conventional methods, due to the island being locked down, but they are on their way.”

“Did he mention how long before they arrived?”

“A few days at most. Prepare.”

“I’ll call you once we get back,” I said. “Be careful.”

“Find another circle, stay away from the Consortium, and demons,” she said. “Stay safe.”

“Working on it,” I said as she hung up. I glanced at Monty. “How many Ghosts are there?”

“There are a total of seven Ghosts active at any given time,” Monty said. “Oliver would never send all seven to one location—the Elders would never approve.”

“You have Ghosts after you?” Thomas asked, surprised. “What did you destroy this time?”

“Nothing. The Elders are overreacting,” Monty answered. “It was just a void vortex.”

I held up two fingers.

“You cast two void vortices?” Thomas asked. “Inside a city?”

Monty nodded. “They were under control and the city is still intact.”

“I’m surprised they haven’t erased you.” Thomas narrowed his eyes and looked at the floor. “The level has settled, and the demon is contained—for now.”

“We need to deal with this demon problem before they arrive.” Monty stood and straightened his jacket. “At the very least, we need to find my uncle and get off this island.”

“I don’t have the Morrigan in my speed dial. Do you?”

“The Morrigan?” Thomas asked with a hint of fear. “As in ‘Chooser of the Slain’ Morrigan?”

“Yes, that one,” I said with a smile. “If Dex plays his cards right, she could be your aunt, Monty.”

He glared at me with a shake of his head.

“First, we need some place safe that isn’t above a contained demon trying to get to us,” Monty said, looking down at the floor. “Preferably somewhere I could get some tea.”

“I know just the place,” Thomas said.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTEEN

WE HEADED OUT into the maze of streets around St. Paul’s Cathedral. After a few turns, we headed down a dead-end street. Thomas gestured, and a sign came into view. The blank wall turned into a door of what I recognized as a pub.

“Cool Cats & Blokes?” I read the sign over the door. “Sounds like your kind of place, Monty.”

“As long as they have tea, I don’t care what it’s called.”

We entered the pub, with Thomas leading the way. He took us to a table in the back room. The pub itself was mostly empty. It held the smell of old wood and alcohol. I instantly liked the place. As I looked around, I noticed it was covered in runes.

“This is a neutral place?” I asked Thomas, who had approached the bar and was coming back with a tray of drinks and a large bowl.

“More like shadow. Unless you have the key, you won’t find it.”

He placed a large cup of Earl Grey in front of Monty, who closed his eyes, lifted the cup to his lips, and just took in the aroma with a soft hum of approval.

“Why don’t you and the tea get a room?” I asked as Monty took his first sip and groaned. “Really, you need help.”

“All I ever need is a good cuppa.”

“I figured you weren’t a big tea drinker, so coffee?” Thomas asked, handing me a cup. “I’m afraid that’s all they have.”

I sipped the coffee, winced at the taste, and immediately reached for my silver flask covered in glowing skulls. Thomas narrowed his eyes at the flask as I poured a spoonful of the hot Valhalla Java into the cup. I took another sip, and it instantly became the best coffee in the universe.

“That is orlandgasmic,” I said, reverently inhaling more of the aroma. 

“Excuse me?” Monty asked, giving me a look.

“It’s when something is shaynetastic and then taken to the ultimate level, especially when it comes to coffee.”

“Now you’re just making up words.”

“It’s new—feel free to use it,” I said and took another sip of my javambrosia.

“I don’t speak gibberish,” Monty scoffed.

“Says the mage who’s constantly muttering a strange language under his breath,” I answered, keeping the cup close to my face.

“That flask, where did you get it?” Thomas asked, placing the large bowl on the floor. I noticed it was full of meat.

“What is that bowl made of?” I asked, grabbing Peaches by the scruff before he dived into it. 

“Aluminum,” Thomas answered, looking at the bowl. “Why?”

“Do not eat the bowl.” I tugged on Peaches until he looked at me. “Got it? Only the meat.”

<Only the meat, yes. Meat.>

“He chews through anything softer than titanium. Hope you aren’t attached to that bowl.”

I let go of his scruff, and Peaches proceeded to vacuum the meat into his stomach.

“He does enjoy meat.” Thomas looked down at Peaches for a few seconds and then back at me. “The flask?”

“It was a gift.”

“From Hel?”

“How did you—?”

“What is it filled with?” he asked. “I’ve heard the stories.”

“It tastes like super coffee to me, but I doubt that’s what it is.” I poured a few drops into his cup of tea and put the flask in my pocket. “They didn’t give me the recipe, just told me not to drink more than a spoonful.”

He took a sip of his tea and opened his eyes wide.

“That’s spectacular,” he said in wonder. “It’s the best cup of tea I’ve tasted in my entire life. I’ve read about these flasks, but they aren’t given to mortals, according to the texts.”

Monty placed his cup gently on the table. “Who stands to gain from eliminating mages, Thomas?”

Thomas grew serious. “It’s not just the elimination of mages, but using demons to do it,” he said. “The demon we just saw was sent. It wasn’t summoned.”

“Are you on someone’s shitlist?” I asked. “Because we haven’t been here long enough to piss off anyone—besides the Consortium.”

Thomas looked at me. “That would be enough, trust me.” He folded his hands on the table. “Who do you think will get blamed for the Tate’s destruction?”

I pointed at Monty. “Him?”

“No, not yet,” Thomas said. “Initially, it will be the vampires, werewolves, and mages who don’t belong to the Consortium. The Tate was a designated neutral meeting ground. When they mobilize—it won’t be pretty.”

“They will use this to declare war on the vampires and werewolves, won’t they?” Monty asked. “We were just a convenient catalyst.”

Thomas nodded. “This has been happening since the demons started appearing in the streets.”

“I noticed the Consortium was all human,” I said. “The Dark Council has three groups: vampires, werewolves, and mages. Why doesn’t the Consortium?”

“The three factions exist here as well, but the Consortium is older, with deep ties to the past,” Thomas said, and sipped his tea with a groan. Between him and Monty, the tea drinking was getting uncomfortable. “Here, they’re distinct groups that don’t mesh. The mages wouldn’t mind eliminating the other two.”

“The demon knew you,” Monty said, looking at Thomas. “What have you been up to?”

Thomas sipped his tea and looked away. “I may have angered some powerful people,” he muttered, sipping some more tea. “People who, I think, are controlling the Consortium.”

“If mages and specifically demon-whisperers are being killed, the list has to be short.”

“Demonologists, not demon-whisperers, but it’s a valid question,” Monty said. “Why target that sub-class?”

“There are members of the Consortium who have shifted without going through the proving.” Thomas looked around before continuing. “Even Delane was just a mage several years ago. Now he’s an Arch Mage.”

“Ascending to Arch Mage takes at least a century,” Monty said. “How did he manage to shift so quickly?”

“I think they’ve discovered a new power source.” Thomas tapped the table. “I can’t prove it yet, but this power source allows them to shift faster, and with more power than usual.”

Monty rubbed his chin. “The demons?” he asked. “Are you saying the Consortium is harnessing demonic energy to accelerate shifts?”

Thomas nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. First, it was the inhibitor rune. Under the pretext of containing the summoning. Except that it also had another effect.”

“Cutting off the ley-lines and preventing teleportation, vastly diminishing the ability of the mages on the island,” Monty said.

“Not all of the mages,” I corrected. “At least not Arch Mage Delane. He used a considerable amount of energy inside a dampened room.” I remembered how Delane switched the polarity of the runes inside the Tate. “How did he change it from inhibiting to boosting?”

“We need to locate my uncle,” Monty said just before the door to the pub exploded.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOURTEEN

IT WASN’T JUST the door. The entire wall that held the door exploded inward and was reduced to rubble.

“Where are you, mage?” Bellowed a voice from outside the pub. “Come out and greet your death.”

It was the demon from the circle.

“I’m going to suggest you decline the invite.” I pulled out Grim Whisper. “So much for having it contained. I hope you know some way to send it home.”

“I don’t understand,” Thomas muttered as Monty pulled him to the side. “The containment runes should have kept it restrained underground. How did it get out?”

“It’s quite possible that either you underestimated its strength, or overestimated the efficacy of your riftrunes.” Monty moved to the side of the door. “In any case, it’s here. How did it track you?”

“My riftrunes work,” Thomas said under his breath. “I tested them. It should have been contained. They absolutely work.”

“Thomas, focus! How did it find you?”

“My energy signature from the circle,” Thomas said. “It must have locked onto that.”

“How did it find you before it broke through the circle?” I asked. “Looks like someone needs you out of the way—why? Why are you a threat?”

“I’m getting too close to the truth,” Thomas said. “They can’t afford to have me stop the summoning or restore access to the ley-lines.”

I slid to the doorframe separating the back room from the rest of the pub, and peeked at the entrance. The demon stood outside, smoldering—as in covered in smoke and flames—not upset. I noticed flames dropped off it and fall to the ground, burning the cobblestone street.

“That thing’s a hot mess,” I said. “Why doesn’t it come inside? Doesn’t like the décor?”

“The runes that make this place impossible to find must be causing interference,” Thomas gestured and sent white runes into the ground. “Oh, this is bad.”

“Worse than the demon waiting for you outside to violently introduce you to death?”

Thomas nodded. “There’s a rift open under the Cathedral. It must have happened when he escaped,” Thomas muttered, still gesturing. “Once the demons realize there’s a way in, they’ll flood the rift. I have to close it.”

“London will become Demon City,” Monty added. “First we deal with this, then we close that rift.”

“But we can’t get down there,” Thomas said. “The whole level is collapsed and sealed off.”

“If he got out, there’s a path in,” Monty said, and walked out of the back room. “Let’s use diplomacy first.”

“With a demon? Are you insane?” Thomas hissed. “There’s no reasoning with them.”

“I think you want to stay back here,” I said as I followed Monty out. “I have a feeling this is going to be a short conversation. Peaches, keep him safe.”

Peaches stepped over to Thomas and sat on his haunches. He gave me a low rumble and shook his body before assuming the protect-and-shred stance.

The demon stood outside what used to be the entrance of Cool Cats & Blokes. It looked like a man on fire, except that the fire didn’t consume him. It blazed, sputtered, and rekindled. Smoke rose from different parts of its body. The face was mostly indistinguishable, being covered in flame. I figured it was stronger than the first demon we met, but weaker than Cinder. It made me wonder why Thomas couldn’t runeject this one but had been able to handle Cinder easily. Something was off.

“Monty, something feels off here,” I said as I stood next to him. “Didn’t Cinder feel more powerful than tall-and-flamey here?”

“Appearances can be deceiving,” Monty replied, tugging on his cuffs as he approached the door. “It is possible this demon is stronger than Cinder.”

“Doesn’t feel that way, and Thomas hit him with some runes and erased him.”

“What are you trying to say?” Monty glanced at me. “I’ve known Thomas for decades. He may be eccentric and unorthodox, but I have no reason to distrust him.”

Peaches rumbled next to me and nudged my leg.

“I thought I told you to stay near Thomas.”

<My stomach doesn’t feel so good.>

“That’s because you overdid it,” I said, looking down at him. He was shivering, and his tongue lolled to one side. I crouched down, held his head, and looked into his eyes. “How much did you eat?”

“He won’t suffer, much.” Thomas stood in the doorway to the back room. “I had to make sure he wouldn’t attack. You can’t imagine what it took to devise and then disguise the poison. Hellhounds can eat almost anything—and usually do.”

“You fuck!” I drew Grim Whisper and fired. My rounds hit a white lattice of energy with no effect. “I will find you and end you.”

“You should have never come here, Tristan.” Thomas gestured, and I saw the white runes fall from his hands. “Why did you come back? I didn’t want to hurt you. I really didn’t.”

“Thomas.” Monty turned and held up his hands. “Whatever it is you’ve done or are involved in, we can help you.”

“You can’t!” he yelled. “Don’t you see? It’s too late. You’ll never understand—you’ve never understood. It’s too late.”

He thrust both arms forward and unleashed a torrent of runes. I pressed the main bead on my mala, raising the shield. Monty gestured, casting another shield. The impact of energy catapulted us outside of the pub. I landed in a roll and ran back to the demolished wall. I bounced off another lattice of energy, which re-introduced me to the ground—hard. Monty stood slowly but remained where he was.

Thomas came up to the edge but remained inside the pub, behind the lattice wall. He looked at me with a sad smile and shook his head. I looked in his eyes, the rage threatening to blind me. I got shakily to my feet, acutely aware of the demon behind us.

“You killed Nigel.” Monty dusted off his sleeves. “It was no accident.”

“He was beginning to grow suspicious.” Thomas looked at the demon behind us. “I couldn’t have him exposing my work. When I offered him a position with us, offered him power beyond imagination, the fool refused. I didn’t kill him—he killed himself. Just like you did.”

“Wait, I don’t recall you making us an offer.” I moved my coat to make sure I could access Ebonsoul. “Why didn’t we get a chance at ‘power beyond imagination’?”

“Because he knew what I would say,” Monty answered. “Nigel was ambitious, but he resisted when he discovered the source of the power.”

“Nigel had a sudden case of conscience at the last moment. It proved to be fatal.” Thomas shrugged. “You were always too righteous for your own good, Tristan. I knew you would never join us.”

“You’re harvesting demons for energy.” Monty stepped close to the ruined wall. “Are you insane?”

“You always were pompous and arrogant. The Elders favored you while dismissing me. I hated you for it. Consider this my dish served cold. You wronged me, and I shall have my revenge.”

“Did he just bard you?” I asked, surprised. “You really have to teach me how to make friends.” I glanced at Monty. “Mine are mostly jerks, but this one’s a world-class asshole.”

“He’s not my friend.” Monty gestured and released an orb at the lattice with no effect. “He’s just a frustrated little mage prick, who will be made to bleed.”

“Make sure nothing is left of them,” Thomas said angrily to the demon. “If you do a good job, I’ll let you have the hellhound for a snack. It’s still mostly alive.”

“Yes, master,” the demon said, and licked its lips. “No remains.”

“Thomas, try not to die before I get to you,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy putting you out of your misery, you son-of-a-bitch.” 

I drew Ebonsoul and aimed Grim Whisper at the approaching demon as I stepped back.

“Goodbye, Tristan.” Thomas gestured and opened a rift. “I’d make sure your body received a proper burial, but you’ll only be an unpleasant memory. There won’t be any body left to bury.”

He disappeared through the rift, and the demon charged.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FIFTEEN

I ROLLED OUT of the way and fired. Entropy rounds had no effect on the demon.

“Hold on, Peaches,” I said under my breath. I could see him lying on his side in the pub. “Monty, I don’t care what you have to cast—get me in there.”

Monty gestured, and I saw white runes appear from his fingertips. They slammed into the demon, slowing it down. The light spread out and formed a large spherical cage. The demon pounded against the cage and roared.

“Where did you learn those?” I asked between gasps. 

“Thomas isn’t the only observant one,” he said with a grunt and a final gesture. “This can only hold it for a short while. If we’re going to be fighting demons, I need a seraph.”

“The angel?” I asked, looking around. “I guess we could try St. Paul’s again, but I don’t think they hang out in the churches.”

“The blade,” he said with a look. “They’re created to fight demons.”

“Perfect. Which means we won’t find one in Tesco.”

“Not likely, no. We need to find an artifact dealer—but first things first. Let’s save your creature.” Monty approached the lattice wall. “This will take some time. The lattice is an energy entanglement designed to implode if dismantled without a harmonic stabilizer.”

“Oh, really? And that means?”

“If I try to burst through, the building collapses.” He began gesturing. “Keep an eye on the demon, and let me know when it starts to get free.”

“Don’t you mean ‘if’ it gets free?”

“No.” White runes flowed from his fingers into the lattice, landing on certain areas of the wall but avoiding others. “That cage isn’t going to hold it forever. I still haven’t studied the casting thoroughly.”

I wondered when he found the time to study the casting at all. He approached the lattice wall, and I kept an eye on the caged demon. It had stopped pounding and was testing each individual part of the cage.

“If it gets loose, I could always unleash my Incantation of Light orb at it. Or was Thomas lying about that too, and just working another angle?”

“The incantation orbs are real.” Monty released another set of runes. “He was probably trying to gauge what kind of magical threat you were. I’ve seen incantation orbs punch through solid rock with ease.”

“Mine would barely get through toilet paper,” I muttered, as he kept gesturing.

“It takes years of practice,” he said, and stepped back. “That should do it.”

The lattice wall dropped, and I made to step into the pub. Monty grabbed me by the arm and shook his head.

“What? The wall is down.”

“But not the defenses—hold on.” He placed his hands on the ground, and a covering of runes appeared in front of us. “These will be easier to disable.”

“Mage, release me!” the demon demanded from behind us. “It’s clear you are powerful. I can give you more power.”

“Ignore it,” Monty said working on the runes. “It’s all lies and deceit, until it’s too late.”

“I speak truth.” The demon pressed against the cage. “My power can be yours.”

Monty raised a hand and made a fist. The rune cage began to shrink around the demon.

“Half-truths,” Monty said without turning, as he unraveled the lattice of runes on the ground. “The price your kind exacts is too high, and always has been.”

“There is always a cost, mage.” The demon bowed. “This is the way. Some, like your friend Thomas, are willing to pay the price. I can help ascend you to Arch Mage.”

“Shut it,” Monty answered. 

Monty put his hand on the ground again, and rotated his palm counter-clockwise. The symbols on the floor inside the pub disappeared. I ran in to Peaches.

“Hey, boy,” I said, placing my hand on the side of his body. His breathing was shallow, and he struggled to look at me. “I’m here.”

<The meat was bad. It hurts.>

“From now on, you don’t eat meat from strangers.” I looked at Monty. “I know you’re not a healer, but could you—?”

“I have an idea, but we’re going to need your flask.”

I reached in my pocket and gave him the Valhalla Java flask. It glowed in the night, the blue skulls grinning at me with power as I uncapped it.

“It did help Quan, but I don’t know if it will work on a hellhound,” I said, nervously. I didn’t want to make a bad situation worse.

“We have no precedent, and the only person who could help is an ocean away,” he said quietly. “Pour some into your hand and ask him what it smells like.”

I did as Monty asked and held my palm in front of Peaches’ nose.

“Hey, boy,” I said, gently rubbing his side. His breathing was becoming ragged. “Can you tell me what that smells like?”

<Good…it smells like meat from the place. Do you have some?>

“No, you black hole,” I said, holding back a smile. “He says it smells like pastrami.”

Monty nodded. “I thought as much. Whatever that liquid is, it operates on the principle of transmogrification—becoming what the drinker enjoys the most.”

“Will it work?” I asked quietly. “Can we save him?”

“Without knowing what Thomas gave him, it’s dangerous,” Monty replied. “We could make it worse and accelerate the poison. I honestly don’t know.”

“We can’t let him die, Monty.” The words were ash in my mouth.

Monty set his jaw and nodded. “Open your hand. This is going to be unpleasant for you. I’m going to channel energy through your bond.”

“Excuse me?”

“When I tell you, pour about a vial’s worth into his mouth.” He started gesturing and violet trails followed his fingers. “I’m going to attempt to infuse the liquid with energy from your bond. Hopefully that can jumpstart his regenerative process and destroy the poison.”

“And if this goes wrong?” I asked, placing Peaches’ head in my lap and turning it so he could drink. “Just want to know what might happen.”

“Damn it, Simon. I’m a mage, not a vet! Not that your creature qualifies as a dog,” he said, his voice grim. “This is uncharted territory for me. In my calculations, he either gets well as his body takes over and heals him—he has been thrown through walls, exploded, and exposed to a void vortex with no ill-effects—or the poison takes over, and catastrophic failure follows, and we lose him.”

I nodded. “Thanks for being honest.”

A roar from outside diverted my focus. I turned to see the cage of the demon had shrunk to the point that it was curled into a fetal position.

Monty stopped the violet trails and gestured again, sending more white runes over to the cage holding the demon. The runes joined and formed another cage outside the existing one. 

“It will buy some time, but not much,” he said, starting the violet trails again. “The pub won’t keep us safe once it breaks free, since the defenses are gone. Let’s focus on the task at hand, shall we? Ready?”

“Do it.”

He formed a violet orb of energy, and clasped my hand while still holding the orb. My arm instantly felt on fire. I looked down to make sure flames weren’t consuming me. The roar of waves filled my ears, and my vision tunneled in.

“Give it to him, now!”

I poured a small amount of liquid into Peaches’ mouth. He weakly swallowed it, and the flames in my body intensified. Tears streamed down my cheeks as the pain ratcheted up a few more notches into rip-my-nails-out-with-pliers territory.

He rumbled and growled as his body spasmed. I tried to hold him down, but failed as he thrashed on the floor. I managed to regain control and hold on to his head. For the first time, I felt my connection to Peaches as a physical sensation. The bond we shared was strong, and right now, he was dying. I poured more liquid into his mouth.

“Simon, no!” Monty’s voice was a muffled sound in the distance. “It’s too much. The bond is too strong. You have to let him go.”

“Get back, Monty.” I realized the tears streaming down my face were made of blood, as I looked down at the stained floor. I was grabbing Peaches by the scruff, and I could feel the surge of power growing within us. “I can’t let go.”

He made a move to grab my arm, and the backlash of energy shoved him back across the floor. He began gesturing as the surge erupted, and I was flung to the other side of the pub, across the bar, and into the wall.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SIXTEEN

I WAS DIZZY from the impact as Monty came to my side. He grabbed me by the shoulder and shook me quickly.

“You need to get your wits about you,” he hissed. “And quickly.”

“Is he okay?” I asked, looking around. “Did it work?”

“I’d like to say yes, but I’m not sure,” Monty said quietly next to me. “There was one outcome I didn’t foresee.”

My heart sank. “No. What happened?” I asked. “I gave him too much, but he was dying. I didn’t know what else to do. I killed him.”

“Don’t be daft,” Monty said, keeping his voice low. “We wouldn’t be hiding behind the bar if your creature were dead.”

“We’re hiding?” I asked, confused. “Why are we hiding?”

“See for yourself,” he said, and pointed over the bar.

I was about to stand when he held me down. “What is it?”

“Use this,” he said, and handed me a piece of the mirror I shattered when I slammed into it. “Slowly.”

I lifted the shard over the edge of the bar and looked into the reflection of the center of the pub. Sitting in the middle of the floor was a large creature with glowing red eyes. 

“That thing ate Peaches?” I asked in shock. “What the hell is that creature?”

“Look again. It didn’t eat your creature.”

I lifted the shard again and looked closely. The canine-shaped monster was easily ten times the size of Peaches. Its glowing red eyes were focused on the demon in the cage outside of the pub. I felt its low rumble as a tremor along the floor.

“That’s Peaches?” I asked in disbelief. “What the fu—?”

<DESTROY>

I held my ears in pain, as his voice slammed into my brain.

“What is it?” Monty asked, concerned, as I held my head to keep it from splitting. “What happened?”

“He’s loud—too loud.” I checked my ears to make sure my brain wasn’t leaking from them. “What is this, Terminator mode?”

“You can hear him?” Monty asked. “What did he say?”

“Yes, I can hear him,” I said. “He nearly gave me a stroke. He’s not asking for meat, I can tell you that much.”

“Oh, good.” Monty sighed. “It means you can stop him.”

“Good? What do you mean I can stop him?” I asked. “That thing isn’t Peaches.”

“Underneath that mountain of destructive muscle and sharpened fangs of obliteration, dwells the creature you love and adore.” Monty pointed at the monster, as it got to its feet and cratered the floor of the pub. “You need to reestablish your bond.”

“But I can still hear him,” I said, still rubbing an ear. “The bond isn’t broken on my end.”

“Whatever we did seems to have interrupted the bond for a moment.” Monty looked over the bar as the Peaches Monster stomped out the pub. 

“You mean what you did, right?”

“I don’t recall holding the flask and giving him more in the midst of an energy infusion.”

“He was dying.” I looked away. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It seems that whatever occurred removed the poison but caused this transformation.” Monty nodded. “This must be what Uncle Dex was referring to, when he mentioned that breaking the bond would unleash a creature that’s nearly impossible to kill and capable of wonderful amounts of destruction.”

“And I’m supposed to stop him how?”

“Do you have any meat?”

I gave him my best Eastwood squint, easily a four on my glare-o-meter. “No, I’m not currently carrying a truckload of meat.”

“Well, he is your creature.” Monty dusted off his jacket, as he made his way from behind the bar and took in the damage. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

I cautiously followed Hulk Peaches out. He growled and rumbled at the demon.

Laughter erupted from the cage. “You decline my offer, mage, yet summon this beast?” it asked, pointing at Monster Peaches. “A dark mage of your level should embrace my gift and ascend even higher.”

Monty stepped out next to me. “I didn’t summon anything, and he doesn’t belong to me.” He pointed at me with his chin. “He belongs to him.”

The demon looked at Monty and then at me in confusion.

“He isn’t a mage, he barely wields magic.” The demon stared at me. “You are an anomaly, but you do not possess the power to control a creature of this level. This must be a deception.”

I walked around to face the Galactus version of my hellhound. “Hey, boy,” I said, as gently as I could while standing next to a monster of muscle and large fangs. “How are you feeling?”

Peaches swiveled his head to face me. His glowing eyes focused on me and, for a second, fear rushed through my body. The voice in my head urged me to run away screaming. I considered it for a few seconds before ignoring it.

<I AM WELL, SIMON. THIS CREATURE IS ALIGNED WITH THE HUMAN WHO CAUSED ME HARM.>

The force of his voice in my head nearly drove me to my knees. I held a hand to my head and held the other one up in surrender.

“Could you turn it down to a five on the volume?” I asked. “Since when do you speak like a university professor?”

“Is that a university professor with Vinnie Jones’ voice?” Monty deadpanned. “Do you have a concussion?”

<PLEASE STAND BACK. THE CREATURE’S ESCAPE IS IMMINENT.>

Peaches turned to face the demon, who shredded the cage and broke free. Runes materialized along Peaches’ flank as Monty began to gesture.

“Your pathetic cage only delayed the inevitable, mage.” The demon took two steps forward, and stopped when Peaches gave off a low growl. “This stupid beast will not stop me from my task. Prepare to die, ma—”

Peaches’ eyes grew bright, as beams of light shot forth and blasted the demon. A few seconds later, the demon was gone, along with most of the stone where it stood.

“I thought you said demons were intelligent?” I asked, looking down at the charred stone. “This one didn’t expect to get omega beamed.”

“I said some were. Clearly this one wasn’t,” Monty answered. “Do you think you can get him down to a normal size, so we don’t cause a panic on the streets of London?”

I walked over to where Peaches stood. I raised a hand and slowly petted his side. I was conscious of the fact that he could probably chomp me in two with one bite. He swiveled his head and looked at me.

<WE ARE BONDMATES. I AM HUNGRY AND REQUIRE SUSTENANCE.>

You need to be a lot smaller, or we’re going to need a herd of cows. This was my first thought as he tried to melt my brain with the Galactus Voice of Doom.

“I’m going to need you to get back to normal size before we get you food, boy,” I said, still petting his side. “I’m sure we can get you some more black pudding.”

<A HERD OF COWS WILL NOT BE NECESSARY. TEN POUNDS OF BLACK PUDDING WILL SUFFICE.>

“Wait, you heard me?”

“Of course I heard you,” Monty said. “You just asked it to reduce from enormous, panic-inducing, monstrosity to its normal, panic-inducing size.”

“Not you, him.” I pointed at ginormous Peaches.

“You do have a concussion.” Monty stared at me for a few seconds. “Hasn’t your creature always heard you? Would you like to sit down?”

“No, I don’t want to sit down,” I snapped back. “And I don’t have a concussion. My head is pretty hard.”

“At least on that we agree,” Monty said with a nod. “Do you think you can clarify what you meant—in English?”

“He heard my thoughts.” I looked at the Lockjaw version of Peaches who stood immobile and made the butterflies in my stomach uneasy—because standing next to a hellhound the size of a small bus is never a pleasant feeling. “He heard what I said without my speaking it.”

“It’s possible the bond was strengthened by the infusion.” Monty rubbed his chin. “We need to find an artifacts dealer, and roaming the streets of London with the Hound of the Baskervilles would be unwise. Can you” —he made a motion with his hands—“make him smaller?”

“I don’t know how he got supersized in the first place,” I said, stepping back and taking in the immensity of his canine enormity. “It’s not like he has a shrink switch.”

“It will be dawn soon.” Monty looked up the street. “Once someone sees him, what’s left of the Consortium, as well as whatever group Thomas is part of will be after us. I’m going to get us transportation.”

“You may want to get a truc—”

“And no, I’m not getting a lorry,” he said, cutting me off. “Fix him.”

Monty pulled out his phone and walked inside the pub, leaving me outside with industrial-sized Peaches. I looked up into his face. His eyes gleamed with latent power, and the runes along his sides pulsed with energy. I had no idea how to get him smaller.

Impossible to kill and capable of wonderful amounts of destruction was pretty much what I was looking at. Monty was right, if the sun rose, and Peaches was still this size, he’d get noticed—and fast. I wanted to try our mind-link again.

Do you know how to shrink yourself down to size?

<THAT INFORMATION IS NOT AVAILABLE TO ME. WILL WE BE ACQUIRING SUSTENANCE SOON?>

He could hear my thoughts.

“You managed to break a hellhound. Truly impressive, Strong.”

I turned at the voice and stared at Hades.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVENTEEN

HE WAS DRESSED in a slate gray Desmond Merrion Supreme, with a pale blue Battistoni shirt, and finished with a patterned Zegna tie. The Testonis he wore on his feet barely made a sound as he stepped over to the newly enlarged Peaches.

The ensemble would’ve given Piero a fashion aneurysm.

“I understood you and your mage partner’s propensity for destruction,” he said, looking up at Peaches, “but I never would have foreseen this—considering that you’re mortality-challenged.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” He raised an eyebrow at the destruction of the pub and the charred stone where the demon was contained. “But it seems you’re up to the usual. Where’s Montague?”

Monty stepped out of the pub, and narrowed his eyes at the god of the Underworld before looking at me. “You called him?” he asked. “I said figure it out, not make it worse.”

“I didn’t call him, he just poofed in.”

“Good evening to you, too, Montague,” Hades said with a nod. “I stopped by the Tate on the way over. Fascinating art. If you ever have the time, you should drop by. The entire building is doing a Cubist interpretation of a museum—Picasso would be proud.”

“Why are you here?” Monty looked up the street. “Where did you put the sword?”

“This transformation”—Hades lifted his walking stick and pointed at the planet-sized Peaches—“only occurs when the bond between hound and human is broken. Imagine my surprise when I arrive and find Strong alive, trying to speak to his hound.”

“Do you know how to get a hellhound smaller?” I asked, knowing it was a bad idea to ask Hades for any favors.

“Of course I do—with Cerberus,” he said with a smile. “Each hound is unique. You will have to discover what works for yours. I was only here to prevent the cataclysm they create when they transform into unstoppable engines of destruction.”

“Excuse me? You just swung by to check in?”

“Yes, Simon,” he said. “I happen to be a god. Dropping by unannounced is part of what we do.”

“And what? Monster Peaches called you?”

“Bad hellhound PR inevitably leads back to Cerberus, which leads back to me, and then it’s a mountain of paperwork, dealing with damages, loss of life, destroyed cities, and infrastructure,” he said, waving his hand. “One headache after another. Thankfully, it seems you have this under control. He doesn’t seem to be going on a rampage.”

“Under control? I don’t know how he got to this size in the first place.”

“Then you have a problem.” Hades pointed his stick at me. “Bigger than the mess of demons infesting this city.”

“What do you know about that?” Monty asked warily. “How long has this been going on?”

“Long enough for me to notice.” Hades sniffed. “They really need to get some demon exterminators—but who’re you going to call? Demons are a nasty business.”

“You’re the god of the Underworld,” I said. “You don’t like demons?”

“Don’t confuse your pantheons. My name is not Satan.” Hades pet Peaches’ side as he spoke. “Demons and their ilk are his thing, not mine. I prefer not dealing with any of you on the surface, if I can help it.”

“Yet, here you are,” I said, before my brain got the memo that it was monumentally suicidal to taunt a god—especially the god of the Underworld who also happened to be one of the big three. “I meant, thank you for being here?”

He walked over to where I stood, and I felt the sheer power come off him in waves. Peaches looked at him, but he remained growlless and rumblefree, which only proved he was smarter than I was.

“Strong, do you know why I don’t blast you into oblivion?” Hades asked with a smile that did nothing to put me at ease.

“The possibility that I may come back?” I answered weakly.

“Well, there’s that, and the fact that a part of me—a very small, infinitesimal part of me—likes you.” He smiled again, which made me afraid. “However, you try my patience, and there may come a time I do blast you into small little Simon particles to test this immortality of yours, even if it pisses off Kali.”

He said the last part while tapping my chest with his walking stick. For a moment, it felt like each tap would be my last. I visibly sighed when he turned to Monty, who noticeably tensed but kept his hands gesture-free.

“The sword?” Monty asked. “Is it still in your possession?”

“I placed it somewhere safe. It would be less than efficient against demons,” Hades said, shaking his head. “Unless you bonded to it, which we both know would be unwise.”

“I have no intention of bonding to that, or any blade,” Monty answered. “I do, however, need a seraph until we can get off this island.”

“You won’t find one on this island. Seraphs are extremely rare,” Hades said. “And it appears that whoever is inviting the demons prepared for that contingency.”

“Thomas,” I said with venom. “He poisoned Peaches.”

Hades raised an eyebrow at me. “Unlikely. Hellhounds are notoriously difficult to stop, and they can eat almost anything, but if he managed to incapacitate your hound—he’s dangerous.”

“He poisoned him and then set a demon on us.” 

“Your hound seems recovered, albeit a little on the large side.” Hades looked around. “Where is this demon?”

“Peaches”— I pointed at him—“shot him with some laser beams from his eyes. Went total Cyclops on him.”

“A Cyclops only possesses one eye, Strong,” Hades said, staring admiringly at Peaches. “A baleful glare? And so young—well done, hound.” 

Peaches rumbled and shook his head. Which was normally not an issue when he was normal sized. At celestial-body size, his drool slammed into me, drenching and threatened to knock me down. It mysteriously missed both Hades and Monty.

“Ugh, dog,” I said, shaking most of it off. “Keep your slobber under control.”

<I STILL HUNGER. I NEED MEAT.>

“You need to lower the volume while we deal with these demons.” Besides I’m not going to get you meat at this size. There aren’t enough butcher shops in London to feed you.

“I see you’ve learned to communicate with him, good.”

“Bollocks,” Monty uttered under his breath. “Without those blades, facing demons will be problematic.”

“There is a solution, if you would like it.” Hades cocked his head to one side.

“The cost?” Monty asked.

“To be determined at a later date.” Hades looked at his watch, a Patek Phillipe Sky Moon Tourbillion. “I do have other pressing matters to attend to, and London is not in imminent danger, at least not from a hellhound. Yes or no?”

Agreeing was giving Hades a blank check. I shook my head at Monty. The cost would be too high.

“Yes,” Monty said after a moment. “Provided the cost does not require a violation of my inherent beliefs.”

“Spoken like a true mage.” Hades smiled. “Very well. You can transform your blades, any blade, actually, into a seraph. You only need the right spell and symbol.”

“That would require one of the lost runes, which I don’t possess,” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “No one knows where to find those. Hence the title of lost.”

“Except, maybe, a god of the Underworld.” I looked at Hades, who nodded.

“Those runes aren’t lost, just protected,” Hades said. “There is a Wordweaver on this island. She’s one of the guardians of the runes. Her title is the Dahvina.”

“Which means?” I asked, curious. “Sounds very dignified.”

“It means let Montague do all the talking,” Hades answered with a sigh. “If I recall, she comes from an old royal lineage—the house of Wessex, if I’m not mistaken. She is one of the oldest Wordweavers, so tread carefully.”

“So Dahvina is a noble?” I looked at Monty, who gave me a ‘you can’t be serious’ look. “Do I bow or curtsy? Monty, what is the protocol?”

“Try to behave in her presence. Do not use improper speech, and give her this.”

Hades produced a small silver key and handed it to Monty.

“A key?” Monty asked, turning it in his hand. “To what?”

“Knowledge, of course.” Hades started walking away before stopping again. “A few things…”

“Yes?” Monty asked, looking up from the key.

“Get the hound off the street before a policeman glances down the street, has a heart attack, and then calls the Met.”

“It would’ve helped if you could’ve given me the key to bringing him down to size,” I said, pulling on Peaches, who refused to budge. 

“I did help you, Strong.”

“Anything else?” Monty said quickly, before I could answer.

“Extrapolate what occurs if Thomas and his associates wrest power from the Consortium.”

“I have,” Monty said. “None of the scenarios end well.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Hades nodded and walked off, disappearing before he reached the end of the street.

“What the hell was that about?” I asked, trying to push Peaches, who now decided this was the best time to imitate a large statue. “Extrapolate what?”

“It’s the same thing your vampire was describing, except on a larger scale,” Monty answered, walking in front of Peaches and gesturing. “If Thomas and whoever is helping him take the Consortium, the balance will be upset.”

“It won’t be a civil war, they’ll destroy London.”

“To start with, yes.” He nodded and began gesturing again.

“What are you doing?” I looked at him, confused. “Are we under an attack I can’t see?”

“Getting your creature inside and off the street.” He finished gesturing, and a sausage the size of my leg materialized in front of Peaches. Followed by another, closer to the pub. The last one was inside the pub itself.

“That is one large sausage,” I said, poking it with a toe. “Where did you learn that?”

“Uncle Dex gave me the spell, but I didn’t think it would actually work on this scale.” Monty shrugged. “Once your creature is inside, figure out how to reduce his size. He’ll never fit in the vehicle like that.”

<MEAT. YES.>

“Who’d you call?” I winced, as Peaches’ voice crashed through my skull while he inhaled the sausages and entered the pub. He settled on the last one and started chomping loudly. “SuNaTran?”

“Of course. Cecil has offices everywhere.”

“Can we get another Goat?”

“They were fresh out, unless you meant an actual—?” 

“The car, not the quadruped.” I looked at Peaches. “We have enough animals—thank you.”

“I’m sure Cecil will send us something appropriate,” Monty said, tugging on his cuffs. “I told him we needed room, speed, and durability.”

“An M1 Abrams would be perfect,” I said, as I walked into the pub. I had no idea how to shrink a ginormous hellhound. “This is going to be fun.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHTEEN

“ARE YOU SURE there isn’t a spell or incantation to reverse this?” I asked the scowling Monty. “You know, something Latin: doggosmalliticus or reversocaninusgiganticus?”

“First,” —Monty held up a finger—“that’s not even remotely Latin, and second,” he said, holding up another finger, “there are no hellhound reversal incantations.”

“That you know of,” I said, frustrated. “I’m sure this Dahvina person probably knows one or two. Maybe we can get a C-5? He would fit in that.”

Monty just kept scowling. “SuNaTran will deliver the vehicle soon, and I don’t want to be here when the sun rises,” he said, sipping a cup of tea. “There are no incantations for this—you need to use your bond.”

“Where did you get tea?”

“This is a waystation neutral zone,” he explained as if that meant something to me. He continued when he saw my expression. “It means it’s self-maintained. It’s too small to have a staff. The spells keep it clean and stocked. If you want something, you only have to request it—with the appropriate symbol. Would you like a coffee?”

“Yes, please,” I said, checking to make sure I had my flask of Valhalla Java. I felt it in the inside pocket of my jacket. “That would be perfect.”

“You know what else would be perfect?” he asked, walking to the back room. “A normal-sized hellhound. Focus.”

“That was just cruel.” I stepped close to the sprawled-out Peaches, who took up most of the floor. “Never, ever, tease with coffee. Lives could be at stake here, you know—starting with mine.”

<THE MEAT WAS EXCELLENT. PLEASE THANK TRISTAN.>

“You know his name?” I asked after the mental megaphone stopped ringing in my head. “Why don’t you ever use it? Actually, why do you sound so different now?”

<THIS FORM ALLOWS FOR AN EXPANDED LEXICON. SINCE YOU DO NOT SPEAK HELLHOUND, I HAVE CHOSEN TO CONVEY MY IDEAS IN AN ELEVATED MANNER. MY LEVEL OF INTELLIGENCE HAS REMAINED UNCHANGED.>

“You sound like a mage,” I said. “I need to get you back to normal size, so let’s do this.”

I placed a hand on his head and closed my eyes. I focused my breath, and felt for the physical sensation of the bond I felt before. It was like trying to grab smoke. I felt it on the edge of my awareness, but every time I tried to grasp it, it would evaporate.

<I COULD MASTICATE YOUR LEG IF IT WILL PROVIDE ASSISTANCE.>

“No thanks, boy,” I answered quickly, raising my hand. “No mastication required. I just need to focus.”

I closed my eyes again and felt for the bond. It was there, a tenuous flow, entangled with two other strands of power linking us. I sat on the floor and slowed my breathing. I let my senses expand, but I didn’t reach for the bond. It slowly solidified around my thoughts.

I placed a hand on Peaches’ head again, and mentally reached for the bond. A surge of power rushed through my arm and forced my eyes open. I grunted in pain and saw Monty enter the room with a look of concern on his face. He began to gesture, but I shook my head, and he stopped.

The power coursing through my arm increased, and it felt like the muscles were tearing themselves apart. I wanted to let go, but found myself unable to remove my hand. I clenched my jaw and started reaching for my mark. 

If I could pause the pain for a few seconds, maybe I could figure out another way to do this. Peaches started growling and shifted quickly into a whine.

<THIS HURTS, SIMON.>

I know, boy, but we have to try this. Don’t fight the bond.

Red energy flowed around us, and his runes erupted with light. In the space of a few seconds, I sensed him getting smaller.

It’s working. Just a little longer now.

I had no idea how long it would take. I just hoped the pain would end before I drew Ebonsoul and removed my own arm. Another surge blasted through my arm, and I felt that familiar weightless sensation of being launched across the floor and into a far wall. I landed some distance away from the newly shrunken Peaches. 

“Let’s not do that again,” I muttered, as I rolled into a sitting position.

All sensation in my left arm was gone from the shoulder down. I slowly looked down with trepidation, breathing a sigh of relief to find it was still intact and attached. I touched it gingerly and winced. It felt slightly barbecued, but my body was dealing with the damage as warmth flooded the area. 

I tore off my coat and yanked up my shirt. Angry red skin greeted me when I examined my arm. I had just gotten a one-arm tan with a setting of “surface of the sun.”

“That looks painful,” Monty said, as he looked at my barbecued arm. “I’ll be right with you.”

Monty walked over and placed his hands on Peaches. Golden light cascaded onto his body and enveloped him. He then stepped close to me, placed a hand on my arm, and let the same golden light suffuse the area.

“That should help with the injuries,” Monty said, standing and dusting off his pants. “I don’t think that’s a transformation you want to encourage.”

“Agreed.” I rolled down my sleeve and rested my head against the wall as I caught my breath. “At least he’s back to normal.”

“For a hellhound, yes.” Monty sipped more of his tea.

“I was going to personally disintegrate your pal, Thomas, but I think I’ll let Peaches have him.”

“We need to find Thomas first.” Monty looked over at Peaches, who was slowly standing. “Do you think your creature can still ‘hear’ you?”

“Only one way to find out,” I said, and focused to make the floor stop swaying. “Let me try something he enjoys.”

Hey, boy. How about we go get some more black pudding?

Peaches stood and stretched out, sticking out his tongue.

<That sounds delicious. Can I have more than one bowl?>

He shook his body, padded over, and began licking my face. 

What’re you doing? Don’t lick me. No. no!

<My saliva will help you heal faster. Then we can get meat faster.>

“Stop the tongue assault!” I demanded, pushing him away. “Ugh, yes, he can still hear me, and isn’t trying to Metatron my brain. Doesn’t mean he’s listening, though.”

“Good, now when you speak to him you’ll only sound slightly deranged,” Monty said, and headed to the entrance. “I believe our transportation is here.”

I stood slowly, bracing myself against the wall as a black Lamborghini Urus backed up in front of the pub. As far as vehicles went, it was a work of automotive art. If you enjoyed pretty. It wasn’t a Goat, but it would do.

I opened the back door and Peaches bounded inside, rocking the SUV. The driver turned quickly at the motion, and I held a hand up to calm him. 

“Just my dog,” I said and got in on the left-hand side next to him. The steering wheel was on the wrong side, of course, which meant I would be subjected to Monty’s ‘bat out of hell’ driving. This was going to be as pleasant as riding a rollercoaster without a destination.

Monty walked over to the driver’s side and nodded as the driver stepped out and handed him a card.

“Here you are, sir.” The driver tipped his cap. “Cecil sends his regards.”

“Thank you, Lewis.” Monty got in as the driver walked away and stepped into one of SuNaTran’s signature Phantoms. It pulled away as Monty read the card and handed it to me. It read:

T,

Enjoy your stay in London. 

P.S. Kindly treat this one better than the Pontiac. If Simon is with you, gently remind him that the pieces of the Aventador are still hanging in the shop.

Cecil.

“Is he blaming me for that?” I asked, offended. “I didn’t destroy the Goat or the Aventador. One was your Ghost Magistrate and the other was a troll.”

“I warned you not to go on that date.” Monty felt around the dash for the scanner. “Surprised he didn’t send us a tank.”

Monty pressed his palm on the panel and runes flashed across the dashboard. The engine roared to life. It was a throaty European sound, but it lacked the menace of American muscle. I missed the Goat.

“Strap in,” he said. “We need to put some distance between us and this place.”

“I’m not going to miss Cool Cats & Blokes,” I said, reaching for the seatbelt, looking back over the sprawled, snoring Peaches and out of the rear window. “At least you left it mostly standing.”

He gave me a stare and shifted the vehicle into drive. “That damage was the demon.”

“Which Peaches erased with his omega beams,” I added, looking back again at the sleeping beast. “You know they’ll blame a mage for this. I’ll give you three guesses who.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Monty swerved around some early morning traffic. “Thomas wasn’t lying when he said the destruction of the Tate will be used as a motive to target the other factions.”

A few near misses and I started imagining us wrapped around a pole. “Why can’t the steering wheel be on the proper side?” I asked and held my breath as he made a sharp turn into what seemed to be oncoming traffic. “I’m never going to drive here. Bunch of maniacs.”

“Right side is the proper side.” Monty cut down a narrow side street barely wide enough for the SUV. “Ford was the one who changed American cars to the left side, consigning all of you to inferior driving abilities.”

“Still wish we had the Goat.”

“Not practical for these streets unless you enjoy getting stuck,” he said and turned onto the Waterloo Bridge.

“Where to now?”

He handed me the key Hades had given him. It was an ornate skeleton design about four inches in length. It was too large to fit any normal door. When I turned it, I could see the subtle runework along the shaft even though it was indecipherable to me. 

“We need to go find a Wordweaver.”

“Is there a Cloisters here, or this being England, a Wordweaver Castle?” I asked. 

He glanced at me quickly. “Hades was being serious,” he said. “These Wordweavers are very proper and stand on protocol. They frown on what they perceive to be rudeness.”

“This Dahvina is a noble, right? Maybe the Wordweaver Estate?” I asked, channeling my inner Julia Child. “I need to practice my lifted pinky for teatime.”

“That—that right there will get us killed,” he said. “Do not try an English accent. Actually, just don’t speak.”

“No promises,” I said in my best Bond. “I’ll take my coffee stirred not shaken. Is there a Bond museum we could swing by?”

“We’re going to die,” he muttered under his breath as he turned into traffic and nearly side-swiped another car. “Hold on.”

He floored the gas and gave me whiplash.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


NINETEEN

“YOU REALIZE WE aren’t being chased?” I asked, as we sped through the streets. I turned around. “Are we being chased?”

“No, and I intend to keep it that way.” He swerved around a corner.

“Did Cecil send you this to test the limits of the vehicle, or are you calling this thing you’re doing driving?” I asked, white knuckling the handle of the door and trying to tighten my seatbelt.

“We’re almost there.”

“I thought the Wordweavers here would be in some swanky castle,” I said, as he drove into London. “This looks like you’re heading into the city, not out of it.”

He crossed Waterloo and turned left on to the Strand. Being immortal did nothing to diminish my fear of being mangled by a truck due to Monty’s driving. It only meant I would be alive to experience the bone-crushing, limb-shredding impact of smashing into one of the large vehicles that blasted by us.

“The Wordweavers here prefer to stay close to the word,” Monty said, making a right onto St. Martin’s Lane. “Unlike Aria and the Weavers in the States, these aren’t cloistered away. They own a group of theaters near Covent Garden.”

“Is Aria like the American Dahvina?”

Monty shook his head. “No, there is only one Dahvina at any given time.” He stopped the vehicle and ended our drive of death. “They aren’t mages so I’m not privy to the details. I do know that the Dahvina is usually the most powerful of all the Wordweavers.”

“In London?”

“In the world.”

He got out, and I saw why he had stopped. The streets were too narrow for any kind of vehicular travel. I opened the back door and poked Peaches.

“Let’s go, Mr. McSprawl.”

<Meat? Are we getting meat?>

“You just ate three sausages large enough to feed a small village,” I said, amazed. “How can you even think about food?”

Monty stared at me, as did some of the people who walked by. My Vulcan mind-meld with Peaches was still new to me.

<I was bigger too. Now, I’m hungry again. Can we have some pudding?>

I promise to get you some food after we’re done here.

We made a left on the even narrower St. Martin’s Court to avoid the foot traffic and stares. We made a right on Charing Cross Road and another on Great Newport. At the end of the triangular block sat a large memorial to Agatha Christie.

“Here,” Monty said, and approached the memorial.

I looked around. The memorial was a bronze cast of a large book with a bust of Agatha Christie in the center. At the base were the titles of some of her books and plays. They were in English and translated into a few different languages. 

“I didn’t know you were such a huge fan of mysteries,” I said, still looking at the memorial. “Let me guess, Miss Marple?”

“As much as I appreciate Dame Agatha,” he said, narrowing his eyes at the memorial, “I’ve never read a Miss Marple.”

“You know, if you grow out a mustache, you could pull off an excellent Poirot.”

He ignored me and crouched down to the base of the memorial. He rubbed a finger under the translations, and a string of runes appeared.

He stood and quickly turned Agatha’s bust clockwise and then back to center. I saw a bright flash across the street. 

“The entrance.” He crossed the street and headed to a stairway leading down.

“Seriously?” I asked, looking at the memorial. “That’s what I call a doorbell.”

“Let’s go. We only have a minute or so before the door closes again.”

I followed him downstairs. At the foot of the stairs, two large, black ironwood doors covered in runes remained closed. Monty placed a hand on one, and the locks clicked open. He pushed, and it silently opened into a large corridor.

It seemed to be the basement of a theatre and smelled damp and musty. Monty stopped walking, and I pulled up next to him. Gargoyles, or what seemed to be gargoyles, adorned some of the corners looking down at us from the corners with silent screams and expressions of anger.

“We wait here,” he said, quietly. 

I looked around the basement. “I get this is England, with a rich history, but even a Goth would say this is too goth,” I said in a hushed tone because it felt like the gargoyles were watching me. “You think they have a picture of Shelley hanging around here somewhere?”

“No, but we do own her first draft of The Modern Prometheus,” a voice said behind me, and nearly caused me to grab Grim Whisper and shoot blindly. “Welcome, Mage Montague, Mr. Strong, and companion. Please follow me.”

The Wordweaver wore the usual flowing white robe covered in silver runic brocade. Her long black hair flowed behind her as she led us through the corridors.

“I almost shot her,” I muttered to Monty, as we followed. “What is with magic-users and the ninja tactics?”

Monty shook his head and remained silent.

“I can assure you, Mr. Strong,” she said, as we walked, “I was in no danger from you or your weapon. Thank you for your concern.”

“You’re welcome?” I answered, as Monty rolled his eyes at me. 

We traveled through more winding corridors until I saw a large wooden staircase leading up. It was one of those staircases that put the ‘grand’ in grand staircase. Several steps led to a small platform, that led to another series of steps. Huge railings capped by more gargoyles with arms extended waited for us to ascend. The Wordweaver stopped and motioned for us to climb the stairs.

“She is waiting for you.”

“Word travels fast around here,” I said with a grunt of pain as Monty elbowed me in the ribs. “I mean, thank you.”

“Shut it,” he hissed, as we climbed the stairs. “I would like to leave here of my own volition. Not be carried out in a jar.”

I didn’t answer because it was one of the few times I noticed Monty was nervous. It meant this Dahvina was a serious heavy hitter and could dust us with a word—or he was just being overly polite and my ‘rudeness’ was giving him a fit. I was leaning towards the latter.

“I promise to be on my best behavior,” I said, using my happy Julia Child’s voice. The one when she’s about to pull the dish out of the oven and she’s overjoyed at the results. “Minding my p’s and q’s.”

“I swear, Simon, if you embarrass me—”

“Embarrass you?” I gave him a shocked look and held a hand to my chest. “Heaven forfend.”

“If you embarrass me more than usual, I will charbroil you…slowly.”

We climbed the stairs in silence. I looked down at Peaches.

No biting in here, boy. Monty will get upset and cook us.

<Cook? Did you bring meat? When are we cooking?>

I was getting used to the Vulcan mind-meld with my hellhound. We weren’t going to be discussing philosophy unless he was the size of a house, but we could always have a culinary conversation, as long as it revolved around meat.

<Do you think the angry man could wiggle a sausage from his fingers?>

I stifled a laugh behind a cough as Monty bounced a glare between Peaches and me. We reached the next level and faced another pair of open ironwood doors. These were designed to reinforce the fact that you were being allowed to enter. Each one was two-feet thick and stood at least twenty feet tall.

“Don’t think anyone will be storming the Wordweavers anytime soon,” I said, walking past the immense doors.

We crossed the threshold into a large, airy chamber filled with sunlight. One side of the immense room was covered in books, scrolls, parchments, and what appeared to be skins with some kind of writing on them. 

The books were arranged on shelves that ran floor to ceiling with several rolling ladders situated in front of them. The rest of the materials sat on desks scattered on that side of the room.

The other side of the room was the definition of minimalism. One large mahogany desk, about twelve feet wide, dominated the space. Five wingbacks were spaced in front of it, and they still looked small compared to the redwood posing as furniture. No one sat behind the desk.

I looked around and noticed movement. Perched high above us was a woman dressed in jeans, boots, and a black T-shirt, dangling precariously off the rolling ladder as she reached for a book. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and glasses were on the verge of sliding off her nose as she read the spine of the book she had just grabbed. I tapped Monty on the shoulder and pointed.

“Maybe the book assistant can help us find Her Highness the Dahvina?”

He looked up, narrowed his eyes, and then opened them in shock. “That’s the—”

“Um, excuse me?” I yelled. She was high up, and I wasn’t sure my voice would reach her all the way up there. “We’re looking for the Dahvina?”

Monty groaned next to me.

“What?” I said. “I’m getting us help.” I looked back up at the woman who smiled and started climbing down the ladder, book in hand. “Maybe she’s an intern? Do Wordweavers have those? You know, like junior Weavers. Maybe wordknitters?”

“She is the Dahvina,” Monty said, quietly and bowed as the woman approached us.

I looked at the woman as she got closer. “Are you sure?” I asked. “Is that proper Dahvina attire? I expected something a little more robey, maybe with gleaming runes of power. Not casual Starbucks attire.”

The short woman pushed the glasses up her nose and peered up at us. Her black shirt had the image of a thorny dragon and some place called The Dive. It read, be discreet or be delicious. 

“I apologize for your reception, but one of my students requested a volume and needed it right away.”

She whispered a word and the book in her hand vanished.

“No apologies necessary,” I said. “What do I call you? Your Highness? Your Weaverness?”

“Dahvina will suffice,” she said with a smile. “Welcome, Tristan, Simon, and”—she crouched down to give Peaches a scratch behind the ears—“Peaches, I believe is his name?”

I liked her right away. “Yes, his name is Peaches. How did you know?”

She walked over to her behemoth of a desk and sat down behind it.

“Names, words, symbols,” she said with a nod, “are what you may call—my area of expertise.”

“I don’t understand,” Monty said with a perplexed expression. “Hades said you were—”

“Let me guess, ‘Wordweavers are very proper and stand on protocol’ or something to that effect?” she asked, doing an impressive imitation of the god. “Probably told you to behave and watch your speech around me?”

Monty nodded mutely, clearly taken aback. Dahvina whispered again and her clothes transformed into a golden robe with red brocade. Runes glimmered in the fabric of the robe.

“That looks more Wordweaverish,” I said, nodding.” I did like the shirt, though.”

“Thank you. It’s a collectible.”

“I just didn’t expect…” Monty was clearly in shock.

She looked at Monty and a wave of violet power flashed across her eyes. “I wouldn’t believe everything a god tells you, especially that one.” She removed her glasses and placed them on the desk. “Do you have something for me?”

Monty tapped his jacket and then looked at me, motioning with his head.

“Please give her the key.”

“What key?” I asked, patting my jacket and feeling the large key in my pocket. “Oh, this one.”

I placed the key on the table as Dahvina scrutinized me.

“How long have you had Kali’s mark?” she asked, and caught me off guard.

“Not long,” I said, glancing at the endless knot inscribed into my hand. “Too long.”

She nodded. “Bonds can be like that.” She lifted the key and pointed at Monty with it. “What do you need, Mage?”

Monty reached behind his back and drew the Sorrows as they materialized in his hands. “I need to create seraphs.” He placed the blades on her desk.

“Two?”

“Three,” he said, and pointed at Ebonsoul. “I’m certain that blade will prove the most difficult.”

She extended a hand as she looked at me. I unsheathed Ebonsoul and placed it next to the Sorrows. She whispered something under her breath and changed back into her earlier ensemble, except the shirt had different text. This time it read: Drink in peace or leave in pieces.

“These two,”—she pointed at the Sorrows—“require runing which is difficult but not impossible.”

“And his?”

She narrowed her eyes at me and shook her head. “Not since Arthur have I seen a thrice-bound so entangled.”

“Thrice-bound?” I asked, confused.

“Arthur was bound body, mind, and spirit,” she said, holding up three fingers. “Guinevere, Merlin, and Excalibur. He was a royal mess. Literally.”

“I don’t have three bonds,” I said, looking at Peaches. “Just one, with the incredible black hole over there.”

“Wrong.” She pointed at me. “Hellhound, Kali, and this blade. You’re thrice-bound and two of your bonds are so intertwined, I don’t know if they can be separated.”

“Wait, you knew Arthur and Merlin?”

“Can it be done?” Monty asked. “Considering London is facing an onslaught of demons and, surprisingly, seraphs are in short supply.”

“Not surprising,” she said. “In order for this blade”—she ran a finger along the length of Ebonsoul—“to acquire the properties of a seraph, the bond must be unraveled.”

“That sounds painful,” I said, remembering my recent scorching with Peaches.

“Excruciating, and possibly fatal—even for you, with Kali’s curse.”

“Pass,” I said, reaching for Ebonsoul. “One barbecuing per day is my quota, thanks.”

“Simon…” Monty started.

“She said possibly fatal,” I snapped. “As in dead?”

“That is usually what fatal means,” she answered, resting her hands on her desk. “However, I did say possibly.”

“Well, now I’m really enthusiastic,” I said, sheathing Ebonsoul. “I’ve grown attached to breathing, thanks.”

“Your blade is ineffective against demons,” Monty said, giving me the ‘don’t be dense’ look I’d learned to ignore. “Your gun, even with entropy rounds, had no effect on a minor-level demon. Have you thought this through?”

“Clearly, he hasn’t,” she said. “Facing a demon unarmed is foolish.”

I was about to give her one of my Eastwoods, but my brain quickly flashed the memo that she was the most powerful Wordweaver on the planet. Pissing her off would be a bad idea, even by accident. I glared at Monty instead.

“Have you thought this through?” I looked at Monty. “What if, and that’s a huge if, I do this and the untangling thing she wants to do goes south. Are you going to deal with Planet Peaches?”

“There is that to consider.” Monty looked at her. “If the bond with his creature is severed, it will transform into a true hellhound. Of the larger variety.”

“Then it will have to be dealt with before it turns,” she stated matter-of-factly. “I can’t have a menace running through the premises.”

“Why is his process ‘difficult but not impossible’ and mine is potentially fatal?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “Is this a mage thing?”

“He will receive the rune he requires and perform the casting.” She pointed to Monty. “It will exact a high cost, and if successful, he will possess the blades he desires.”

“Just give me the rune and the instruction manual, and I’ll take it from there,” I said. “Follow the step-by-step directions, hold the agony.”

She shook her head and smiled sadly. “You aren’t a mage. Frankly, I’m surprised you survived dealing with one bond. If you attempt this on your own, it will certainly kill you.”

“It’s a mage thing,” I muttered under my breath.

“Yes, in a way—Tristan isn’t bound to his swords,” she said, lifting one of the Sorrows. “For him these are tools to channel energy through, but they aren’t a part of him. Your blade is different. You know this, don’t you?”

“I do.” I looked away, remembering the last time I used Ebonsoul. I remembered how the energy siphoned into my body and filled me with power and rage. 

“We’re trapped on this island, defenseless,” Monty said, calmly. “We both know Thomas will be after us once he discovers we banished his demon. How will you face whatever he sends next, stern words? What if you have to face a demon alone?”

“Alone?” I looked at him. “You planning a vacation I don’t know about?”

“I’m planning for every eventuality,” he said, his voice grim. “If I fall or can’t continue, one of us has to stop Thomas. Permanently.”

I didn’t know what was worse, accepting the fact that agony was inevitable or hearing Monty talking about dying. I settled on the latter and nodded my head.

“Fine, but you owe me dinner at Masa when we get back,” I said, taking off my jacket and pulling out my flask of Valhalla Java. I took a long swig and put it back. If I was going to face agony—coffee was essential.

“If we get back intact, I’ll make sure to make the reservation myself,” he said with a nod. “I know they have you on the DNA list since your date.”

“I swear it was Ken who put me on the Do Not Admit list, but I can’t prove it, and Chi just tells me to go somewhere else.”

He nodded. “Masa it is.” 

Dahvina picked up the Sorrows as a Wordweaver entered the room silently and waited by the door. She handed them to Monty and together they walked to the waiting Weaver. Dahvina whispered something to him I couldn’t catch. Monty nodded and followed the Wordweaver out of the room.

With a word and a gesture, she closed the massive doors and turned to face me.

“Let’s have a conversation,” she said, approaching me.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY

IT WAS MY experience that the mage definition for conversation always involved pain of some kind. So I was wary when those were the words she used. 

“Before we start, I need to place your hound in the proper state.”

“Proper state?”

“He shares a bond with you.” She walked over to where Peaches lay. “Once we get started, he will think I’m attacking you—which is correct in a loose sense—at least it will feel that way to him, and you.”

“I can hardly wait,” I said, not meaning a word. “I’d like a proper state, too, unconsciousness would be good.”

“I would be concerned if you didn’t feel some fear,” she said, gesturing as golden trails flowed from her fingers. “This will put him in a stasis in case the worst should occur.”

She placed a hand on Peaches’ head, and he sprawled out and closed his eyes. A few seconds later, his legs moved jerkily as he woofed.

“Probably dreaming of chasing huge sausages.” I watched for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and drew Ebonsoul, handing it to her hilt first. She pushed it back to me gently.

“We need to discuss the cost first.”

“You mean besides the agony and probably dying?”

“Yes, that’s not the cost,” she said. “One is certain, and the other is probable. Neither factor into the cost of this.”

She stepped close to me. Her hands still trailed golden light as she moved them. 

“I understand.”

“Not yet, you don’t.” Her hands grew bright and the trails more pronounced. “Today you will pay the ultimate price, but that is not the cost of my assistance.”

“Wait a second,” I said, holding up my hand. “That sounds a lot like dy—”

She slammed both palms into my chest and set my body ablaze with energy. Golden light cascaded around me as searing heat suffused and burned my body. The heat was so intense it took a few seconds for my brain to register the pain. When it did, it shut down immediately as my body went into shock. I felt the warmth of my curse trying to deal with the trauma, but it couldn’t keep up. The heat from the energy overwhelmed and engulfed it. I tried to speak, but no words formed.

“Dying, yes.” Those were the last words I heard as I collapsed forward and fell into an inferno, losing consciousness.

I opened my eyes and looked into Dahvina’s upside-down face.

“Welcome back,” she said, tapping me on the forehead. “It would seem you really are immortal, or I’m losing my touch with old age.”

“You…you killed me?” I touched my face and chest—unconvinced this wasn’t some Inception move on her part. Maybe I was dreaming inside a dream. 

“Only temporarily,” she said, sipping from a cup. “I needed to get to the spirit strand. I’m going to leave Kali’s curse alone, that thing is a mess.”

I was lying in a bed in what appeared to be a guest room. I tried to sit up, and she shook her head. I understood why a few seconds later as every nerve in my body fired, stealing my breath with the pain.

“What the hell?” I groaned as every muscle in my body seized and contracted, arching my body on the bed. It passed after about ten seconds that felt far more like a lifetime. It was clear I wasn’t dreaming.

“No sudden movements,” she said. “At least not until you heal.”

“You killed me?” I asked in disbelief. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Yes. Would you have agreed if I had led with ‘well, I’m probably going to kill you, followed by intense agony as your body heals’?”

“Probably not,” I answered, my voice hoarse. “How did you do it?”

“I interrupted your curse and stopped your heart,” she said, with a tight smile. “It’s not very complicated if you know what to look for. Just takes about five-hundred years of obscure knowledge.”

“How long was I gone?”

“You mean dead?” she asked. “Not long. I was able to interrupt the process, but Kali’s curse is quite strong. It kept undoing my casting.”

 I nodded. “How long?”

“About three.” She held up a thumb, index, and middle finger. “After that I couldn’t stop her curse from bringing you back. Do you recall anything?”

“Days? I was dead for three days?”

“Hours—you were only gone for three hours,” she corrected. “Your body and mind were in stasis, similar to your hound, but your spirit—was occupied. This gave me just enough time to deal with the bond and help you rune the blade.”

“The blade, where is it?” I looked around the room, which was bare except for the bed and a small table to one side. I saw the sheath on the table, but no Ebonsoul.

“You have it,” she said, and turned to look at the door. “Don’t look for it right now. You’ll only hurt yourself.”

“Don’t look for it? Where did it go?”

A Wordweaver waited for her at the entrance. Dahvina placed a hand on my chest. “Focus on healing,” she said, and walked over to the Weaver at the door.

I closed my eyes and tried to listen to the conversation taking place at the door. I felt the energy of the room and noticed, for the first time, the runes inscribed on every surface. Floors, walls, and even the ceiling glimmered with softly glowing runes.

Judging from her body language, the Weaver at the door was worried about something. The fact that she crossed her arms and kept looking over at me was also a clue. I hoped Peaches hadn’t eaten a wandering Weaver. She left after a few more seconds of hushed speaking, and Dahvina came over.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, when she got closer. “That looked like a situation. Where’s Peaches? Did he revert to ginormous again?”

“Your hound is currently with Tristan and normal sized.” 

“Did he chomp on a weaver or two?” I asked with a wince. “He has the appetite of a black hole.”

“Apparently, you have some very powerful enemies in low places.” She gestured, and the golden runes in the room grew brighter. “That should help accelerate your healing.” 

She was right. A flush of warmth filled my body, and the pain started receding. My head began clearing, and it didn’t feel like I had ice picks shoved into each ear; now they were just long spiked nails. What I needed was a cup of Valhalla Java, but my clothes were nowhere to be seen.

“My clothes?”

“Will arrive shortly.”

“Was that the cost—my life?”

“You tell me,” she said, hovering her hand above my chest. Soft golden light fell from her fingers.

I thought about what she had said and the whole process. “You said I would pay the ultimate price, but it wasn’t the cost of your assistance.”

“At least you were paying attention,” she said, removing her hand. “That’s right. Dying and the agony you’ve experienced is not the cost.”

“No, it’s something more.”

She nodded. “It will come to you, and when it does, you will face a choice.” She turned as if listening to a distant sound. “Two of your strands are clear and untangled. But that last one, even I can’t help you with that. For that, you need to go to the source.”

“Kali?”

She nodded. “Even then, there are no guarantees,” she said. “I don’t know why she would curse you alive. I have no precedent in my archives. She has a singular dislike for you.”

“The word you’re looking for is hate.” I remembered the last time I spoke to Kali. “I interrupted one of her plans, and she didn’t appreciate it.”

Monty and I had just stopped her from taking down Shiva. To say she was displeased by my actions was like saying Monty loved being called a wizard. Words couldn’t begin to describe her feelings toward me. 

“Where’s Monty?” I asked as another Wordweaver entered and placed my clothes in a neat pile on the bed at my feet. 

“Why don’t you get dressed?” She stood, tapped my leg, and headed to the door. “We still have much to discuss. When you’re ready, please join me in my office.”

“Did Monty succeed in making the seraphs?”

“You’ll have to ask him.”

She left the room, and I sat in the bed alone. I twisted and stretched my body slowly, making sure I didn’t cross the agony threshold. I found I was able to move mostly pain-free so I got dressed. She had managed to give me answers without answering anything.

“Typical mage-speak,” I muttered. “Convoluted explanations, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

I shook my head, realizing I had just barded myself.

I got dressed, throwing on my jacket, and felt the familiar weight of the flask in my pocket. I tightened my holster around Grim Whisper, picked up the sheath, and followed her out.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-ONE

A WORDWEAVER STOOD outside my room as I opened the door. I felt surprisingly rested for someone recently deceased.

“Dahvina’s office?” I asked as I looked up and down the maze of corridors, feeling completely lost. “She’s expecting me.”

“This way, please,” the Weaver said and walked down the corridor. 

She was dressed in the typical Weaver robe with gold brocade along the edges. Tall, she stood at least six inches over my six feet. I wondered if the Wordweavers had a height requirement, since every one I had met towered over me, except Dahvina. They reminded me of Valkyries, only with more magic and less menace. 

We headed down the corridor and made a few turns. Every corridor resembled the one we had just left. We walked on for several more minutes until I was completely lost. At the end of this corridor, I recognized the large double doors to Dahvina’s office. They were open and I could hear voices from inside.

My guide stopped at the door and motioned for me to enter.

“Thank you,” I said with a nod. “I would still be looking for this place if you hadn’t brought me here.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “The Corridors of Chaos are designed to thwart travel through our compound. Without knowledge of their design, you would be trapped in the endless corridors forever.”

I shuddered at the mention of Chaos’ name. That was one god I didn’t want to meet again for another eon or two.

“Forever?” I asked and she nodded. “I’ll make sure I don’t wander the halls, then. Thanks again.”

I stood at the door and peeked in. A Weaver was on one of the rolling ladders, looking for books. Three more Weavers occupied the chairs in front of Dahvina’s redwood desk. 

I saw Monty standing over one of the desks, reading a parchment covered in symbols and runes. Dahvina was sitting behind her desk and listening intently to the Weavers speaking. The three were all dressed in Wordweaver robes, except their brocades were red and gold, which I assumed meant they were Master Weavers or advanced in some way.

“—demons are running in the streets, and they brought them here. To our home!” Middle Weaver said, indignantly. “Cast them out.”

The other two Weavers nodded solemnly. Dahvina sighed and removed her glasses, rubbing her eyes and pinching the bridge of her nose before replacing them.

I joined Monty at the table. Peaches perked up when he saw me. The vellum Monty examined was covered with runes. I saw some images of demons and a few circles covered in symbols that reminded me of the circle in Thomas’s bat-lair.

<I had to stay with the angry man. Did you bring meat?>

I crouched down, rubbed him between the ears, and patted his chest. We’ll get meat later. I think we have to leave here soon.

“The mage is a novice,” Left Weaver said. “He’s barely over two centuries old, an undisciplined child.”

I glanced over at Monty, who didn’t look up from the vellum and seemed to be ignoring the Weavers. He gave me the ‘don’t say a word’ look, and for a few moments, I considered remaining silent. 

“And the cursed one with the hellbeast defiles the sanctity of this hallowed ground,” Right Weaver said. “Besides, he’s not even English.”

Dahvina glanced at me but gave no indication of my presence to the three Weavers sitting in front of her.

“His name is Peaches, not hellbeast.”

Monty sighed next to me. The three Weavers turned and glared. I was impressed. Collectively they scored a four on the Eastwood scale. From the intensity, I could tell that they had developed this group glare over many years of practice.

“Does it matter?” Right Weaver asked, looking from Peaches to me. “A beast is still a beast, even if you give it a name, Mr. Strong.”

“Subtle and insulting,” I said, getting annoyed at the air of superiority wafting my way from them. “Monty, what’s the English word for assh—?”

“Thank you,” Dahvina interrupted quickly. “I will take your recommendations under advisement. Please fortify the outer and inner defenses, and make sure we don’t have any unwanted guests.”

“Too late for that,” Left Weaver muttered, looking at me. “We will do as you ask, Dahvina. Our word is bond.”

They filed out of the office, giving me a royal stink-eye. I did my best to return the level of stink, until Monty nudged me in the side.

“Those three are High Weavers,” Monty said. “After the Dahvina, they are the most powerful Weavers alive.”

“Which means what?” I asked. “The higher they go, the lower the manners?”

“They’re scared, and fear has a way of bringing out the worst in some,” Dahvina said as the Weaver from the ladder approached and gave her an old book. “Thank you. Please see to the outer perimeter.” 

The Weaver nodded and silently left the room.

“Tristan, this is the book you need.” She placed it on her desk. “It describes some of the circles you mentioned, in addition to the ley-line placement in London.”

“I feel we’ve overstayed our welcome.” Monty picked up the book. “Your High Weavers are distraught.”

“I’ve lived a long time, Tristan,” she said, standing. “This isn’t the first time demons have overrun London, nor will it be the last.”

“Thomas has something planned.” Monty held up the book. “I’ll make sure this gets back to you once I’m done.”

“Please do,” she said. “Our librarian is very attached to the books and will make my life miserable if you don’t.”

“Does that explain how Thomas is getting access to demons?” I pointed at the aged volume. The black cover shimmered in the light. “Because it would be great to have a way to erase the demons.”

“We’ve been watching this mage for some time now.” She led us to the door. “He was powerful, but never this powerful. Someone or something is giving him assistance.”

She gestured, and the massive doors opened outward.

“I’m guessing someone from the Consortium,” I said. 

“It’s possible,” Dahvina said, and placed a hand on the wall. A trail of runes flashed down the corridor and pulsed every few seconds. “I have to fortify our defenses. Once I noticed the demonic activity, I summoned Alaric. Did he send you?”

“You called him?” Monty asked, looking at her. “This is making sense now.”

“Who’s Alaric?” I asked, confused. “And do we have to fight him?”

“Demons in London are not a novelty,” she answered. “Once I noticed the ley-line inhibition, I called for him, but I haven’t heard back. He is one of the few I would entrust to deal with this issue.”

“He’s here, but currently indisposed,” Monty answered, narrowing his eyes at the path of runes. “He’s in stasis with the Morrigan. He teleported us here from New York.”

“Stasis? He must have come up against the inhibitor spell.” She made another gesture, and the runes on the floor became solid. “Did he manage to escape serious harm?”

“You mean besides being in stasis with the Morrigan tending to him?”

She smiled. “He was always reckless, and this latest fascination with her is inexplicable,” she said with a shake of her head. “This generation of Weavers has been too isolated. There would have been a time when we would have mobilized for battle. Now, we are forced to defend our compound. You need to leave before they arrive.”

“Thank you,” Monty said, and gave her a short bow. “Once my uncle is up and about, I will make sure he sees you.”

“How did you get here?” she asked.

“SuNaTran provided us with a vehicle.”

“Good.” She nodded, and whispered some words I couldn’t catch, transforming her clothing into combat armor. “I hope they gave you a fast, rune-covered armored truck.”

“How many?” Monty asked, his voice tight.

Dahvina held up a finger and looked off into the distance. 

“A legion. Still some distance away.” She stared at us. “You two know how to make friends.”

“A legion?” I asked with a short laugh. Neither of them joined me. “A legion of demons, really? Thomas went biblical on us?”

“He must perceive you as a serious threat,” she said with a grim smile. “I’d be flattered, or scared senseless, if I were you.”

“Bloody hell,” Monty muttered.

“I’m going to go with scared shitless, thanks. Monty?” I motioned with my head. “Can we evacuate the premises?”

“Follow the path, and it will lead you to an exit inside the Tube at the Leicester Square Station” She pointed to the glowing runes on the floor. “From there, locate your vehicle and get out of the city. Find your uncle and get his help.”

Let’s go, boy. We need to get out of here before serious trouble arrives.

We ran down the rune-lit corridors and out of the compound.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-TWO

WE CAME OUT of Leicester Square station, walking fast.

“The vehicle is a few streets down,” Monty said as we turned left on Charing Cross Road. 

“How many names does your uncle have?” I asked, making sure Peaches stayed next to me. “I’m guessing he’s this Alaric?”

“Yes, Alaric is Uncle Dex,” Monty answered. “I’m not sure how old he is. He’s been alive a few millennia, and used several names throughout his life.”

“And she called him because…?”

“He’s a demonologist, among other things.” Monty stopped at the intersection and motioned for me to do the same. “The inhibitor rune must have disrupted his energy signature. We’re only alive because of his skill as a mage.”

“What is it?” I asked, looking around the corner. The black SUV was parked where we left it, but I was sensing an energy signature from the area. “Something’s off.”

I heard Peaches growl next to me. 

<More fire things are coming.>

Those are called demons. Can you tell me from which direction?

<All around. Can I bite them? I promise not to eat them.>

No, you don’t know where they’ve been. No biting unless we’re in trouble.

“Peaches says we have demons incoming,” I said, opening my coat and reaching for my sheath—which was empty. “Shit.”

“Where’s your blade?” Monty asked when he saw the empty sheath. “Did you forget it at the Wordweavers?”

“No,” I said. “Can we discuss this in the truck?”

I took several steps to the SUV, feeling Peaches clamp on to my pants leg and pull me back.

“What are you—?” was as far as I got, when the truck exploded.

The force of the blast flung us back onto Charing Cross Road. Monty gestured, and a shield formed around us, deflecting pieces of the Urus. A large figure, covered in flames, appeared behind the demolished Lamborghini. 

“We need to go, now.” Monty began running back to the Wordweaver compound. We arrived at Cranbourn Street when a fireball raced past my face, narrowly missing my head. Monty veered right and down—into the station.

“Cecil is going to be pissed.” I looked up the stairs and saw misshapen, dog-like, flame-covered creatures following us down. Huge jaws dominated their oversized heads. Drool leaked out of a mouth full of teeth and sizzled as it dripped onto the stairs. “What the hell are those—land sharks?”

Monty looked up the stairs and sent several orbs behind us. “Trackers, according to the scroll I just read.” The orbs hit the creatures and crystallized them as they descended the stairs. “Lower demons sent to follow us by our energy signatures.”

Frozen in place, they fell over and shattered into small pieces. A gust of air raced past us as the sound of an approaching train filled the station.

“We need to get on that train,” I said, as I ran down to the platform with Monty and Peaches behind me. 

We pushed in and met some resistance at first, until Peaches rumbled. Then people spread out more out of fear than courtesy. I looked around the crowded car.

“Monty, all these people…” I said, shaking my head. “This is bad.”

He nodded. “Collateral damage if we don’t get clear of them.”

“Where does this train go?” I asked.

I looked at the map. We were on the Picadilly line but I had no clue where we were going.

“We get off at the next stop, Picadilly Circus, and try and get another vehicle,” Monty said without looking at the map. He looked to the rear of the train and began gesturing. “Once we stop, get them off.”

The train pulled into the station and I heard the rumble behind us. There was a crunch of metal behind us as I drew Grim Whisper. 

“Everybody off!” I yelled, holding up my gun.

Some of the riders looked at me. I heard a ‘sod off’ in the back. Most of them just stared, not moving.

We need to scare them off the train, boy. Use your bark, but not the super loud one. We want them to be able to get off.

<No biting? If I bite a few, I know the rest will run.>

No, it’ll ruin your appetite, if that’s even possible. No biting of any kind.

Peaches stepped forward, spread his legs, and barked. The effect was immediate as the glass along both sides of the car cracked. People screamed and ran off the train. I glanced behind me. Monty had cast an orange lattice of energy that spanned the width of the car.

“Get off.” He stepped off the train and we ran up the stairs. I was right behind him when I heard the crunching, rending sound of metal and concrete explode behind us.

Late afternoon in Picadilly Circus was a nightmare of people when you were being chased by demons. Smoke billowed out of the station behind us as we looked around. Monty pointed to Regent Street. We ran around the Shaftesbury Memorial Fountain as a fireball crashed into it and engulfed it in flames, causing a panic behind us. I glanced back to see more Trackers and what appeared to be a demon horse—complete with rider—exit the station.

More Trackers crawled out of the station and the rider pointed in our direction. Another fireball sailed past us, crashing into one of those restaurants that catered to those who worshipped at the arches, melting it to the ground.

“No great loss there,” I muttered, as we started running down Regent Street. “We have incoming.”

“We’ll cut through St. James’ Park and see if we can slow them down there.”

“Monty! Demon horse and rider on our six!” I yelled, as another fireball sailed above us. “Horrible aim, though.”

We passed the Royal Society, crossed the Mall, and ran into the park. We stopped behind a group of trees that faced down Regent Street.

“That’s a Cavalier,” Monty said, gesturing and stepping back slowly. “Still minor, but relentless. We have to incapacitate his mount.”

“So basically what you’re saying is that this is a foxhunt and we’re the foxes?”

Monty paused and nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that analogy, but it fits. Well done.”

“Well, so happy I can make you happy,” I said. “You know what would make me happy? Not having demons trying to fry me with fireballs.”

“You did say his aim was off,” Monty answered. “Cavaliers don’t usually miss.”

“Maybe this one forgot his glasses at home?” I asked. “Are you saying you want me to get fireballed?”

“Don’t be daft,” he snapped, and gestured rapidly. “It means something is interfering with its perception.”

A fireball landed near our location behind the trees. I was about to start running again when Monty grabbed my arm and shook his head.

“What? Let’s go.”

“Wait. It doesn’t know where we are. That blast was to flush us out.”

I peeked around the tree and saw the Cavalier pulling the horse left and right. The Trackers milled around the demon-horse, sniffing the air and ground. Their toxic drool fell on the grass and caused small fires, filling the area with smoke.

“I thought you said Trackers tracked energy signatures?” I motioned with my head without breaking cover. “How did they lose our runic scent?”

“I don’t know, but let’s move,” he said. “This way.” 

Every few feet we would stop and he would drop an orange rune behind us. We skirted the park and ended up taking the Mall to Trafalgar Square. Night was falling as we approached the lions. Monty stepped up to Nelson’s Column and stood between two of the lions. Some distance away, I heard a woman who’d clearly had too many pints that afternoon.

“Work your magic!” she said with her back turned to us. 

For a second I thought she was talking to Monty, who looked in her direction and raised an eyebrow. He looked at me, and I shook my head.

“I don’t think she means you.”

He went back to examining the plaque located on the side of the memorial.

“You said a kebab was health food!” the woman yelled into the phone she held with what I guessed was an Australian accent. I couldn’t make out most of the words because she was doing an amazing job at slurring them into one long string of sounds. “Explain it to me again. Work your magic!”

I heard a click from the statue and Monty stepped back. After a few seconds, we headed down Whitehall Street. A man sped past us as we walked. 

Something felt off. I glanced briefly at the running man, but kept walking. I turned just in time to slam into someone running up the street. The collision sent us both to the ground.

“Hey,” I said, dusting off my suit, “watch where you’re going will you? This suit is worth more than…”

I paused as I looked at the linebacker who’d just tackled me.

“Ian Dex?” I rubbed my eyes, slowly getting to my feet.

“Simon—Simon Strong?” He looked up and glanced at Monty. “Montague?”

“Officer Dex,” Monty replied with short nod. “Always a pleasure.”

“Thanks,” Ian said, getting to his feet. “What are you guys doing here?”

I waved a dismissive hand. “Mages summoning demons, making a power play to destabilize the balance. You?”

“Rachel got herself kidnapped by werewolves.”

“Shit,” I said. “Wish we could help, but you know how it is with mages and demons.”

“Never ends, does it?”

“No.”

“Pardon me,” Monty said, “but there was a man who sped by us about thirty seconds ago.” He glanced back. “I still see him running towards the square. Is he the one you’re after?”

“Actually, yeah,” Ian said.

Monty gestured and formed a silvery orb. With a word, he released it. It raced through the crowded street until it crashed into the back of the fleeing man, causing him to spasm and fall to the ground.

“He’ll be down for a few minutes,” Monty said.

“Thanks, man,” Ian said. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“Say, Ian,” I said, looking at the two people who stood behind him, “I don’t mean to pry, but you have James Bond and an industrial-sized version of Sherlock Holmes standing behind you.”

He gave me a “help me” look and sighed. “I know.”

I stepped around Steroid Sherlock and nodded. “Great seeing you, Ian.” I glanced at my watch. “Well, we have a lot of destruction to do and not a lot of time to do it.”

“Good seeing you again. Thanks again for the help, Montague.”

“Think nothing of it.”

The trio took off down the street and I turned to Monty.

“Small world,” I said looking at the Nelson Column before continuing down Whitehall.

“Indeed,” Monty said narrowing his eyes before turning to join me.

“What did you activate at the Column?”

“Help, I hope.” he answered as we walked quickly past Downing Street and crossed Westminster Bridge.

“Are you kidding me? The last time you asked for help…we got back-stabbing Demon Lord Thomas.”

“This is different.” He looked off into the distance. “What is that?”

Plumes of water shot into the sky.

“Those look like water spouts,” I said, squinting. “But I can’t tell. That’s got to be near Tower Bridge.”

“Closer, and in the Thames.” He narrowed his eyes and took a breath. “Bloody hell. I can’t believe he summoned one of those. He’s insane.”

“What? What did he summon?” I asked, making sure I clamped down on the fear gripping my midsection. We were standing in the middle of the Westminster Bridge. To our right the London Eye rotated slowly in the early evening.

“You remember when Tolkien described a creature the Fellowship encountered in the Mines of Moira?”

“The Balrog, yes.” I looked into the distance. More plumes shot into the sky. “Are you telling me that’s a Balrog coming our way? Because we are screwed without a Gandalf.”

“No,” Monty said quietly, as Peaches whined, but he stood his ground next to me. “I’m telling you that what’s coming our way was Tolkien’s inspiration for the Balrog.”

“Oh, fuck,” I uttered, as I heard the destruction of the first of the bridges in its way to us.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-THREE

“IF IT STARTED at the Tower of London, it has to cross eight bridges before it reaches us.”

“Why would it start there?”

“Thomas would need a place of power to bring one of the Fomor here.” He pointed to the orange glow over the Tower. “He would have used that nexus as a source.”

“It’s using the Thames as a road?” I asked. “What’s the first bridge?”

An explosion rocked through the night as a column of flame shot into the sky.

“That would be London Bridge, the first bridge.”

I tried to resist, but it was impossible.

“Are you telling me London Bridge is falling down?”

Monty glared at me and began gesturing. “Maybe you can stop it with your fantastic sense of humor,” he said, opening the book Dahvina gave him. “Maybe it will laugh itself to death from your oh-so-sharp wit.”

“What about the help you summoned?” 

“It won’t get here in time,” he said. Another crash screamed at us through the night, signaling the destruction of another bridge. “We need a solution now.”

“And we’re staying on the bridge?” I looked left and right at the now deserted bridge we stood on. “Because this doesn’t seem entirely monster-proof.”

“I’m fairly certain it’s chasing me or you or both of us.” Monty flipped through pages. “Thomas could certainly have keyed our signature to it. Unlike the Cavalier, this one knows where we are. What do you think will happen if we go into the city?”

“There won’t be a city if we do,” I said. “I just want to state for the record that this completely blows.”

I drew Grim Whisper. 

“Those aren’t going to do anything, you know.” He kept flipping pages. “Here!” he said, excited, pointing at a page. “Bloody hell.”

“You have a way to stop this thing?”

He closed the book and put it in a pocket.

“I do.” 

“Well? Get to the finger wiggle,” I said, anxiously. “Before it tears down any more bridges.”

“I can’t.”

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing my ear. “I must’ve misheard you. It sounded like you said you can’t.”

“The only way to stop this creature is to unleash a quantum void vortex,” he answered. “Even if I knew how to cast one, something on that scale would erase London.”

“You mean this area here where we are?”

“I mean eight million people or more gone,” he said. “I can’t even follow the diagrams in the bloody book.”

I gazed over the Thames. There was a good chance I could survive a Fomor crushing, if that’s what they did. With my luck, it would shred me into little pieces. Monty, on the other hand, wasn’t going to walk away from this one. 

I looked down at Peaches. Not even at industrial size was he going to be able to deal with what was coming our way. I felt angry and sad all at once. The rage rose in me, mixed with a profound understanding that I was going to lose my family.

The Fomor was going to have to erase me first. I extended my hand and Ebonsoul materialized in my palm. The runes along its blade blazed in the night as red energy trailed from its edge into the sky.

“That’s a pretty blade, but it won’t be enough,” a voice cut through my rage as I recognized the source. “You’re going to need me to bring the power.”

“Uncle Dex,” Monty said, relief filling his voice. He handed him the Wordweaver book. “How did you know where to find us?”

“He’s carrying a feather,” he said, pointing at me and then looked straight up into the night sky. I saw two green pinpricks of light above us.

“Herk?”

“Aye,” Dex said with a nod. “Which damn fool brought a Fomor into a populated city?”

“That would be Thomas,” I said, noticing how badass my blade looked now. “He’s graduated from mage to demon-whisperer and almost killed Peaches.”

Dex knelt down and scratched Peaches behind the ear. He gestured quickly and produced two large sausages. The black hole with legs quickly scarfed them down.

<I like the sausage man.>

“No mage did this alone.” Dex held onto the railing and looked into the distance. “Seems to be coming right for us. Let me see your blade.”

I handed him Ebonsoul. He examined it, turned it over, and returned it with a nod.

“You’ve been to the Weavers,” he said. “What about you, nephew? You plan on tossing your orbs at it?”

Monty drew the Sorrows. A soft wail escaped them as he handed them to Dex. Dex looked them over, grunted in approval, and handed them back.

“Did you pay the cost?” Dex asked, serious. 

Monty nodded. “The seraphs are true.”

“Good,” Dex answered and extended his arms to the side. “Let’s see if we can slow this thing down. Herk, to me!”

A large raven descended and wrapped itself around Dex. A green flash blinded me and the raven was gone. Dex’s body was covered entirely in black feathers with a metallic sheen. Only his glowing green eyes were visible.

“You can’t cast a quantum vortex, Uncle Dex,” Monty warned. “It will destroy the city and everyone in it.”

“Actually, you can’t cast the quantum vortex, nephew.” He climbed up to the railing. “I can cast it just fine. Be ready, both of you. I’m bringing the creature here”—he pointed at me—“especially to you and your dark angel of a blade.”

“Uncle Dex, we need to plan a strategy,” Monty said. “I’m certain Thomas must be near to be able to transport a Fomor here.”

Dex shook his head. “Time’s up. Let’s do this!” he said and jumped off the railing. He shot off into the night, a black silhouette over the Thames.

“Did he just pull a Jenkins?” I couldn’t help smiling. Dex was certifiable.

“He may have just killed us all,” Monty said, shaking his head. “Get your blade ready.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FOUR

I’D FACED OGRES, trolls, and other assorted large creatures bent on ending my capacity to draw breath. The last large monster I faced was a dragon. I didn’t expect any of that when I left the NYTF to become a detective.

The Fomor made them all look like lightweights. It towered over the Thames, standing easily forty feet above the surface. It had the body of a man, the head of a goat, and its eyes flashed yellow beams, missing the green figure that flitted around its head.

That small voice in my head that I usually ignored ran screaming into the recesses of my mind. I wanted to join it but knew I couldn’t. My grip on Ebonsoul tightened as I looked up at the approaching nightmare. Peaches mixed a rumble with a low whine and entered pounce-and-shred mode.

I’m scared too, boy. But we have to stop this monster or a lot of people are going to be hurt.

He shook his body and bared his teeth.

<Can I bite this one?>

Yes, this one is definitely on the menu. Don’t let it hit you with those lights from its eyes.

Monty hefted the Sorrows. They gave off blue energy as he gave them a practice swing. He glanced over to me and then looked at the Fomor.

“Well, you did say you wanted a goat.”

“You know, this would be a good time to assemble the Wonder Wizards,” I replied. “I could call Chicago and you call St. Louis. I’m sure there are few scattered around London. I heard there was one that could see the future in the neighborhood.”

“How do you propose they get here in time?” Monty answered, irked at my use of ‘wizard.’ “The island is blocked—no teleporting.”

“So…no Wonder Wizards?”

“We need to lure that thing away from the city,” he said with a glare. “It needs to be on the south bank, which is less populated.”

I turned to see Dex dodging a large arm as the Fomor swiped the London Eye. Passenger capsules, thankfully all of them empty, sailed haphazardly into the Thames. The swipe snapped some of the cables and bent the A-frame holding the large wheel.

“That’s not going to be good,” I said as Monty began running off the bridge. “I didn’t get a chance to ride the Eye.”

We stopped in front of the Houses of Parliament. Monty narrowed his eyes, pointing straight ahead. “I’m sure it will be fixed and you can ride it next time we visit,” he said quickly. “Great George Street will lead us straight into St. James’ Park.”

“I swear he’d better not destroy Big Ben. That clock is priceless,” I said as we walked fast. The whip-like sound of snapping cables joined the screeching, creaking, crashing sounds of twisted metal and capsules falling into the Thames. There was nothing left to see of the Eye.

“It’s the bell, not the clock,” Monty answered as he gestured and sent an orb of flame at the Fomor. “Pick up the pace.”

We reached the edge of the park and my heart seized at the image that greeted us. Hundreds of demons filled the green space. I saw dozens of Trackers surrounding Cavaliers. In between those were smaller demons moving around. Some fought each other, but they were mostly just standing there in organized groups.

“What is this?” I asked, shocked. “What are they waiting for?”

“They’re low-level demons,” Monty said under his breath. “It looks like they’re awaiting instructions. This seems to be an impromptu staging area.”

We ducked behind the small stone restroom building on the corner. Behind us, I could hear the Fomor crashing through Westminster Bridge. 

“I thought the clock was called Big Ben?” I asked. “There’s a bell in there?”

“The bell,” Monty said and turned his head quickly and looked at the tower. “We need to use the frequency of the bells. We need to get up there.”

“Up where?” I said, looking around. “There’s no ‘up’ around here except for—”

He pointed at Big Ben. We backed away from the park slowly and then ran down the street. The tower holding the clock loomed large as we got closer.

“If I can get up there I can use the bell to destroy the legion in the park.” He looked around and gestured, creating a hole in the fence on the east side of the clock tower facing Westminster Station.

“What about the Fromage?” I said, looking at the large, goat-headed creature trying to swat Dex into the Thames. “Is the bell going to stop it, too?”

“Fomor.” He unlocked the door to the clock tower. “It’s not a cheese. I don’t think the bell will stop it, but I can alter the frequency to give you and Uncle Dex a slight advantage. Get its attention and lure it to the park.”

I looked into the tower and saw the spiral steps. 

“That’s a lot of steps, Monty,” I said as my voice echoed in the room. “Will you be able to cast anything besides emergency life support by the time you get to the top?”

“Three-hundred and thirty-four, and I’ll be fine.” He gestured and an orange glow surrounded his body. “Get it to the park.”

“How will I know you’ve done your thing up there?”

“I’m sure I can send you some kind of signal, now go!” He started running up the stairs, moving faster than I had ever seen him move. 

I ran out into the street, drew Grim Whisper, and fired at the Fomor in the distance. I didn’t see Dex, but the Fomor saw me and roared. I jumped behind a stone, tugging Peaches close to me as a beam of yellow light melted the asphalt where I had just stood.

“Don’t let those beams hit you,” Dex said from behind me, nearly causing me to scream. “It’s a lot tougher than I remember.” 

“Can’t mages just approach without being ninjas?” I snapped as I turned to face him. “The park is full of demons.”

“Where’s my nephew?” Dex asked, looking around. “Did he stop for a spot of tea? I wouldn’t put it past him.”

“Up there.” I pointed at Big Ben and told him Monty’s plan.

“The bloody idiot is going to get himself killed.” He stood and started heading to the tower. I grabbed him and pulled him back.

“We need to trust that he knows what he’s doing and get that thing to the park like he asked.”

Dex hesitated a moment and then nodded. “You’re right. In my eyes, he’s still a little boy running around the Sanctuary, not a grown mage capable of holding his own. You still have your blade?”

I showed him Ebonsoul and he smiled. He gestured and materialized another sausage for Peaches, who barely let him escape with his fingers as he snarfed it down.

“Don’t you ever get full?” I asked, watching him lick his lips. 

“He’s got the right idea.” Dex gestured and two more sausages appeared. He chewed on one and offered the other to me. “No sense facing death on an empty stomach.”

I pulled out my flask and let Dex take a swig. He shuddered and pounded his chest with a sound of satisfaction. “That is a good brew!”

I raised the flask and took a swig as well. Warmth flooded my body and I felt the energy course through me. I kept my hand away from Peaches, who thought he was the only creature who deserved to eat. I ate half my sausage before allowing him to liberate the rest from my fingers with a quick snap.

<Thank you. That was good. Do you have more?>

“Ready?” Dex asked and stepped into the street. “Remember, the giant in front of you is never bigger than the gods within!” He gestured and sent a blast of green energy at the Fomor, who roared again and faced Dex.

“What the hell.” I fired Grim Whisper and we took off running down the street, heading to St. James’s Park and a legion of demons.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FIVE

“DID HE SAY what signal he would send?”

“No, but he said I wouldn’t be able to miss it,” I answered as Dex stepped around the small stone restroom on the corner. The Fomor closed in on us.

“He’d better do something fast.” Dex pointed at the large creature. “You bury your blade in its chest right here”—he pointed to a spot above his sternum—“and then you get clear.”

“How am I supposed to get that close without getting blasted, crushed, or pounded?”

“You leave that to me,” he said with a smile I didn’t trust at all. Then he grew serious. “Did you pay the cost? For the dark angel?”

“No, Dahvina said it would come to me.”

“It will.” He inched around the building some more. “I hope you choose wisely. You need to stay here and make sure that beast doesn’t go after my nephew.”

He ran around the building and into the park with a yell. The effect was immediate as I followed him. The demons turned as one at the sound and rushed at him. He was surrounded in seconds.

“Herk!” he yelled and raised an arm.

I fired Grim Whisper, but there were too many of them. Peaches stayed by my side and mangled the few who dared to get too close. Dex had all their attention for the moment as they closed in on him. I could feel the tremor of the Fomor’s steps getting closer.

“Monty, whatever you’re going to do, this would be a good time to do it,” I whispered as I felt the air charge around me. 

An orb of green energy formed high above us in the sky. It crackled with power as Dex laughed. “To hell with all of you!” he yelled and raised the other arm as they rushed him.

“Dex!” I yelled and ran at him. A bolt of green energy slammed into the earth where he stood, evaporating the demons. The shockwave knocked me down and rolled me back into the street. I looked up in time to see the Fomor about to step on me. 

I rolled out of the way, ran into the park, and stood next to Dex, pressing the main bead on my mala. Tracking me, the Fomor looked down and entered the park. There were still hundreds of demons around us. A beam of yellow energy trailed along the ground and blasted into my mala shield, shattering it. Dex gestured, formed a green sphere around us, and deflected the beam.

“This won’t stop them forever,” Dex said with a grunt as sweat poured down his face. “I may have overestimated my ability to deal with this menace.”

He placed a hand on the ground and turned it counter-clockwise. Trails of green runes shot out from the orb, dispatching another large group of demons. More ran in to take their place.

“This looks bad, Dex.”

He looked at me and laughed. It was a loud, deep, throaty sound that filled the park. “We may be buggered, but we’re not dead yet,” he said, pushing Herk out of the sphere and into the air. Green feathers shot down all around us from the large raven, destroying another group of demons. “Hold your blade and take as many as you can with you when this ball breaks.”

The Fomor pounded its fists into the sphere as the demons jumped and roared, clawing at it in an effort to destroy our protection. Behind the demons, I saw the Cavaliers still sitting motionless, surrounded by Trackers. I looked around and realized we were fucked.

I holstered Grim Whisper, crouched, and gave Peaches a tight hug. Gripping Ebonsoul, I pressed the mark on my hand and stepped out of the sphere.

White light shot out from the top of my left hand. Everything around me was slightly out of focus and frozen. I looked around at the contorted faces of demons who only wanted to shred us.

I wasn’t sure she would show and a part of me wished she didn’t, but if I was going down, I was taking the angry goathead with me or die in the process, again.

“Hello, Splinter,” I heard her say next to me. 

The heady smell of lotus blossoms filled my lungs as I took a deep breath. The complex scent was laden with citrus and mixed with an enticing hint of cinnamon. This was followed by the sweet smell of wet earth after a hard rain.

“Hello, Karma,” I said, turning to face her slowly. After our last conversation, I knew how she felt about being summoned. This would probably be the last time. If she erased me, it was just speeding up the timetable on the inevitable.

She was dressed in a white skintight ski suit. The word BITCH was etched in red into the sides of her white leather stiletto boots. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun and she wore a pair of thin glasses with black rims. The whole look reminded me of a Bond girl librarian. I stopped for a moment to admire her. Karma was beautiful and frightening all at once, reminding me of a certain vampire.

 “Demons in London?” She peered at me over her glasses and took in the scene. “I see you and your mage are taking your destruction international. Oh, and a Fomor?”

“The legion of uglies and Fomor are courtesy of Thomas, the demon whisperer.” I motioned to the demons around the sphere. “We’re just here to exterminate them, find Thomas and turn him into little mage particles before London turns into Demon Central.”

She stepped close to me and I resisted flinching. It was the first time I felt the power coursing through her. Waves of energy washed over me as she caressed my cheek. I imagined this was what getting too close to the sun felt like.

“You’ve died.” She narrowed her eyes and looked at me. “And transformed your blade into a dark angel? I’m impressed, Simon—I do hope you choose wisely.”

“Dying sucked, by the way.”

She nodded. “It usually does,” she said. “By the looks of things, you’re about to revisit the state for a prolonged stay.”

“Figured you may have some advice on how to eliminate a legion of demons in one easy step?”

“I can’t help you with this, Simon.” She shook her head slowly. “Too many causal threads would be impacted if I intervened on your behalf.”

“Figured I’d risk it,” I said, expecting a jaw-cracking slap. “Can’t expect you to save my ass every time I’m surrounded by a legion of demons being led by some ancient mega-demon, all of which want to shred me and my friends, right?”

 “Exactly,” she said with a smile. “Besides, the demons aren’t your problem. You just need to deal with the Fomor.”

“Deal with the Fomor?” I asked with a grim laugh. “Even Dex with his psycho bird couldn’t deal with it and he’s a super mage. What am I supposed to do?”

She looked down at Ebonsoul. “You hold the solution in your hands,” she said and walked away. “Goodbye, Simon.”

She faded from view and I felt the flow of time reestablishing itself. I ran over to the Fomor, jumped up on the sphere, using it to parkour myself higher, and buried Ebonsoul in its chest.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SIX

THE PLAN WAS to bury the blade in the Fomor and jump away. It had a different plan. I must have miscalculated how much time I had left. The Fomor reached out with a massive hand, wrapping it around my torso, and squeezed.

“I’m not into you that way,” I said with a grunt, kicking at Ebonsoul and missing the chance to shove it deeper into its chest. It howled with rage and pain as it clawed at the half-buried blade with the other hand.

Darkness started creeping into the edges of my vision as it kept squeezing. Dex’s voice registered as distant noise as my breath escaped my lungs. I saw yellow energy begin to coalesce around the Fomor’s eyes. The growling barely reached me as I sensed Peaches mauling one of the creature’s legs.

Get away from here, boy. This thing is bad. It will hurt you.

If he answered, I didn’t get the message. I managed to look around one more time. The legion had been reduced by half. Hundreds of demons were still rushing at us. I saw the Cavaliers charging now, their demon steeds leaving flame trails behind them. That was when the bell rang. The Fomor turned its head at the sound and roared, firing his eye beams of death into the sky. 

The bell rang again and the demons began howling now, joining the Fomor. I saw a wave of blue energy radiate from Big Ben. All of the clock faces shattered at once. The Fomor threw me to the ground and covered its ears in agony with another howl. 

I bounced a few times, felt an arm shatter with spectacular pain, and rolled onto the grass. Around me, the demons were tearing at their faces and each other in a frenzied attempt to get away from the sound of the bells.

The tone filled the night again. It sounded louder this time. I was sure it was the trauma of being bounced like a handball, breaking my arm in a few places, and being squeezed like a grape that made it seem this way. Peaches limped to my side. Wounds across his side and face were raw and bleeding. He stood over my body and shredded a few demons that came too close. 

Another blue wave of energy from Big Ben rolled into the park, razing the demons and sweeping them away like chaff. The Fomor fell to its knees as I got to mine, and, using Peaches as support, I crawled closer. The Fomor still had Ebonsoul buried in its chest. It stared at me as I closed the distance.

<Don’t bite it. It tastes bad.>

I laughed despite the pain, grabbed the hilt of Ebonsoul, and pushed. The Fomor roared again and my world went supernova. 

I opened my eyes and felt the cool grass. The sun shone through the leaves of the trees, which made me doubt I was still in London. The smell of fresh cut grass was quickly replaced with the pungent scent of eggs and ammonia.

“What the—?” I said, exhaling the foul stench with a cough. “Where am I?”

“Hello, Simon—the unchosen.” I turned to face the Morrigan as green light suffused the park with a subtle glow. A raven twice the size of Herk sat off to the side, staring at me with glowing green eyes. 

“Hello,” I answered, taking a shallow breath. “I’m honored. Did I die again?”

“The cost must be paid.”

“The unchosen? I sound like the kid no one wants on their team.”

She swept her arm to the side and I saw the park in a frozen tableau. The demons were gone. Smoking scorched earth replaced the grass where the demons had stood, making it look like a battleground. Dex, Herk, and Peaches closed in on the Fomor, which had erupted into yellow flame. In the center of the inferno, I saw myself plunging Ebonsoul into its chest.

“The cost,” I said, mesmerized by the scene. “It’s the power, isn’t it?”

“Your blade is now trying to siphon the energy of the Fomor into you. If your current body tries to contain this much power without a transformation, you will die a final death.”

“Transformation?” I asked. “What do I need to transform into?”

“There is a way.” She gestured and runes floated in the air before me. “If you shift, you can obtain the ancient power of the Fomor. You would possess more power than any mage.”

“You can help me shift?” I asked. “But I’m not a mage.”

“This is not about titles or positions,” she replied. “This is about power. The power to defeat all of your foes lies before you. Choose.”

I examined the scene. With that much power I could stop the Fomor, Thomas, and whoever helped him with the demons. If I wanted to, I was sure I could teleport us out of London and let them deal with their demons. I could be in New York and eating at Roselli’s before the night was done.

I nodded my head and looked at the Morrigan.

“I have my answer.”

“What will it be?” she asked. 

“Just to be clear, this is an all-or-nothing deal, right?” I asked. “I can’t have a percentage of power?”

“Choose, Simon.” She narrowed her eyes. “Anyone else would have been reduced to ash by now. Only your curse has kept you alive this long.”

“I choose no.”

The Morrigan cocked her head to one side and smiled. It turned my blood to ice and made me long for one of Karma’s backhanded caresses of tolerance.

“You refuse this power?” she asked. “It would have made you a god.”

“Yeah, pass,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve met enough of you to know I don’t want to join the club.”

“Very well, Simon.” She gestured and green energy surrounded me. “You have chosen.”

Green energy blinded me. When I could see again, I was looking into the angry face of the Fomor. I was still holding Ebonsoul, which was still buried in its chest.

“Let go of it, boy!” yelled Dex as he gestured. “It’s too much power.”

Sage advice. I released Ebonsoul as a backlash of yellow energy catapulted me off the Fomor and into the park.

“Herk, get him!” I heard Dex say as I sailed away. Behind me, the Fomor exploded with a thwump, followed by the percussive wave of energy nudging me ever faster at the solid and immobile trees waiting to halt my flight with force. A beam of yellow energy shot skyward, setting the night aglow. It went straight for a few miles and then angled over the city. I had an idea where it ended up.

I wanted to pretend I flew through the air gracefully, the same way a skydiver angles his body and becomes an aerodynamic foil cutting through the atmosphere. In reality, I looked like a flailing ragdoll about to become pulped by a tree. 

A sharp pain bloomed in my shoulders as Herk grabbed me and changed course, preventing my collision. He circled around and dumped me near Dex before taking to the sky again. I saw Ebonsoul on the ground and reached for it after I caught my breath. It turned into a wisp of silver energy and vanished into my hand. A cold sensation crept up my arm and dissipated.

Dex tended to Peaches and Herk, his hands covered in a golden light. My body had dealt with the damage from the broken arm and I moved my fingers slowly to make sure I had full range of motion.

“You paid the cost.” Dex gave me a hard clap on the shoulder. “Well done, boy!”

I saw Monty enter the park.

“Glad you could join us,” I said. “While you were up there playing jingle bells, some of us were down here preventing Demongeddon.”

“This was just the opening salvo,” Monty said, looking around the devastated grounds. “Thomas was testing our strengths and defenses.”

“I’d say we were pretty strong.”

“I can’t very well carry an enormous bell with me everywhere we go.” He looked at the tower holding Big Ben. “It’s not a viable strategy to employ.”

“Speaking of,” I said, pointing at the four shattered glass faces of the clock tower, “someone is going to be pissed about that. Does the clock still work?”

“Of course,” Monty snapped, waving my words away. “The actual mechanism for the clock is located below the faces and is in perfect working order. The spell I cast was a runic disruption transported on a sonic carrier wave. The clock and tower are structurally uncompromised.”

“Except for all of the glass that’s missing,” I said. “Maybe you can blame it on the Fomor?”

Dex chuckled behind me. “I’m famished,” he said, standing. “Fighting these creatures has worked up an appetite. I could fancy a toad in the hole about now.”

“A what?” I asked. “I’m really not in the mood for frogs, thanks. Maybe Peaches?”

Peaches perked at the mention of his name.

<Are frogs meat? Can I have some?>

“Thomas will summon more demons,” Monty said, his voice grim. “We need to remove him from the board and locate his source.”

“You’re right, nephew,” Dex said. “No sense in taking on some insane mage without a proper meal. Besides, we need to get scarce before the BPD arrives.”

“He’s right, the British Paranormal Division isn’t as forgiving as the NYTF,” Monty said, looking at the park again. “Inspector Mathers can be quite uncompromising.”

“Where to?” I asked.

“We need help and food,” Dex said. “We’re off to see a wizard.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SEVEN

“NO. ABSOLUTELY NOT,” Monty said as we walked the streets of London. “I’d rather deal with a Magistrate than visit her.”

“Don’t mind him,” Dex said, glancing at Monty. “He’s her favorite, which is saying a lot considering the source.”

“Where are we going?” I asked as Dex looked behind us several times. “Who is this person?”

Dex pulled out the black book Dahvina had given Monty. “You may have noticed I refrained from casting a quantum vortex in the city.”

I nodded. “City’s still standing, thank you.” 

“Not because I couldn’t cast it, mind you.” He gave Monty a furtive glance. “But because it’s a highly complex spell that requires a large amount of runic interpretation.” 

“Bloody hell,” Monty said, stopping in the street and glaring at Dex. “You don’t know how to stop it after it’s cast, do you?”

“The last time I cast one of those, this entire city was on one side of the Thames, and it was a goat farm,” Dex shot back. “I’m rusty, is all.”

“That’s why you want to go see her.” Monty threw his hands up, walking ahead. “What happened to ‘you can’t cast it, but I can cast it just fine’? It’s not just in the cast, is it?”

“Sometimes he’s a right pain in the arse,” Dex said under his breath.

“Sometimes?” 

“I heard that,” Monty said from ahead.

“Good,” Dex answered. “And you’re going the wrong way.”

Monty grunted in response and kept walking.

“Who is this woman we’re going to go see?” I asked.

“She’s the most powerful sorceress in London, probably all of England.” Dex walked under the Wellington Arch. We walked along South Carriage Drive and parallel to Hyde Park until we came to the Prince Albert Memorial. We entered the park and passed the memorial until we came to a large pool.

“She’s in there.” Dex pointed at the pool. I looked around to see if he meant a structure near the pool.

“Inside the pool?” I asked, stepping close to the edge. I tried looking in but couldn’t make out anything in the darkness. “Is she a fish?”

“Yes, inside the pool,” Monty said from the shadows. He gestured and a ramp appeared, parting the waters and leading down to a modest home. Monty started walking ahead of us again.

“Sounds like she has the knowledge we need,” I said to Dex as we followed Monty. 

“She would know how to decipher most of the diagrams in this.” He tapped the book in his pocket. “Probably wrote most of them.”

“Why wouldn’t he want to see her?”

“It’s complicated. She was his first teacher, before he was shipped off to the Sanctuary to be with his father.” Dex gestured again and the waters of the Round Pool began to fill in behind us. “She was also his nanny and he was quite infatuated with her.” 

“His what?” I tried to suppress the laughter. “He had a Nanny McPhee?”

“I don’t know who Nanny McPhee is, but he’s touchy about it and she treats him like he never left,” Dex said, serious. “Mind your words around her.”

He remained serious for all of three seconds before bursting into laughter himself. We collected ourselves before we reached the door. The pool had closed above us, creating a canopy of water while we remained completely dry.

Dex knocked on the door and waited. I could hear shuffling footsteps approach. A flash of violet runes preceded the opening of the door.

“Is that you, Trissy?” a voice called out from inside. “Glad you made time to stop by, lad.”

Dex and I held our breath to make sure we didn’t explode in laughter again. Dex was fighting a losing battle. I was holding together a little better, but it was a slippery slope and I found myself sliding fast.

“Did she say ‘Trissy’?” I asked.

“Shut it or I swear I will blast you both where you stand,” Monty hissed under his breath. 

“You’d better answer her, nephew.” Dex choked back a laugh. “You know how she gets if you don’t.”

Monty pulled on his jacket, smoothed his hair, and turned to the door. “Yes, Nana,” he said and sighed. “Squared away, done with play.” 

A short, older, heavyset woman opened the door. She was the quintessential grandmother. Her gray hair was pulled back into a bun that rested on top of her head. Her round pleasant face wore a smile and lit up when she saw Monty. Her silver glasses rested on the edge of her nose as she looked up at him.

She glanced over at Dex, Peaches, and me and nodded. It was clear she was focused on Monty. The smell of something delicious wafted out of the door and caressed me. For some reason I just wanted to give her a hug.

“You’ve brought company,” she said, grabbing Monty by the cheek. “You’re not eating, thin as a rail. Come in, I’ve just put on the kettle.” 

She turned and entered the home, which turned out to be much larger on the inside. Her blue housecoat flowed around her, and I felt the power she held when I crossed the threshold. She gestured as she walked to the kitchen. 

A shiny bowl full of the most tantalizing sausage I’d ever seen materialized on the floor near her feet. Surprisingly Peaches sat near the entrance to the kitchen and waited. I stared down in shock at his restraint.

I heard the kettle whistle and smelled what could only be coffee. Not just any coffee. This smelled exactly like the coffee javambrosia Hades drank the last time I was in his office. I sighed then, not believing my senses.

“Aye, boy,” Dex said under his breath and nudged me. “It’s that good. Grab a plate and serve yourself.”

Dex entered the kitchen and grabbed a plate. On a counter, there was an assortment of foods. Pastries were on one side, meats and breads on the other. 

“Hello, Nana,” Dex said with a nod and wrapped his arms around her round frame. “It’s been a dog’s age.”

“You’re looking well, Dexter.” She narrowed her eyes, holding him at arm’s length. “I see you’ve been up to some mischief. Were you responsible for the Fomor?”

“Mischief, always. The Fomor wasn’t me, though,” Dex answered. “Seems the town has a demon problem and Dahvina called me to help with it.”

“How is she doing these days?” Nana asked. “I really need to go visit.”

“She’s doing well, Nana,” Monty said. “We need your help.”

“Trissy, don’t slouch,” she gently chided. “After you all eat, we can discuss the”—she looked at Dex, who was busy eating—“demons, you say?”

Dex nodded and pulled out the black book, placing it on the dining room table. Nana walked over to the still immobile Peaches and whispered into his ear while scratching his head. He began to eat the sausages without scarfing them down. Every time he finished one, another would appear in the bowl.

“How did you manage that?” I asked, pointing at him with my fork. “Usually he’s inhaling everything.”

“You just have to know how to speak to them,” Nana replied with a chuckle. “Hellhounds are very good beasts with excellent manners.”

“Not the one I know,” I muttered and ate some more. “Not even the bowls are safe.”

I looked over at Monty, who had finished eating and was drinking his tea with a scowl. 

“I was wondering…” Dex began, in between the sips of his coffee. “Ahh so good, Nana. As usual, you’ve outdone yourself.”

Nana waved the words away with a smile. “It was nothing,” she said. “Just a little something I put together.”

The ‘little something’ was enough food to feed an army, or one Peaches. “Thank you so much,” I said, thoroughly filled. “It was incredible.”

“My pleasure, young man,” she replied. “Now, Dexter, what were you wondering? Trissy can you get the plates, please?”

Monty stood and began gathering the plates off the table. Nana gave him a slight cough and Monty sighed, putting the plates back down. He gestured and the plates floated over to the kitchen. Nana nodded, satisfied.

Dex opened the book and showed her the page he was looking at. “Do you remember how to stop one of these?” he asked. “I don’t for the life of me remember the closing sequence.”

Nana looked down at the book, turning it to face her.

“A quantum void vortex?” she asked. “Using one of these is risky in a city.”

“I need the closing sequence, in case we run into another Fomor.”

“Yes,” Monty added. “He’s rusty.”

“Tristan Montague, what have I told you?” she asked.

“His inability to use the spell nearly got us killed, Nana.”

“Yet you all stand here before me, hale and hearty.” She turned to Dex. “If you didn’t use a quantum vortex, how did you stop the Fomor?”

Dex looked at me and motioned with a piece of bread he was still eating. “He stopped it with a dark angel.”

She turned to me and narrowed her eyes. “You created a dark angel?” she asked. “You’re not a mage. How did you manage this?”

“I’m special?” I answered. “I had help from Dahvina.”

“You’re cursed,” she said, placing a hand on my mark. “That’s going to be a tricky one to untangle. May I see your weapon?”

I extended my hand and willed Ebonsoul to materialize. I sat there for several seconds just staring at my empty hand.

“Did the Fomor hit him in the head?” she muttered to Dex, who nodded. “What’s he looking for?”

“I have it, I swear, it’s just that it’s inside. It turns into a silver mist now.”

“A few times. Bounced him like a ball all over St. James’ too,” Dex said as they both burst out in laughter. I felt it was more at my predicament than at me and I found myself joining in after a few seconds.

“Let me help you, child,” she said and placed two fingers on my chest. She whispered some words and a small cloud of silver-gray mist formed in my hand, solidifying into Ebonsoul a second later.

“How did you…?” I asked, surprised. 

“That last strand is going to make using your blade difficult.” She gently took the weapon from my hand. “Has this weapon spoken to you?”

“Excuse me?” For a second I wondered if she had been the one the Fomor had bounced all over the park. “No, it doesn’t speak to me.”

 “That’s good. The essence of this blade is dangerous and bloodthirsty,” she said, exhaling a short breath in relief. “That’s one part of the bond you don’t need.”

“Nana, we can’t stay,” Monty said quietly. “There’s a mage summoning demons into the city. We have to stop him.”

“My dear Tristan,” Nana said with a smile, “you’ve always been so serious. I had hoped the years would soften that disposition of yours.”

She returned the blade. It became mist in my hand and disappeared, sending a cold shiver up my arm.

 “I came across a runic wall when I tried to get into the city,” Dex said. “Nearly got me killed.”

“The Consortium of fools is plotting something and has cut off their access to the ley-line,” she said. “That is what you encountered.”

She gestured in front of Dex. Violet runes filled the room, exploding into concentric circles interlocked with other symbols and rotating slowly in front of him. He reached out and traced the diagrams with a nod. She walked over to where he sat and traced the diagram again on his hand.

“I see. It’s taking Ziller’s theorem of quantum entanglement and turning it inside out,” Dex said, looking at the floating symbols carefully. “This is a nasty finish, though. No room for error.”

“Ziller was one of my best students,” Nana said, tapping Dex on the shoulder and pointing to the runes. “A little obsessed with quantum everything, but a visionary with spell design.”

“When do I cast this last bit here?” Dex said, pointing to a different part of the circles. “This looks dicey.”

 “You cast this at the very last moment. Before the vortex reaches critical mass. If you miss—poof, there goes London.”

“I won’t miss,” Dex said. “On my word.”

“Do not obliterate my city, Dexter,” she replied and crossed her arms. “It took me several centuries to fix this place up to my liking. If I have to leave it, I will be most displeased—and I will find you first.”

Dex shuddered, taking the book and stepping into another room. I could see him practicing the diagrams as he walked. Nana sat at the large kitchen table with a sigh. 

“Where are they, Nana?” Monty asked. “Where’s Thomas?”

“I taught you better than that,” she answered, her voice hard. “You tell me.”

Monty closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Nana gestured. The kettle and a cup, complete with steaming tea, floated over to the table. She let the tea steep while Monty remained still. The smell of Earl Grey filled the kitchen.

“Along the ley-line, near a breach in the inhibitor spell,” Monty said, keeping his eyes closed. “I knew they were close when I saw the Fomor.”

Nana nodded. “Life is a circle.” She dipped her finger in the steaming water and traced a circle on the table. The circle glowed with violet light. “Where is the breach?”

“The White Tower,” Monty said. “Thomas needs a place of power with direct access to the ley-lines.”

“Who is helping him?”

“I don’t know,” Monty said, making fists with his hands. “A mage of considerable power.”

Nana nodded. “Not bad, but not enough,” she said. “Go stop this Thomas, but understand the source of his power is elsewhere.”

“We need to go,” Monty said, standing as Dex came into the room. “The White Tower.”

“Makes sense. Place of power, close to running water, which amplifies the ley energy.” Dex nodded. “By this point the BPD will be on both sides of the Thames and looking for any magic-user.”

“How do we get in without being seen?” I asked. “Can you use a circle?”

“No.” Dex looked at Nana. “Not without drawing attention to this place. The wrong kind of attention.”

“What about the riftrunes?” I looked at Monty, who rubbed his chin in thought. “Would they work?”

“It’s possible, but I would need to mask the cast.” Monty traced the runes in front of Dex and Nana. They nodded as the white runes floated across the room.

“This can teleport without a circle?” Dex asked as he traced the diagrams. “What do you say, Nana?”

“I never taught you these,” she said, looking at the runes and nodding. “Yes, they can work if you can stabilize it. This is an elegant variation of a Smith bridge.”

“I’ll cast the rift. Dex you create the bridge and Nana can keep it stable.”

“We can’t do this in here,” Dex said. “It would disrupt her defenses and possibly flood the place.”

Monty nodded. “Outside, in the park. Dawn is a few hours away. We can use the cover of darkness.”

We stood near the Round Pool, which was actually an oval. The park felt charged with ambient energy as we stepped into the clearing. I didn’t know if the energy I felt was the result of Nana’s magic or the fact that we’d just cleared a legion of demons. Whatever it was had me on high alert. I could tell Peaches felt the same way as he sniffed the air.

Do you feel anything coming our way? Anything bad?

<Doesn’t feel good. Don’t know where. But something is coming.>

I’m surprised you can even walk. How many sausages did you eat?

<So many, so good.>

“Head’s up,” I said. “Peaches says we have incoming, but I think he’s getting sausage interference and can’t pinpoint it.”

“It could be the ambient magic,” Dex said. “This location is under a heavy cast.”

Nana gestured and a violet lattice floated on the ground. It spanned one hundred feet in diameter, with us at its center. “Better to be prepared and not need it than need it and be unprepared.”

She began the cast, when a large red orb landed next to us and exploded. The lattice activated and dissipated most of the force. It wasn’t enough. The blast sent us sprawling away from the center. 

Without the lattice to protect us, the severity of the blast would have caused some serious damage. As it was, I was racking up my frequent flyer miles as Peaches and I sailed back, landing in an ungraceful heap twenty feet away. 

Peaches shook it off and made to pounce-and-destroy. Dex landed a few feet away and cursed as Herk circled overhead, letting us know of his presence with a series of croaks.

 “Tristan Montague, you are a hard mage to locate,” a voice said in the night. “By order of the Tribunal of the Golden Circle, you are hereby found guilty of twice releasing a void vortex within the confines of a populated city, the harming of Gideon, Golden Circle Envoy, and the death of Ian Macintyre, Arbiter Mage of the Golden Circle. The punishment as determined by the Elders of the Circle is death.”

“Buggery bollocks,” Dex said under his breath as he stood with a grunt. He peered into the darkness and spat. “Ghosts.”

“Ghosts, as in out-to-get-Monty Ghosts?” I asked as the fear rushed full throttle and squeezed my throat. “The same ones who melted the Goat?”

“One and the same,” Dex answered. “I thought we had more time. They must have found a way around the inhibitor rune. They just made their last mistake.”

“You dare to rudely release an attack on my home?” Nana growled quietly as violet energy coalesced around her. “You dare to attack my Tristan?”

“Get up, boy!” Dex hissed, pulling me to my feet. “Grab your pup. We need distance and lots of it.”

I saw Monty sprawled on the ground to one side. As the target of the blast, he’d taken the brunt of the damage. Nana stood next to him.

“Wait, what about Monty?” I asked, pulling against Dex’s hand. “We need to help him. He’s hurt.”

“Bollocking balderdash!” Dex tightened his grip on my arm, nearly lifting me off my feet. “We’re the ones in danger. Those Ghosts are done. They just don’t know it yet. Now move!”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-EIGHT

I KNEW NANA was powerful. I figured she was as strong as Dex or maybe slightly stronger. I was wrong. She was much stronger. 

Three figures made a triangle of Ghosts around Nana. Each of them wore a black suit and gold tie. They stood equidistant from her, forming red and black energy orbs in their hands. I distinctly remembered that black energy as it crackled in the night. The same energy had crashed into the Goat and melted it like butter on summer’s day.

In that moment, I realized a few things. Whoever sent these Ghosts didn’t count on the Nana factor. That led to my second realization. Courage and stupidity can sometimes look the same. 

These Ghosts thought they were upholding the ruling of the Tribunal. They had no capacity or inclination to question their orders. They were given a mandate and followed it blindly. The Tribunal executed an order without even investigating the circumstances around the void vortices Monty used, and sentenced him to death. This led to my third realization. 

Someone in the Sanctuary wanted Monty dead.

“How far do we need to go?” I asked as Dex kept pulling me away from Nana. “Are we crossing the Thames?”

“Ach, it would be safer if we could cross the Atlantic.” Dex began gesturing. “The last time that woman was upset even Mo stayed out of her way.”

“The Morrigan was scared of Nana?”

“The Consortium tried to evict Nana from London a few centuries ago.” His fingers moved with increasing speed as the air around us felt heavy with energy. The air took on a violet hue as green trails flowed from his hands. “They sent five Arch Mages to escort her off the island. Said she was a threat to the magical community.”

“Five Arch Mages,” I said, looking at the short, rotund woman glowing with violet tendrils swirling around her body. “Isn’t that a bit much?”

“It wasn’t enough.” Dex slammed his hand on the ground and a cylinder of green energy encased us. “She erased and banished three of them, killed the one who came up with the idea, and let the last one go free so he could inform the Consortium.”

“Did they attack again?” I asked noticing that Nana looked over at us and nodded. “How many did they send the next time?”

“The next time?” Dex returned her nod. “They gave her Hyde Park. By royal decree this entire place belongs to her as long as she refrains from major casting or destroying the Consortium.”

“Bloody hell,” I said under my breath. “She’s that powerful?”

“Get your shield ready.”

“But you just cast this—?” I didn’t know what to call his green cylinder of energy “This isn’t enough?”

“Get your shield ready,” he said, his voice grim. “Herk, to me.”

He outstretched his arms and the raven descended and transformed. Dex was covered entirely in black feathers with a metallic sheen. Only his glowing green eyes were visible.

I grabbed Peaches and shoved him behind me as I crouched down. I kept my hand near my mala bead and waited for Dex to say the word.

“When I tell you, you activate your shield and stay inside my shaft of power.”

“Your what?” I blurted out. “What did you call this thing?”

“My shaft of power,” he said, serious. “That’s what it is.”

“This is going to need an immediate renaming if we survive tonight,” I said, shaking my head. “No way am I calling it your shaft of power.”

“Aye, we’ll burn that bridge when we get to it,” he replied with a nod. “For now let’s get through the next twenty seconds.”

“That’s not how the saying goes—nevermind,” I said when he gave me a look. “We’ll burn the bridge later.”

Dex gestured again, and it dawned on me that Nana was waiting for us to get safe. She gestured and a violet cocoon surrounded Monty.

“Any second now, boy.” Dex spread his hand and runes formed another wall in front of us. “Fasten your suspenders.”

Nana’s voice traveled through the park despite our distance. It wasn’t the sweet voice I’d heard earlier when she was speaking to Monty. This voice was all daggers and jagged edges, slicing through the night.

“You come into my home and attack those who are mine?” she asked. A cold wave of fear crept up my spine, grabbed hold and froze me in place.

“By defending Tristan Montague, you have chosen to aid and abet a known criminal and are subject to the same sentence of death,” Lead Ghost said menacingly. “I advise you to reconsider your current course of action and surrender the rogue mage to us.”

“Come get him,” Nana said, closing her eyes and placing her hands together, palms touching in front of her chest. 

For a moment, it looked like she was praying. Probably for the three Ghosts who were about to become memories.

The Ghosts released the orbs they held and rushed past the line of self-preserving courage and headlong into life-shortening stupidity. I almost felt sorry for them.

Six orbs of death raced at Nana.

The orbs approached and she rotated in a full circle, causing them to miss. Her rotation swept up the orbs in her orbit as they whipped around her body. She continued turning and pushed out her hands at certain intervals, returning the orbs to their owners. 

Except they weren’t red and black orbs of death anymore. They had become violet and raced back to the Ghosts too fast for them to recover. I was so transfixed by her agility and poise that I didn’t feel Dex trying to get my attention. A slap upside the head fixed that.

“Now!” 

I pressed the main bead on the mala and the shield materialized in front of us. Dex grabbed the edge of the shield and whispered something under his breath. A green wave flowed into it, making it larger and curved, covering more area.

The violet orbs slammed into the Ghosts, knocking them off their feet. Nana gestured and leaped into the air. She floated for what seemed to be an eternity, slowly doing a pirouette. 

“Oh, shite. She’s using a fist,” I heard Dex say as she reached her zenith and turned her body like an Olympic diver. She extended her arm, closed her hand, and crashed into the earth fist-first.

I had seen the film of the Trinity explosion of the first atomic bomb held in the desert of New Mexico. What happened next was a smaller scale version of that nuclear test. A flash of violet light nearly blinded me, followed by a runic shockwave that sped across the ground, colliding into our defenses. The wave blasted through the wall and cylinder with ease. Dex stood behind me and grabbed the mala shield with both hands as it started to disintegrate.

“Hold on,” Dex yelled. “Keep that shield up!”

“To what?” I asked, turning my head from the violet flash. “What is that?”

“Death and destruction,” he said as the wave passed us and calmed down. “Mostly death.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-NINE

THE THREE GHOSTS were gone. 

In the center of a large crater sat a tired-looking Nana tending to Monty. Golden light escaped her hands and cascaded slowly onto his body.

“How bad is it?” I asked, looking at Monty. “Will he be okay?”

“He’ll recover,” Nana said. “Did he really release two vortices in the city?”

I nodded. “It was really because of the dragon,” I started as she raised an eyebrow. “Monty was saving our lives.”

“Extenuating circumstances,” Monty said with a groan from the ground as he sat up. “The Elders are overreacting.”

“Was the city irreparably damaged?” Nana asked and stopped her treatment.

“No, it was contained and closed.” Monty answered, standing slowly. “Thank you, Nana.”

Nana nodded. “Don’t thank me just yet,” she said grimly. “The Golden Circle is going to retaliate for the delivery of those Ghosts.”

“You didn’t kill them?” I asked looking at the crater. “I thought you blasted them to little Ghost atoms.”

“Kill them?” she asked, looking at Dex. “What did Dexter tell you?”

“You nearly killed us,” Dex said, throwing his arms in the air. He shrugged his shoulders with a green flash and Herk took to the air with a croak. “A phoenix fist? Really? You couldn’t just shunt them away? It’s not like it would’ve been difficult for you.”

“True,” she said with a smile. “But I haven’t used the fist in such a long time. I removed the lethality.”

“You could’ve killed them,” Dex answered. “If not from fright, then from the trip. They will arrive in agony and stripped of their ability to cast.”

“But, I didn’t kill them,” Nana answered, ignoring Dex. “I erased their abilities and sent them to their last known location, wherever that was.”

“You erased their abilities—permanently?”

“A small mercy,” she replied. “It saves me from having to eliminate them later.”

“Nana, you can’t get involved more than this,” Monty said. “The Consortium and the Circle will retaliate if you do.”

Nana shrugged in response. “The Circle should have known better, and the Consortium wouldn’t dare.” She led us out of the crater and gestured once we were clear of the depression in front of the Round Pool. The ground repaired itself and the clearing reverted to its pre-exploded state.

“The Circle will send more,” Dex said. “Those weren’t Arbiters. They’re mite touchy about their Ghosts.”

“We shall show mercy, but we will not ask for it,” she said. “I could have eliminated them. Especially after behaving so rudely—and perhaps a few centuries ago I would have. But I’ve mellowed with age.”

“That was the ‘mellow’ you?” I asked, remembering her imitation of an atom bomb. “Remind me to avoid the angry you.”

“Tristan, they will send more until you deal with this.” She dusted the dirt off his jacket. “Someone in the Elders wants you out of the way. Where is Connor?”

“Father has been…detained.”

“Sorry? Dex, did you know of this?” She turned to face Dex with her hands on her waist. “For how long?”

“We’ll take care of it right after we deal with London’s demon problem,” Dex said hurriedly, putting his hands up. “And no, you can’t come. Prefer to leave the Sanctuary in one piece on top of the mountain, thank you very much. Between you and Tristan, I’m surprised anything is left standing around you two.”

“See that you resolve this,” she said with a huff. “Detaining Connor Montague—an Elder? Have they lost their minds?”

“We need to get to the White Tower.” Monty began gesturing. “I’ll open the rift. Uncle Dex, can you create the bridge?”

“Aye, but I don’t know how long I can hold it and your Nana is looking a bit peaked.”

Nana waved his words away. “I’m fine, I just need to catch my breath,” she said. “Haven’t used that much energy all at once in a quite some time.”

I stepped close to Monty. “These riftrunes,” I said under my breath, “won’t Thomas pick up that you’re using them?”

“If I were doing it alone, he would know it was me.” Monty began gesturing and blue energy formed around his hands. “By having Uncle Dex create the bridge and Nana stabilize it, my runic signature gets lost.”

“This is the mask you were talking about.” 

“Yes, he’ll know someone is coming, he just won’t know who,” Monty said as the runes he cast went from blue to white. I recognized some of the symbols as the riftrunes Thomas had used. “It’s a small advantage, but I’ll take any we can get right now.”

Monty stopped casting and the white runes floated in the air in front of Dex. “My turn, then.” Dex approached the gently floating symbols. His hands gave off a green glow as he shifted the symbols in the air.

“What about them?” I motioned to Dex and Nana. “Are they coming?”

“I’ll send Herk on ahead and join you right after.” Dex looked at Nana. “She’s about done for the evening. We didn’t come here to wrap her into this.”

“I’m not some frail old woman, Dexter.” She slapped him across the shoulder. “Don’t make me out to be helpless.”

“I never said frail.” He rubbed his shoulder with feigned pain. “You’ve already done more than you should have.”

She walked over to where Monty stood and gave him a tight hug that he returned in a surprising show of affection. “Be careful,” she said, pinching his cheek again, causing him to scowl. “I would hate to have to rescue the lot of you.”

“We will be,” Monty said and gave her the briefest of smiles. For a moment I thought his face spasmed from the unfamiliar facial expression. He reverted to his normal scowl half a second later. “Thank you again. For everything.”

“Enough with the sentimentality,” she said and gently pushed away. “Make sure the cast doesn’t go pear-shaped.” Monty returned to Dex’s side to work on the riftrunes. She motioned for me to follow her as she stepped away.

For a split second, I was transported back to middle school. That moment when you know you haven’t behaved your best and the teacher catches you, resulting in a trip to the principal’s office.

 I stepped slowly behind her and did the walk of dread. It’s that walk where, in the span of five seconds, you evaluate everything you could have done to cause the impending disaster looming before you.

Peaches nudged my leg as I walked behind her.

<She’s nice, but she’s scary.>

I feel the same way, boy.

<Do you think she can make more of the magic meat?>

I’ll ask but maybe we should wait.

Nana looked down at Peaches and gave him a smile. She gestured and his bowl of bountiful beef appeared a few feet away. He sat on his haunches until she nodded and then he padded off to his feast of never-ending sausage.

You never behave like that with me.

<When you learn to make the magic meat, I will.>

I just stared at him as he chomped away at the sausage and avoided devouring the bowl.

Nana gestured and a small bench appeared under her as she sat down with a deep sigh. She looked over to where Monty and Dex arranged the riftrunes and patted the bench next to her, indicating I should sit.

“It wasn’t too long ago where I would have stormed the White Tower and razed everything and everyone to the ground,” she said quietly and shook her head. “Dexter is right. Age is catching up with me. For all this power”— she gestured and violet energy flowed from her fingers, drifting into the night—“none of us escapes time. Except you.”

“You knew?”

She nodded. “I sensed you once you left Dahvina, after your return.”

“Dying su—I mean, it was unpleasant,” I corrected.

“The curse you bear is powerful,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “I’m certain it has gotten you some unwanted attention. And yet you chose to refuse the power offered to you.”

“How did you…?”

“The Fomor left its mark all over your signature, but it’s not within you.” She pointed at me. “I’m sure you’ve faced some formidable beings. Why not take the Fomor’s power?”

“Let’s see: Kali, Hades, Shiva, Death, Chaos, and Karma,” I said, rubbing my jaw subconsciously. “Not to mention the dragons who probably want to barbecue me, a mob of werewolves who have painted a target on my forehead, and Blood Hunters who want my blade. The Dark Council probably just wants me dead or at least out of the city.”

“You’ve been busy.” She patted my knee and chuckled. “It’s been said that you can measure a person by the strength of his enemies.”

“Great, my life has become a pantheon of pain,” I said and rubbed Peaches’ head. “I’ve seen what power does to beings—humans and not. I would lose those closest to me.”

“We’re also measured by those we call friends.”

“What does that even mean?” I asked, modulating my tone, remembering she was a human atom bomb. “I don’t want to be ‘measured’ by anyone. Give me a strong cup of coffee, a boring missing-person’s case and I’m good. Ever since Ramirez gave me that first case with Monty…”

“Do you think he’s to blame?” She looked over at him.

I remained silent for a few seconds and followed her gaze to Monty and Dex arranging floating magical symbols in the air. I knew magic existed. Working the NYTF, we were briefed and trained to deal with the extra-normal and supernatural. I just never expected to become one of them.

“No.” I shook myself out of my reverie. “I would’ve taken the case regardless and would probably be dead if it weren’t for Monty. We’ve saved each other’s asses more times than I can count. He may be a cranky pain in the ass, but he’s family. My family.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” She reached around her neck, pulling out a pendant. “Tristan has had a very difficult life as a mage, but more importantly as a Montague. Do you know what this symbol means?”

She handed me the pendant. The best way to describe it was as an enso of violet energy. I was familiar with the image from my trainings of torture with Master Yat. He tried explaining the symbol to me once: 

This unfinished circle symbolizes the brushstroke of the moment when the mind is free to let the body create. It is the ultimate expression of mu—the void.

So it’s nothing? This is a circle of nothing. It’s not even finished.

His stick flew through the air, thwacking me. Stop being a smartass.

That opening in the circle symbolizes wabi-sabi. The beauty of imperfection.

Like me? Imperfect, but beautiful.

 Another series of thwacks with his stick answered me. 

You are just imperfect, without the beauty. Run the drill again.

“Yes, it’s an enso.” I admired the softly glowing pendant. “It’s the expression of void, nothing, and everything.”

“It’s also the key to my home and library. This key has been in my family for generations.” She grabbed my hand and placed it in my palm. “When I’m gone I want you to give this to Tristan.”

“Gone? Where are you going?”

“I won’t live forever,” she said. “It’s almost time for me to go.”

“Why not give it to him yourself?” I looked down at the small enso pulsing in my hand. It was about the size of a quarter but felt a lot heavier. “I’m sure he would take it from you.”

She closed my hand around the pendant. “He’s not ready for it yet.” She looked at Monty again. “But he will be soon. He still has to face the source of his anger. That can only happen when he goes home.”

I put on the pendant and felt the weight on my chest. 

“It’s heavy.”

“More than you know,” she said. “You’ll know when to give it to him. Until then, it will keep you safe.”

“I’ll hold it for him.”

I felt a shift in energy and saw a thin line of power materialize in front of Monty, next to the floating runes. Nana stood and started walking over to him. Peaches silently joined us.

Did you eat enough? Don’t get used to it. Once we get home you’re going on a diet.

<A diet sounds dangerous. Die is most of the word. That can’t be good for me.>

“You’ve been a good friend and a good influence on Tristan,” Nana said, grabbing my attention. “Going home is going to be especially difficult. Don’t let him lose himself.”

“I won’t,” I said and she gave me a tight hug, which I returned. “Do you really have to go?”

“We all do, eventually,” she said with a smile. “Some of us just take longer than others. Remember that.”

“Ready for you, Nana,” Dex said. I saw a look of concern flash across his face as she approached. “Do you need a moment?”

“Dexter, if you imply I’m too infirm for this simple task one more time”—she jabbed a finger in his chest—“I will launch you into the Thames.”

Dex raised his hands in surrender and stepped back. Nana closed her eyes and approached the symbols. Violet light flowed from her hands as she manipulated them. 

“Can you stabilize it enough to get them to the White Tower?” Dex asked. “My bridge is solid, but these riftrunes work on a different principle I’m not familiar with.”

“I can put them at the breach.” She gestured again and the rift opened. “This will be right outside Traitors’ Gate. Sorry I can’t get you closer to the Tower.”

“Traitors’ Gate. Appropriate,” Monty said with a nod. “I’ll make sure to visit before we leave.”

“Focus on the task, Tristan,” she said, her voice hard. “There is an inordinate amount of demonic energy around the tower. You need to prepare. Dexter, send your horrid bird.”

“Herk is not horrid,” Dex said, looking up into the lightening sky. “He’s already on his way.” The sun was creeping over the horizon as Nana sliced her hand down, opening the rift.

“Time to go, boys,” she said with a tight smile. I could see the thin sheen of sweat covering her face. “Go give them hell.”

We stepped through the rift and the world vanished.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY

I FELT A tug and the world slid sideways.

When the world came into focus, I saw I was rushing headlong into a brick wall. I twisted my body, meeting it with my shoulder instead of remodeling my face. Monty stood a few feet away looking across a field of grass. The wall I’d crashed into loomed before us.

“This is not the Traitors’ Gate.” He pointed ahead of us. “This is the moat and that’s Legge’s Mount.”

“It felt like I was pulled sideways on our way here.”

“I had the same sensation,” Monty said. “Thomas must have a defensive protocol to prevent direct access. We need to find him and put a stop to his summoning.”

Peaches growled and bumped my leg.

<Bad fire things are coming.>

I turned to look in the direction Peaches was facing.

“Maybe we could ask them?” I pointed at the group of demons headed our way. “They don’t look happy to see us.”

“You think?” Monty growled, pointing again. “That way.”

We started running as the demons howled behind us. They were of the smaller variety. What they lacked in menace they made up for in number.

“What are those things?” I asked as Monty jumped down a ramp under a group of wire mesh animals and took a set of stairs leading to a small tower. We ran along a short walkway and came to the Byward Tower, according to the plaque. We managed to break the line of sight as Monty pointed to the large door.

“Imps,” he said when we reached the door. “Low level, unintelligent demons good for guard duty and patrol. Think of them as a demonic alarm system.”

“Which we just set off.” I drew Grim Whisper as Monty worked the lock mechanism. Peaches entered shred-and-tear mode as the imps got closer. “What do you call a large group of imps? A gaggle? A mob?”

“I think,” he said with a grunt, releasing another set of runes against the locked door, “legion is the all-purpose term used.”

“Well the legion of imps is getting closer.” I checked Grim Whisper. “And I don’t have that many bullets.”

“Step back.” He gestured, forming two large orbs, one of flame and the other of clear liquid. “No need for subtlety any longer.”

I moved back across the walkway, and the imps screamed when they saw me. Monty released the flame orb at the door while simultaneously unleashing the second at the legion of imps. 

The flame orb shattered the door as the liquid orb crashed into the imps and stopped them in their tracks. They fizzled and spurted as their flames went out. They fell on their sides with howls as the liquid doused them.

We ran down Water Lane until we came to Wakefield Tower. A fireball punched a hole through the brick and sailed out into the Thames. It reminded me of the Incantation of Light Thomas taught me, only with more of a ‘tear your face off’ feeling in the execution. I looked out through the large smooth hole punched in Henry III’s Watergate and saw the Thames flowing by. I followed the trajectory inward and peeked through the stone wall of the innermost ward. 

What I saw made me consider running back the way we came, diving into the Round Pool, and hiding in Nana’s house, indefinitely.

“Fuck, move!” I yelled as I shoved Monty back and out of the way. Three more orbs punched through the stone wall, narrowly missing us. “That is not an incantation of light.”

“You should have let the Fomor kill you, Tristan,” Thomas said from around the corner. “You can’t stop what we’re doing here.”

Two Fomor-like creatures and an angry Thomas stood in the innermost ward, blocking the front of the White Tower. Standing about ten feet tall, these two were smaller than the bridge-demolishing one we’d destroyed in St. James’s. 

They each held a length of chain in their hands. The chains glowed red and caused sparks to fly into the air each time they swung them on the ground.

“He’s got two smaller versions of the Fromage,” I said, peeking through one of the holes again quickly. “And about ten more of those stone-punching orbs floating around him.”

“Bloody hell,” Monty hissed as he looked through one of the holes and pulled his head back immediately. “Those are Greater Krampus. There’s no way he could have summoned those on his own.”

“Wait, isn’t Krampus the story of a Christmas demon to scare little kids who misbehaved?”

Monty motioned with his head. “If that’s a story, then it’s a horror masterpiece worthy of Poe,” he answered. “Those things make the story’s demon appear friendly in comparison.”

“How do we stop them?”

“We need Dex and the quantum vortex, unless you’re carrying the runic equivalent of a class-two demonic dissipating spell with you?”

I patted my pockets and gave him a look. “Must have left it in my other jacket.”

“He’s not even the target.” Monty traced runes in the ground next to us. “The person we need is in the White Tower. Thomas is just muscle. Like the imps, designed to slow us down.”

“If he’s muscle, someone’s really flexing.”

“What did they promise you, Thomas?” Monty yelled. “What are you getting out of this?”

Two more orbs punched through the stone near us.

“Why doesn’t he just come around the corner and pound us?” I asked, curious. “Not that I’m suggesting he should do that, just wondering why he doesn’t come out and end us?”

Monty finished tracing the runes and nodded. “They’re tethered,” he said. “That’s why he can’t come any farther.”

“Tethered to what?”

“Not what, who.” Monty inched forward, closer to the entrance. “Someone is augmenting his ability, but they have a limited range or have taxed themselves.”

“The imps, the Fromage—sorry, Fomor—and now these two greater cramps in my ass,” I said. “It’s too much summoning and controlling.”

Monty nodded. “In addition to boosting Thomas several levels above his magical ability, whoever is doing this must maintain control or the demons will break free and attack them first.”

“So this is a junkyard dog with a chain,” I said. “We need to find out how long that chain is and how much we can stress it before it breaks.”

“Your analogy is crude but precise.” Monty rubbed his chin. “How do you propose we ‘test this chain’ to its breaking point?”

“The imps, are they completely out of commission?”

“Simon, this is insane.” Monty shook his head. “The imps will come after us as soon as I bring them back.”

“You bring them back, we attack the Kramps, and Peaches gets to repay Thomas for lunch with a side of poison,” I said. “I’m guessing it’ll be too much for whoever is acting like a Duracell. At the very least we’ll weaken the hold on the demons.”

“If this goes wrong—” 

“We won’t be around for you to tell me how badly I screwed us.”

We moved quietly down Water Lane. Monty gestured when we arrived at the ruined door. He whispered a few words and unleashed a barrage of runes at the immobile imps. 

“We have about thirty seconds,” he said, backing up and heading back to the entrance. “I’ll take the right Krampus, you take the left. Your creature can have Thomas. I hope you’re right about this, Simon.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-ONE

HEY, BOY. YOU remember the bad man who gave you the meat that hurt you?

<He tampered with meat. Can I shred him?>

You can hurt him, but don’t kill him. We need him alive. Can you do that?

He gave me a low rumble that vibrated in the pit of my stomach. Runes along his side bloomed with energy as he sank a half inch into the stone floor.

<Hurt but don’t kill?>

For a second, I thought he was going to transform back into Planet Peaches. His eyes flared red and it dawned on me, Peaches wasn’t a dog. He was a creature with an incredible potential for destruction and devastation. I almost smiled.

Can you do it?

<When?>

“You ready?” I looked at Monty, who set his jaw and nodded.

Now.

Peaches growled, took off, and disappeared. He moved faster than any creature his size had a right to move.

“Thomas,” I called out and shifted to the right as an orb punched through the wall where I’d sat a moment earlier. “My hellhound would like a few words with you.”

The scream from the other side of the wall let me know the conversation had started. Behind us, a legion of imps rushed down Water Lane, intent on tearing us apart.

“It’s time to go,” Monty said, and gestured. 

Flaming orbs surrounded him as we turned the corner. He jumped in the air and hovered for a few seconds, unleashing a barrage of orbs at Right Krampus. 

I drew Grim Whisper and emptied the magazine of entropy rounds in Left Krampus as I closed. I think it pissed him off more than it hurt him. I focused on the energy inside of me and formed Ebonsoul in my hand, slashing as I ran past.

I jumped on the ramp behind the Krampus, stopped and twisted off as he swung his flaming chain where my legs were. I slashed down and sliced off one of his horns. I was about to comment, but chose not to. 

I hit the ground running as imps flooded the innermost ward. Monty unleashed a wave of blue energy as he drew the Sorrows and began cutting a swath to the White Tower. The wail of his swords joined the howl of imps as he dispatched them.

My Krampus chased after me, dragging its chain. I ducked as I heard the whoosh of metal swinging above my head. I dived to the side and rolled as the chain dug out a groove in the stone next to me. 

Monty’s Sorrows were glowing bright blue as he impaled Right Krampus. He muttered something under his breath and a blast of energy sliced through the Krampus, dispatching him into a pile of dust.

Above us, I heard a loud croak and smiled. Dex was close.

The Krampus behind me swung his chain again. I let it wrap around Ebonsoul as I did the one thing he didn’t expect. I ran toward him. It gave me a look of surprise as I closed. The split-second hesitation was enough for me to tug on the chain and thrust my arm, blade first, into its abdomen. Ebonsoul flooded my body with siphoned energy.

It was like jumping into a cold lake, in the winter, naked. The energy raced through me and every sense was cranked to eleven. I sensed a ripple of energy as an orb sailed at my head. I shifted to the side and let it scream past me. 

Another orb sailed past my head as Thomas dodged a chomp from Peaches. White runes floated around him, creating a shield. I slashed horizontally and the Krampus howled as he turned to dust. I charged at Thomas and pressed my mala bead. 

He launched several orbs at me. Their percussive impact bounced me across the innermost ward. It was enough of a distraction to allow Peaches to get his jaws around Thomas’s leg. It was coming together. We had stopped the Krampuses and Thomas was being houndhandled by Peaches. 

Thomas began to trace runes in the air and Peaches growled and blinked out, taking Thomas with him. When he reappeared a few seconds later, Thomas was screaming and they were falling from thirty feet up. They landed hard, with Thomas breaking Peaches’ fall.

I heard several bones break as they hit the stone ground. Thomas screamed again as Peaches wrapped his jaws around an arm and bit down. 

Don’t rip off his arm unless you see him try to use magic.

<He gave me bad meat and tried to hurt me again. Can I rip off one arm? He has two.>

Not yet.

Monty had dispatched most of the imps. Now it was a matter of time to see if we had taxed the battery. I walked over to Thomas and the earth shook.

“Monty? Does London suffer from earthquakes?”

Thomas started laughing. “You stupid fools, you’re all going to die now.”

The rumbling increased until I heard a large cracking sound. Behind the White Tower two Fomor crawled out of the ground. I followed them up until they reached their full height. Their heads reached about halfway up the corner towers.

On top of the White Tower, a figure stepped into view and peered down at us. Delane.

Thomas laughed again, and I pointed Grim Whisper at his face. “Laugh again and you’ll be the punchline,” I said under my breath. “Monty?”

“Bloody hell,” he said, sheathing the Sorrows. “We got his attention.”

“I’m not so sure I want it now.” I kept an eye on the immobile Fomor standing in the back. “What do you think he wants?”

“Everything,” Thomas hissed. “He’ll take it all. Right after he kills you.”

I felt the surge of energy before I saw it, and shoved Peaches away from Thomas as an orb hit him, engulfing him in flames and charring his body to a blackened husk.

The force of the blast rocked us off our feet and dumped us near the entrance. I looked up to see Delane step off the roof of the Tower and hover. He floated down with his arms outstretched and landed on the ramp in front of the Tower.

He still wore his suit, making him look like a banker, not a megalomaniacal mage bent on killing us all. I tugged on the feather in my pocket. We were going to need some help for this. 

“Is he still an Arch Mage?” I asked Monty under my breath. “It would be great if he wasn’t. Then it wouldn’t be certain death, more like almost certain death.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and looked at Delane. A wave of force slammed us into the wall. Monty spat blood and nodded. “Still an Arch Mage.”

Peaches saw us sail into the wall and pounced. Delane gestured, forming a large white orb. He didn’t flinch as Peaches blinked out and reappeared in front of him. He drove an uppercut into Peaches’ mid-section, unleashing the orb.

The blast sent shockwaves throughout the area as Peaches went soaring out of the Tower of London. I heard him splash into the Thames seconds later.

“No!” My heart clenched in my chest. Rage blinded me as I lunged forward. “I will kill you, you fuck!”

Monty grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “We can’t face him,” he said between gasps. “Too strong, he’s too strong.”

“He. Just. Killed. Peaches,” I hissed. “Let me go so I can return the favor.”

“Listen to the mage, Mr. Strong.” Delane narrowed his eyes at me and I felt him probing my energy signature. “You’re not entirely human, are you?”

I pulled out the feather. Delane stepped back and raised a hand. “Oh no, a feather?” he mocked. “What shall I do?”

I released some of the energy I held and crushed the feather. It turned to black dust and blew away from my palm. The rage inside me was free now. Ebonsoul pulsed in my hand. All I could think about was how this bastard had punched Peaches into the Thames.

The skies over the Tower of London went gray. Delane looked up.

“Is this what your feather did?” he asked, looking around. “You turned a clear day into an overcast one? In London, we call that normal weather.”

“You plan on unleashing the demons in the city,” Monty said, looking at the Fomor. “You were the one summoning them and shifting above your power level.”

“A culling is needed,” Delane answered and looked at Thomas’s charred body. “The mages of the Consortium have grown weak, complacent, and fearful.”

“Strong, tyrannical, and homicidal is not such a good way to get new members.”

He blasted me with a beam of white energy. “Has anyone told you that you talk too much?” he asked. “I don’t need members. I need foot soldiers that will do my bidding.”

I landed a few feet away with my insides on fire. “This is why I said no, Monty,” I gasped. “Absolute power makes you an absolute asshole.”

“I’ve heard you can’t die, Mr. Strong.” Delane stepped over to where I lay. “That you’ve been cursed alive.”

“Not true,” I said, holding up a hand. I noticed them then and smiled. “I died recently, so you don’t need to expend any energy finding out. It was unpleasant.”

“Do you find your impending death humorous?” He raised his hand and a bright white orb of power formed.

“Simon, did you…?” Monty asked.

A loud croak filled the newly-darkened sky.

“You were right, we can’t face him,” I said. “But I’m guessing she can.”

Everywhere I looked, I saw ravens. The sky had become full of them. Delane turned to face the figure entering the Tower Entrance.

Uncle Dex walked in and looked around. “What’s with the ravens? Did Herk do this?”

“What are you doing here?” I looked around him, confused. “I did as she asked. I destroyed the feather.”

“Well, nice to see you too, boy,” Dex answered. “I came as soon as I could. Are those two Fomor?”

Delane gestured and blasted Dex. I dived next to Monty as Dex deflected the beam to the side, cutting a groove in the whitewashed stone of the Tower.

“Did you summon her?” Monty asked as he gestured. “Was that the feather the Morrigan gave you?”

“She said if I needed her unkindness, I should destroy it.” I nodded and looked at Delane. “I can’t think of a better time to have her being unkind. She can unleash the hurt on him.”

“She’s going to unleash the hurt on every living thing near the destruction of the feather.”



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-TWO

“WHAT ARE YOU talking about?” I asked as a large group of ravens swooped in and released feathers into the innermost ward. They glowed with a subtle green light as they drifted to the ground.

“Dex, we need to go, now!” Monty gestured and opened a rift. 

“Herk!” he yelled and ran into the rift, followed by the large raven. 

I was about to call out Peaches’ name when I remembered what Delane had done. I took a step toward him and Monty shoved me into the rift. I came out on the outer ward. We were behind Waterloo Block, the building that housed the Crown Jewels. A black carpet of feathers covered the grounds.

“Uncle Dex, talk to her,” Monty said with urgency. “I will not be held responsible for the destruction of the Tower of London.”

“We’re going to need a way to contain the explosion,” Dex answered. “Nothing I can cast is going to stop this many bloody feathers going off.”

“Help is coming.” Monty closed his eyes and sat on the ground. “Go talk to her before she wipes us off the map. Take Simon with you, this is his fault.”

Dex grabbed me and we ran to where we’d left Delane. 

“Why are we headed back to the crazy Arch Mage?”

“Because you called the crazier death goddess,” Dex hissed. “And if you tell her I said that, I’ll blast you.”

We turned the corner to see the Morrigan standing in the midst of a sea of raven feathers. Delane sent a blast of white runes at her, which she waved away with one hand.

“You can’t stop me, bitch.” Delane gestured and the Fomor advanced toward us. “I’ll destroy you all.”

“Dex,” I said, pointing at the Fomor.

 “Bollocks, stay away from the beams,” he said. “Mo, you can’t do this.”

“My unkindness has been unleashed,” she said with a voice that contained more menace than usual. “Its mandate must be fulfilled. You know this, Dexter. Make your peace.”

“Wait, Mo,” Dex pleaded. “Just wait.”

“Make your peace,” she repeated. This time her voice carried a note of sadness.

“What is she talking about?” I asked, dodging a pair of yellow beams from the nearest Fomor. “What mandate?”

“I can’t believe she gave you a feather,” he said. “What was she thinking giving you a feather?”

“Dex, what mandate?”

Delane was moving away as the Fomor closed on the Morrigan. Yellow beams of energy pinned us down. 

“If an unkindness of the Morrigan is unleashed, she will destroy everything on the battlefield where her feather was destroyed,” he said. “It’s a last-ditch maneuver.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Stop that arsehole of a mage,” he said. “I’ll try to stop her.”

Delane was running to the rear side of the Tower. The Fomor ignored me as I chased him. Delane was still an Arch Mage, so I kept my distance. 

He turned and traced runes in the air. White symbols raced at me, slamming into my body with no effect. He looked at his fingers in surprise and sent another group of runes with the same outcome.

I understood now. He had been cut off.

“Did they promise you power?” I asked as I closed the distance. “A seat at the table? You were going to be an Arch Mage?”

“You stay back,” he said, fear tinging his voice. “I still control the Fomor.”

“Call them.” I stood still and waited. Nothing happened. “My guess is whatever demon you made a deal with just took a pair of scissors to your credit card of power.”

I made a cutting motion with my fingers.

“I’m still a mage!” he screamed. 

“Yes, but only a mage,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper.

“I’ll kill you!” He rushed at me, hands trailing white energy.

“You killed my dog, you fuck.” I raised Grim Whisper and fired, showing him a mercy he didn’t deserve. His lifeless body fell to the ground and slid across the stones, coming to a stop in front of me.

I looked back and saw the Fomor still going. Whatever was controlling them wanted them out of the Tower and in London proper. The only thing in their way was us. 

Dex had cast several lattices to block the exit when I reached him. The Fomor were straining against them and pushing them to their breaking point.

“You have to let her unleash it, Dex.” 

I saw Monty racing to our side. “Where’s Delane?”

I pointed to the body and Monty raced over. He turned him over and searched through his pockets. After a few seconds, he pulled out a small red crystal. 

Monty raced back to where Dex and I stood. “We’re ready, Father Tafwys,” he said, gesturing. “Keep us in your embrace.”

“You didn’t?” Dex croaked in awe. “The devastation.”

“If those Fomor enter the city proper, London is gone.”

Dex clenched his jaw and nodded. “You’re right,” he said with a dark laugh. “Besides, no one lives forever.”

I figured I’d been hit so many times in the head that I was starting to hallucinate. A large hand formed in the middle of the Thames and the water changed course. 

A blue light danced over the surface and the river crashed into the Tower of London as the Thames escaped its banks, diverting into the innermost ward and making it a large swimming pool. The cold water crashed into us and rose quickly. In seconds, we would be submerged.

“Bloody hell,” Dex said. “Do it, Mo.”

She gave him a small nod, closed her eyes, and extended her arms. Green light burst from every feather, joining the light from the raven’s eyes as the Morrigan brought her hands together and unleashed death and destruction.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-THREE

I WAS LYING in a bed in what appeared to be a guest room, again. 

“Monty…Peaches,” I whispered as I held my head. “Shit. The Fomor.” 

I made to get up and my body screamed at me. I lay back down and waited for the room to stop spinning before opening my eyes again. I recognized the room. I was back with the Wordweavers.

I heard the soft footsteps and felt the undercurrent of power as she came into the room. It was the first time I sensed someone that way.

“Hello, Simon.” She sat in the chair by my bed. “It’s good to see you alive.”

I opened my eyes to look at Dahvina again. She wore her boots, jeans and a black T-shirt that read: Do not meddle in the affairs of dragons, for you are crunchy and taste good with ketchup-The Dive.

Her hair was loose and she looked at me over her glasses. She sat in the only chair with her legs crossed, drinking from a large mug. The smell of javambrosia saturated the room.

“I don’t feel so alive,” I groaned. “Where’s Monty? Dex?”

I didn’t want to say Peaches because I knew what her answer would be. The lump in my throat at even thinking about him right now made it hard to speak.

“The BPD,” she started, when I looked confused. “The British Paranormal Division would like you and Tristan drawn, quartered, and then immolated for good measure.”

“How bad is it?”

“You will heal,” she said with a quick shake of her head. “London may never recover from your visit.” 

“What are we facing?” I asked. “Do they understand what the Consortium was up to?”

She waved my words away and looked at me over the brim of her cup, took a long sip, and smiled. “How is New York still standing with you two in it?”

“We try not to destroy the important parts.”

“Inspector Mathers, Director of the BPD, has given you all forty-eight hours—under Weaver supervision—to get your affairs in order and leave the island,” she said. “He added some colorful words there at the end, but you get the idea. I’ll be your escort. None of the Weavers wanted this assignment. Can’t say I blame them.”

“Monty? Dex?”

“Tristan is waiting for you outside,” she answered. “Stubborn mage wouldn’t leave your side. Alaric—or Dex as you know him—wasn’t at the White Tower. We were only able to recover you and Tristan once the waters receded.”

I couldn’t believe Dex was gone too. Dahvina uncrossed her legs and stood. The gray light spilling into the room matched my mood, and all I wanted was to leave this goddamned city behind.

Anger, sadness, and regret hit me all at once. The curse had done its work and healed my body. There was no healing for losing those closest to you. 

“Give it some time,” she said, patting my leg. “The pain becomes an old friend.”

“I don’t need any more friends.”

I nodded as Monty stepped into the room. Dahvina passed him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be outside,” she said. The smell of coffee still filled the room and I noticed the steaming mug on the table. My flask of Valhalla Java sat beside it.

She raised her cup and gave me a nod as she stepped outside. I poured a small amount of liquid into the mug and savored the smell of the coffee before taking a sip.

“The Consortium is being restructured.” He sat in the chair, crossed his legs, and tugged on his shirt cuff. “Delane had some powerful backers.”

He pulled out the small red crystal he’d removed from Delane’s corpse. I noticed the small cracks along its face. Shaped like a dodecahedron, it reminded me of my gaming days.

“And that is?”

“A demonic key stone,” he answered. “A binding contract between a human and a high-level demon.”

“They broke the contract,” I said. “Back at the Tower, he tried to hit me with something and it didn’t work. It was right after he…”

“As far as I can determine, he was supposed to give the demons London in exchange for becoming an Arch Mage.”

“He got caught up with becoming an Arch Mage and didn’t deliver.”

“Demons, especially the more powerful ones, do not enjoy being played,” Monty replied. “Delane never intended to give them London. He was going to wipe out the other factions and take it for himself—for a start.”

“They cut him loose and changed the plan.”

“The two Fomor were Anderson and Rothford,” Monty added. “Apparently they had contracts as well. I couldn’t locate them afterwards.”

“I’m done with London,” I said with venom. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I agree, but we have a few stops to make first.”

I got dressed while he waited outside. We stepped through the Corridors of Chaos with Dahvina leading the way. Outside in the gray street, Monty pointed.

“That’s our vehicle.” 

I looked across the street and only saw a small red Vauxhall Astra.

“Where?” I asked, looking around confused. “That?”

He walked over and held the door open for Dahvina, who rode shotgun. I jumped in the back. A fresh wave of loss hit me when I realized there wasn’t even enough room for a proper sprawl. Peaches would’ve hated this car.

“Let’s just say Cecil is less than pleased with us right now.” He got behind the wheel and pulled away. “It seems the Urus was an experimental model.”

“What was the experiment?” I asked. “To see if it could withstand us?”

“I need to have a conversation with him,” Monty said, driving through the narrow streets. “He’s just angry.”

“No kidding.” I looked around the cramped interior. “I’m surprised he didn’t send a real goat.”

We drove to the Tower Bridge and stopped. A fleet of sleek black vehicles cordoned off the Tower of London. No one was allowed on the promenade in either direction near it. We parked on St. Katherine’s Way and walked down to the Bridge. Dahvina had to speak to several of the men around the bridge to get us access.

We walked past a Starbucks and turned right into a secured area under the North Tower of the bridge. Two large rune-covered doors stood before us. Monty placed a hand on the stone next to the doors, causing the runes to shift and rearrange.

“We need to see someone here,” Monty said. “Dahvina, a moment.”

“Be quick about this, Tristan,” she said with a tight smile. “They will grow suspicious.”

Monty nodded and motioned for me to follow him when the doors opened with a push. A sign on the wall let me know this was the Dead Man’s Hole. We stepped inside a large alcove that led to the Thames. It was covered in white tile and had a small platform jutting out into the river. On one of the walls hung a long pole with a hook at the end. Sitting on the platform with his feet dangling over the edge was an old man.

“Great, Monty.” I looked around the empty space. “You came to show me the Tower Bridge homeless hangout?”

“Talk to him.” Monty pointed at the old man. “He has something for you.”

“Are you kidding? He has something for me?” I snapped as my voice echoed off the tiles around us. “All I want to do is get out of this city, not speak to the locals, or do some walk of ‘hidden London’ like a goddamned tourist. I’m not interested in anything he has to say.”

“Go talk to him.”

He gave me his ‘stop being a pain in my ass’ face and crossed his arms.

“If I talk to him, can we get out of here?” I asked, seeing Monty wasn’t going to let this go.

Monty nodded and gestured. A sphere of silence filled the space and muffled the sounds of my footsteps as I approached the old man. I braced myself for the unpleasant aroma living on the streets can cause. The smell of fresh water and beaches greeted me.

“You lost someone,” the old man said, his voice surprisingly clear despite the sphere of silence around us. He kept dangling his feet over the river. “Someone close to you?”

I nodded and hunched down, looking out over the Thames. Down here, under the bridge, you could see the devastation our visit had caused. None of that mattered to me because somewhere in that river lay the body of my hellhound.

I tried to look closely at the old man but his features kept shifting and changing. “Yes, my dog. Fell in here not long ago.” I didn’t feel like explaining about Peaches being a hellhound.

“Tough thing, that,” he replied. “Losing a companion like that.”

“Who are you?” I asked, glancing at him. He wore old clothes and looked completely soaked as if he had just stepped out of the river. He stood and the waters around the stone dock began to churn.

“A friend of a friend,” he said and looked back at Monty. “You did good here, Simon Strong. Despite what anyone says, many lives were saved by your actions. Thank you.”

“Some were lost too,” I said, thinking of Peaches and Dex.

“True,” he said and waved his hand over the water. The body of my hellhound floated above the surface and landed gently on the stone. “But not this one. This one is special and belongs with you.”

I stared in shock at seeing Peaches lying on the stone. He was breathing. “Hey, boy, hey.” I stepped over to his side and gently rubbed his side while wiping away a stray tear that had escaped down my cheek. “Welcome back.”

<Do you have meat?>

I burst out in laughter and hugged my black hole of a hellhound. I turned to thank the old man, but he was gone. Peaches got to his feet and shook his body, drenching me and I didn’t care.

“Time to go,” Monty said, removing the sphere. 

“How did—? Who was—?”

“Not now,” he said as we stepped out of the alcove into a semicircle of ten armed and angry-looking men. They were dressed in black combat gear and carried large rifles in their hands. I noticed handguns strapped to their thighs. I could pick up the faint energy signatures coming off each of them. Their body armor was covered in subtle orange and red runes that pulsed. They reminded me of the ECU I met in the Tate, lower on the magical spectrum, higher in the twitchy factor.

Dahvina sat next to us at one of the tables situated outside the Starbucks and nodded. She sipped from a venti cup, looking uninterested as she gazed over the Thames.

“He wants a word,” she said, pointing to the center of the group. “He promised it would be civil.”

In the center of the semicircle of testosterone stood a man about a head taller than the rest. He gave off a high-energy signature, but nowhere near Monty or Dahvina. I could see a tiny vein in the center of his forehead throb slightly every few seconds.

“Tristan.” He said the name like a curse. “I should have known after the Tate that you were in the city.”

“Oh bollocks,” Monty said under his breath. “Hello, Matthew.”

“Who’s that?” I asked from behind Monty. “He looks constipated.”

“BPD-London Office. Think NYTF,” Monty answered quietly, “only more uptight and with manners. The tall one is Inspector Mathers.”

“Shit,” I whispered, nudging Peaches to one side. “They must be pissed.”

“I get the impression you’re not pleased to see me, Tristan.” Mathers looked around at the men who seemed to be on the verge of opening fire on us. “Here I thought we could sit by the river and have a spot of tea.”

“I could use a coffee, but not from over there,” I said, stepping from behind Monty. I looked over at Starbucks and shook my head. “Not like back home.”

“Home?” Mathers glared at me and reached for his pistol. The men around him all shifted at once, raising their rifles. Mathers breathed out slowly and raised his hand. The men lowered their rifles reluctantly.

“I can appreciate your anger—” Monty started and stopped at Mather’s expression. 

“Anger? Oh, I left anger after the Tate.” Mathers clenched a fist. “I’ve now gotten intimate with white-hot blinding rage, Montague. Would you like the list?”

“That won’t be necessary, Matthew,” Monty said. “I’m well aware of—”

“Inspector Mathers,” he answered through clenched teeth. “The name is Inspector Mathers. You will respect that since you have no respect for my city.”

I looked down the Thames and could see the damage. The London Eye was in the river. Every bridge from here to Westminster lay in ruins. I was glad we hadn’t destroyed Tower Bridge. The Tate Modern was a crater, which in my opinion was an improvement, but I didn’t share that. The Globe had a fistprint in the roof. Must’ve been from the Fomor working his way up the river. The Bard would be displeased.

I let my eyes scan across the river and onto the north side. Big Ben—the clocks, not the bell—was a blasted-out hulk with all four clock faces shattered.

St. James’ Park looked like it had been blitzkrieged and, from what I’d heard on the radio, the Tube in central London had been out of service due to extensive structural damage.

The worst part was scanning farther east to the Tower of London. The White Tower was missing a corner on the right side where we’d stood when the Morrigan blasted her unkindness everywhere. The entire south-facing side of the Tower Wharf was gone. The Byard, St. Thomas, Cradle, and Develin Towers were in ruins. I’m guessing the full force of the Thames rushing in had something to do with that.

What Monty said next convinced me that he was either suicidal or a true badass.

“I have one more stop to make and then we will be off the island.” Monty looked at Mathers and the men surrounding us without flinching.

Mathers looked like he was about to lose his mind. He took another few breaths and stepped close to Monty with his hand on his holster. That, I knew, was leaning close to suicidal.

“Twenty-four hours,” Mathers said and I could see him visibly shake from the rage. “Then you will be declared an enemy of the Crown and charged with high treason. For which I will hunt you down and erase you personally.”

“Understood,” said Monty.

Mathers lifted a hand with a finger extended and turned it. The men around us stepped back, breaking formation and heading to the Tower.

As he walked away, Mathers looked down and glanced at Peaches. “Make sure you take your Devildog with you.”

“His name is—nevermind,” I said when I saw the men stop as one and turn around.

“Twenty-four hours, not one second more,” Mathers said, walking off.

“I think it’s safe to say you won’t be vacationing in London any time soon.”

“One more stop,” Monty said. “Then we can leave this bloody island.”

I crammed into the back of the Astra with a selfish hellhound who insisted on putting his hindquarters in my face in an effort to pull off his sprawl.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the car stopped and Monty got out. I shoved Peaches out of the sorry excuse of a car and entered Hyde Park.

“Damn, I’m sorry, Monty.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “I was so caught up with Peaches. Do you think they’ll find his body?”

“Whose body?” he asked looking at me with a raised eyebrow.

“Dex,” I said softly. “Dahvina said they couldn’t find his body at the Tower.”

Monty pointed up. I followed his finger and, turning in small circles, high above us, was a raven. It croaked and disappeared in a green flash.

“We aren’t here for Dex,” Monty said. “Knowing my uncle, he’s off somewhere with the Morrigan. We’re here for someone else.”

“Then who do those belong to?” I said, pointing at the two large ravens perched on a tree and looking at us. “Those don’t look like the Morrigan’s.”

Monty turned and shook his head. “Maybe from the Tower? They do keep at least six there, but these don’t appear to be are captive. Possibly wild?”

Dahvina stepped close to us. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

“Want to? No.” Monty looked down at the surface of the Round Pool. “I have to. Simon?”

“What?” I asked. “You’re the mage. You don’t remember the last time you tried to teach me runic symbols?”

He smiled. A clear indicator he was losing his mind. “May I have the key?”

“Key? I asked, patting my pockets. “What key?”

He pointed to his chest and then I remembered the pendant. I reached down, suddenly remembering it was there. I handed it to him and he nodded.

“Thank you, Simon.”

He stood at the edge of the pool, gestured, and said some words under his breath. Violet light shot out from the pendant and into the pool, exposing the ramp down. I stayed at the edge with Dahvina and Peaches. The pool closed behind him. The still surface reflected the silver clouds on the soot-gray sky above us.

“She’s gone, isn’t she?” I asked, looking at the still surface. 

“She’s wanted to leave for some time now, but held on,” Dahvina said softly. “Somehow she knew he would be coming back.”

“She really cared for him.” 

“More than anything else on this earth.” 

The water of the pool parted, revealing the ramp. Monty walked over to us and handed me the pendant.

“She said to give it to you,” I said, pushing it back. “You should keep it.”

He shook his head. “I sealed off her library and artifacts.” He looked at the pool as the ramp disappeared from view. “I’m not ready for this yet. Please take it.”

I put the pendant around my neck and the enso flashed violet briefly as it settled against my chest.

“I’ll hold it until you’re ready.”

“Besides, we won’t be back here for quite some time.” He looked around the park. “She did love this place.”

Dahvina coughed. “The inhibitor rune was dismantled and the ley-line access re-established,” she said, gesturing. “I could create a circle?”

“Are you trying to rush us off?” I asked with a smile.

“Yes,” she said. “Preferably before any other historical parts of the city are destroyed. No offense meant. I do realize much of what’s occurred was not your fault, Simon.” 

“Finally,” I said, feeling justified. “Someone who understands I’m just an innocent bystander in the chaos called Mage Montague.”

“No.” Dahvina held up a finger. “You misunderstood. It’s not your fault alone, Simon. Together with Tristan and your hellhound, the three of you are a menace.”

“Oh,” I said, looking away, embarrassed. “It’s really those two.”

“Thank you, Dahvina,” Monty said and held her hand. “For everything. I think I have the riftrunes working now. I’ll open a rift.”

Monty gestured and blue runes created a tear in the space before us. He pulled down on it and opened a rift.

“Is that going to give me gastric torture?”

“Has it these last days?”

I thought back and realized we had jumped through several rifts and my intestines had remained unscathed. 

“Not yet.” I looked at the rift warily.

“If you feel unnecessary trepidation, I’m sure Dahvina would cast a teleportation circle for you,” he said. “I’ve heard Smith bridges are exciting.”

“No thanks,” I said and stepped through the rift.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIRTY-FOUR

“I NEED TO see Roxanne,” Monty said. “She has a friend who needs some assistance. Do you recall the Night Wardens?”

“Vaguely.” I tapped on my keyboard. “Some old group of mages. Or was it a group of old mages? I forget. Anyway, they used to patrol the streets, keeping the citizens safe?”

He nodded. “Something like that.” He put on his jacket. “One of those old mages needs help. I should be back in a day or so.”

“You need my help with Batmage?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I don’t anticipate this being anything requiring your world-class detection abilities or that of your meat-loving companion. Besides, you have a reservation at Masa tonight with your vampire.”

“Oh yes, Masa.” I remembered their food. “I can’t cancel on Chi. That would be hazardous to my health.” 

“Indeed,” he said with a nod. “I should be back by the weekend. I hope this date is better than your last at Masa.”

“Your comedic skill knows no limit.” I glared. “Weren’t you leaving?”

“Don’t forget to reset the circle for Uncle Dex, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“No worries,” I said. “We’re set to depart next week. Do we really have to fly? You can’t rift us there?”

“The magical dampeners around the Sanctuary extend for one-hundred square miles.” He looked at me. “Do you want to walk that when we can land at the airport five miles away?”

“Fine, go have fun with Batmage,” I said. “I’m going to enjoy Masa with Chi tonight. Give me a call if anything life-ending does come up.”

“Will do.” He left our office and I sat back in my chair, enjoying the relative peace of not having a monster chasing me. Peaches snored on the floor by my feet and for a few seconds my life seemed normal.

We had returned from London a few days ago. All I wanted to do was sleep for about a week. Chi had other plans, of course and insisted we meet tonight to discuss the Blood Hunters and the Dark Council. 

The upheaval in the Consortium had sent shockwaves throughout the magical community. Chi wanted to act on the seismic shift before those shockwaves became a threat. I just wanted to have dinner.

I was about to go scavenge in the fridge, when my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but that wasn’t strange. I received many calls from unknown numbers; it was part of the job.

I sighed, picked up the phone, and connected the call.

“Hello?”

“I found them,” a voice said in a whisper.

“Congratulations,” I said. “I’m glad you located whatever it was you were looking for.”

I hung up and tossed the phone on the counter as I opened the refrigerator. The phone vibrated on the counter and I cursed. 

If this was going to be an afternoon of ‘is your refrigerator running?’ or ‘Prince Albert in a can?’ I was going to call Ramirez and have him deal with them. The last thing I needed today was a call for Mike Hunt, Connie Lingers, or Phil Hatio to ruin my afternoon of quiet. The phone vibrated again. Unknown number.

“What!” I said on the fifth ring.

“I found them,” the voice said again.

“Good for you.”

“Don’t hang up, Strong.”

Shit. Whoever it was knew my name. 

“Who is this?”

“They’re going to pay for taking my little girl and you’re going to help me—you owe me, Strong. She died on your watch.”

“George? Is that you? George Rott?”

“You owe me, and you owe her.”

“Listen, George, I don’t know what you found, but why don’t we meet to discuss this?”

“I found them,” he whispered. “I found the dragons.”

The line went dead.

THE END




 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


CAST OF CHARACTERS FOR SILVER CLOUDS DIRTY SKY

DEX MONTAGUE-UNCLE to Tristan, brother to Connor. One of the most powerful mages in the Golden Circle.

Delane-Arch Mage who acquired his abilities through the draining of demons. Leader of the Penumbra Consortium.

Erik Rothsfeld- Director of the Hellfire Club in NYC. Sitting Mage Representative on the Dark Council.

Ghosts-Mage Enforcers sent by the Golden Circle to pass judgement and apprehend or eliminate rogue mages. Tristan is currently being pursued by several of them.

Gideon the Envoy-messengers sent to escort rogue mages back to the Sanctuary. Tristan dispatched Gideon in a most painful manner.

Hades-Ruler of the Underworld. Rules the dead and is generally seen around funerals and wakes. Favorite song by the Eagles is ‘Hotel California’-especially that part about checking out, but never leaving.

Ian Macintyre-Arbiter. Similar to Mage Police, which means they are some of the most powerful mages. When sent on a recovery, they are judge, jury, and executioner. Ian was retired violently and the blame was placed on Tristan.

Ken Nakatomi-Michiko’s brother and elite assassin for the Dark Council. If you’re his target and you see him-it’s the last thing you ever see.

Kali-(AKA Divine Mother) goddess of Time, Creation, Destruction, and Power. Cursed Simon for unspecified reasons and has been known to hold a grudge. She is also one of the most powerful magic-users in existence.

Karma-The personification of causality, order, and balance. She reaps what you sow. Also known as the mistress of bad timing. Everyone knows the saying karma is a…some days that saying is true.

Michiko Nakatomi-(AKA ‘Chi’ if you’ve grown tired of breathing) Vampire leader of the Dark Council. Reputed to be the most powerful vampire in the Council. 

The Morrigan-Yes that Morrigan. Chooser of the Slain and currently in a relationship with Uncle Dex…don’t ask. 

Nana-Powerful sorceress and Tristan Montague’s first instructor and nanny.

Noh Fan Yat- Martial arts instructor for the Montague & Strong Detective Agency. Teacher to both Simon and Tristan. Known for his bamboo staff of pain and correction.

Peaches-(AKA Devildog, Hellhound, Arm Shredder and Destroyer of Limbs) Offspring of Cerberus and given to the Montague & Strong Detective Agency to help with their security. Closely resembles a Cane Corso-a very large Cane Corso.

Piero Roselli-Vampire and owner of Roselli’s-an upscale restaurant and club that caters to the supernatural community. If Piero doesn’t seat you, you aren’t staying.

Simon Strong-The intelligent (and dashingly handsome) half of the Montague & Strong Detective Agency. Cursed alive into immortality by the goddess Kali.

Thomas Rafael-Mage with radical ideas about the manipulation of energy. Old friend of Tristan Montague.

Tristan Montague- The civilized (and staggeringly brilliant) half of the Montague & Strong Detective Agency. Mage of the Golden Circle sect and currently on ‘extended leave’ from their ever-watchful supervision.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


CAMEOS OF NOTE

SO YOU’RE PROBABLY wondering who Ian Dex and his group are. They were the guys Monty & Strong slammed into outside of McDonald’s in London.

They are the primary characters in an amazing (and hilarious!) Urban Fantasy series called the Ian Dex Supernatural Thrillers by John P. Logsdon.

These books are action packed adventures and well worth a read! In John’s latest Ian Dex novel, entitled London Growl he also recounts how Ian runs into Monty & Strong, but told from Ian’s perspective.

Check out all of Ian Dex’s Thrillers here: http://www.johnplogsdon.com/l/63597/

Get your copy of London Growl here: http://www.johnplogsdon.com/l/63596/



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ORGANIZATIONS

 


BPD-BRITISH PARANORMAL Division, Led by Inspector Mathers and tasked with dealing with any supernatural event occurring in London.

New York Task Force-(AKA the NYTF) a quasi-military police force created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. 

Penumbra Consortium- the older, darker, angrier, European version of the Dark Council—heavy hitters with long memories and longer reach.

SuNaTran-(AKA Supernatural Transportations) Owned by Cecil Fairchild. Provides car and vehicle service to the supernatural community in addition to magic-users who can afford membership. 

The Dark Council-Created to maintain the peace between humanity and the supernatural community shortly after the last Supernatural War. Its role is to be a check and balance against another war occurring. Not everyone in the Council favors peace.

The Wordweavers-An ancient sect of magic-users. They manipulate magic through speech and special words of power. Considered to be the first magic-users.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SPECIAL MENTIONS FOR SILVER CLOUDS DIRTY SKY

CHRISTINE G. WHO was karmically displeased once the book 3 was done lol. I hope this makes up for it.

Tammy “L3” T. for this line: I don’t know if I could arch my back like that without breaking something valuable, like the time-space continuum. I didn’t use it…yet. But it’s still an awesome line!

Mahala for Paranormal Demolition at its best.

Jim Z. because hellhound slobber is powerful stuff LOL.

Amanda(Manda) & Heather H: Because I cant drink coffee around you two without the danger of projectile expulsion. Thank you for the laughter and just being you.

Chris B. For Cool Cats & Blokes…I’m waiting to have a pint in there when you open the UK one.

Lesley S. trying to bribe Peaches with haggis didn’t work…sorry lol.

Davina the Comma Ninja and originator of “buggery bollocks” lol.

Carrie Anne. Because “bollocking balderdash” is just too much fun lol.

Noah S. because WWVJD? Someone has to lookout for Peaches’ reputation as hellhound extraordinaire.

Liz C. because some writings are just orlandgasmic.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


AUTHOR NOTES

THANK YOU FOR reading this story and jumping back into the world of Monty & Strong. I want to apologize to all of my British readers for the havoc and destruction wrought upon the amazing and fantastic city of London. I do truly enjoy your city and plan to visit again soon (without Monty & Strong).

With each book, I want to introduce you to different elements of the world Monty & Strong inhabit, slowly revealing who they are and why they make the choices they do. If you want to know how they met, that story is in NO GOD IS SAFE, which is a short explaining how Tristan and Simon worked their first case.

There are some references you will understand and some…you may not. This may be attributable to my age (I’m older than Monty or feel that way most mornings) or to my love of all things sci-fi and fantasy. As a reader, I’ve always enjoyed finding these “Easter Eggs” in the books I read. I hope you do too. If there is a reference you don’t get, feel free to email me and I will explain it…maybe.

You will notice that Simon is still a smart-ass (deserving a large head smack) and many times he’s clueless about what’s going on. He’s also acquired his first spell (a magic missile!) even though he needs some practice with it. Bear with him—he’s still new to the immortal, magical world he’s been delicately shoved into. Fortunately he has Monty to nudge (or blast) him in the right direction.

Each book will reveal more about Monty & Strong’s backgrounds and lives before they met. Rather than hit you with a whole history, I wanted you to learn about them slowly, the way we do with a person we just met—over time (and many large cups of DeathWish Coffee). 

Thank you for taking the time to read this book. I wrote it for you and I hope you enjoyed spending a few more hours getting in (and out of) trouble with Tristan and Simon. 

If you really enjoyed this story, I need you to do me a HUGE favor— Please leave a review. 

It’s really important and helps the book (and me). Plus, it means Peaches gets titanium chew toys, besides my arms, legs, and assorted furniture to shred. 

We want to keep Peaches happy, don’t we?



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


CONTACT ME:

I REALLY DO appreciate your feedback. Let me know what you thought by emailing me at: www.orlando@orlandoasanchez.com

For more information on Monty & Strong…come join the MoB Family on Facebook!

You can find us at:

Montague & Strong Case Files.

To get FREE stories visit my page at:

www.orlandoasanchez.com



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


HOMECOMING

A MONTAGUE AND Strong Book 5

Home is that sigh for a color of sky and a will to return.― Robert A. Heinlein

ONE

Igniscoruscanti, I whispered, forming an orb of violet energy. It was about the size of a grapefruit and hovered in my palm. I felt the energy race up my arm and suffuse my body with warmth. I held it in front of me and Peaches shifted mid-sprawl to look up at me.

<Are you going to make magic meat?>

“This is an incantation orb,” I answered, keeping my focus on the sphere of magical energy in my palm. 

Peaches turned away, disinterested and chuffed. I focused on the orb, trying to channel more energy into it. I saw it expand and then it rapidly collapsed to the size of a grape.

“Shit.”

It floated out of my palm and onto the floor. Peaches turned again, lifted one massive paw, crushed it and snapped it up in one gulp.

<That’s not very good. Can you make the magic meat?>

I felt a surge of energy as a rift opened behind us. I looked back as Monty stepped through.

“That’s a new look for you,” I said, noticing the missing jacket and rips along the sleeves of his shirt. His pants didn’t look much better, being torn in several places as well. “What is this called—mangled mage?”

“This used to be a Zegna Bespoke,” Monty said, pointing to his clothes with an irritated look. “I need a cuppa.”

“How’d it go?”

“Tea.” He held up a hand, walked into the kitchen, and put on a kettle. “Redrum was being modified and given to the homeless who were forced to take it against their will.”

“Shit, that sounds bad,” I said. “Do we need to mobilize?”

“No need,” he answered. “It’s mostly contained. I think Stryder will pursue this to its resolution.”

“How was the Redrum modified?”

“Someone managed to introduce an ultraviolet resistance into the composition of the blood, altering it to allow rummers to traverse during the day.”

“UV-resistant rummers?”

“Precisely,” he said, taking a sip of his Earl Grey. “It gets worse.”

“What could possibly be worse than rummers out during the day?”

“Hades gave Kokutan no ken to Grey Stryder, a Night Warden.”

“What? What the hell is a Grey Stryder, some kind of sneaker?” I asked. “So let’s ask Mr. Grey Sneaker for the sword before the Dark Council decides to shred each other.”

“Stryder has bonded to the sword by now, if he isn’t dead.”

“Why does that sound much worse than sparkly rummers?” I asked. “Is this Stryder going to be a problem?”

“He’s one of the last, if not the last, Night Warden,” Monty replied. “He’s difficult, but governed by a sense of justice and a moral code.”

“Aren’t the Night Wardens mages?” I asked. “How did he manage the bond without being erased?”

Monty put the cup down and rubbed his chin in thought.

“An entropic dissolution,” he answered as if I knew what he meant. “Made him the perfect vessel. Who knew?”

“Did you ask his godness, Hades, why he gave away the sword that can keep the Dark Council from tearing itself apart?”

Monty shook his head. “Hades is playing a long game here, but I don’t know what it is and I can’t see why he would make this move. Code or no code, Stryder is a serious threat.”

“Do we postpone the homecoming?”

Monty looked up at me. “No, I need to get back to Sanctuary before Oliver sends more Ghosts to convince me that death is a good idea.”

“And this Oliver is a fan because…?

 “I don’t know.” He looked down at his ruined clothes. “I need to change. Have you heard from my uncle?”

“Not since London,” I said. “Are you opening a rift to the Sanctuary or do we need to do the digestive destruction of a teleportation circle?”

“Neither. The Sanctuary has defensive measures in place to prevent direct teleportation,” Monty said. “There is a hundred-square-mile magical dead zone around it.”

“What are we going to do?” I asked. “Walk up to the front door and knock? Hello? We’re here to storm the castle!”

“There’s an airport ten miles from the Sanctuary portal.” Monty headed to the back rooms. “We’re flying there.”

“Flying? As in a plane?”

“Have you achieved the power of autonomous flight?”

“Not lately, even though it felt like that in London.”

“Then we’re flying—in a plane.”

A crashing sound came from Dex’s room, followed by a bright green flash that spilled out from beneath the door. Peaches immediately stood and padded over, waiting. Dex stepped out and stumbled a few steps into the office.

“Ach, that Morrigan is one fiery woman!” he shouted. “Barely escaped with my loins intact.”

He gave me a wide grin and slapped me on the back.

“Glad to hear you and the Morrigan are doing so well, I think.”

“Good to see you, boy. Where’s my ever-pleasant nephew?”

Dex gestured and materialized two large sausages for Peaches, who proceeded to inhale them happily.

<Ask him to teach you how to make the magic meat. This tastes better than your glowing ball.>

“At least say thank you,” I muttered under my breath and shook my head. “You massive black hole.”

Peaches stepped close to Dex and nudged him with his head, slamming him into the wall. Dex bounced off the wall, rubbing his abdomen.

“Ach, that’s a good hellhound,” he said with a chuckle, patting Peaches’ head. “Now, where’s Tristan?”

“Getting dressed.” I pointed to the backroom. “He had a run-in with some rummers.”

“Nasty business, that,” Dex said and pushed my head down as a huge raven soared into the room. “Careful! You daft bird. Apologies.”

Herk, Dex’s raven companion, perched on the top of one of the chairs in the reception area. It fixed me with its glowing green eyes for a few seconds before closing them and dozing off. Monty returned in another suit and picked up his cup. 

Dex grew serious. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider?”

“And wait for another Ghost tribus to pay me a visit?” Monty asked. “No, Oliver wants to kill me. He’s going to have to do it himself.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Dex answered. “At least let’s get help.”

“Who do you propose?” Monty asked, wary. “None of your ‘acquaintances’ from the old country, thank you.”

“LD Tush?” Dex asked, wincing.

“Are you mad?” Monty asked, shaking his head. “LD is the worst of the lot!”

“He’s also the most dangerous and knows how to get in and out without getting us killed.” Dex held up his hands in surrender. “I’ll convince him to leave TK at the shop.”

“Only if we want the Sanctuary standing when we’re through,” Monty shot back. “She’s twice as dangerous as he is.”

“It’s decided, then!” Dex said, rubbing his hands. “I’ll pack some things and we’ll port over to the Tush’s.”

Dex ran back into his room, leaving me completely confused.

“Who or what is an LD or TK?”

“The Tush’s are, like my uncle, rogue mages that currently run an artifact business,” Monty said with a shake of his head. “They are the only direct competition to the Moving Market.” 

“I didn’t know the Moving Market had competition.”

“Fordey Boutique is a very special kind of ‘store,’ the Market would never move against them,” Monty said. “They tried—once.”

“What do they sell?” I asked. “Are they as large as the market?”

“No, they would be considered a boutique shop selling a very specific commodity,” Monty said. “If the Moving Market is Selfridges, those two are Halimeh in Knightsbridge.”

“And what do they sell?” I asked, concerned. “This sounds like a bad move.”

“Death, destruction, devastation, and death,” Monty said with a sigh. “This is going to be a nightmare.”

“You said death twice.”

Monty took a long sip of his tea and stared at me.

“I know.”
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