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      Some things are better off lost and some mysteries shouldn’t be solved.

      When Tristan receives a cryptic message requesting help, he and Simon must come to the aid of Quan of the White Phoenix. Someone has stolen the Holy Grail and the Order of Calyx--the group tasked with keeping it safe from abuse, and humanity is looking at the Golden Circle.

      With time running out, Tristan and Simon must find the Cup,  return it where it belongs, and confront the thief, who is closer than anyone imagines, before the Order mobilizes and destroys the Golden Circle.
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        “Do you not know that a man is not dead while his name is still spoken?” 

        ― Sir Terry Pratchett

      

      

      

      We had just arrived at the office from our trip East, opting to fly rather than teleport. It took considerably longer, but normal human travel prevented my digestive destruction. Being a cursed immortal didn’t erase the intense agony after teleporting. There was nothing remotely appealing about feeling my intestines trying to escape my body after each trip.

      Peaches, my hellhound, traveled by stepping in-between or planewalking. It was his version of teleporting, and just as unpleasant for me. He materialized silently by my leg, nearly destroying the island in our kitchen area by bumping into it. His little nudge almost launched the entire island out of the kitchen and into the nearby wall.

      I scowled at him as he padded away.

      <We just got back. Let's hold off on the destruction, okay?>

      The bond we shared allowed me to communicate silently with him. Everyone who saw Peaches just thought he was an industrial-sized Cane Corso. Considering how much he ate, he should be the size of a bus.

      <Can the angry man make some meat?>

      <Are you saying you don't want me to do it?>

      <No. You said to hold off on the destruction. When you make meat, it hurts my insides. That feels like destruction in my stomach.>

      <You're a hellhound. How can you be so picky?>

      <I am a hellhound with taste.>

      <Are you saying my meat has no taste?>

      <It has a taste. It tastes bad.>

      I stared at him silently for a few seconds.

      "Monty, can you feed the bottomless hole that is my hellhound?"

      Tristan Montague, Monty for short, was the other half of the Montague and Strong Detective Agency. He was a mage, just over two hundred years old—young by mage standards—and cranky. To complicate matters further—he was also English. This meant he never found anything I did or said remotely humorous.

      Monty glanced over at my hellhound and sighed.

      “I still haven’t had my tea,” he said, “and that liquid they tried to pass off as tea, on the plane, was a crime against all things British.”

      Apparently, tea was a big thing with the English. I never understood why Monty didn’t do the sensible thing and embrace the superior drink—coffee. We’d had this conversation several times. It never ended well—something about three hundred years of tradition to uphold. So I had stopped bringing it up.

      “My sympathy at your suffering,” I said. “If you don’t make him the meat, I’ll have to. Do you recall the ‘deathane’ incident?”

      “Threats are unnecessary,” he said. “We can purchase more meat when we visit James, and secure the items. Do you want to give him a call?”

      “I will, once we get settled in,” I replied, placing my bags near the office reception area. “They won’t open for an hour or so.”

      The Randy Rump was our closest neutral zone, meeting place, and restaurant-butcher shop. It catered to the supernatural community and kept night hours from 8 PM to 8 AM. Owned and managed by Jim, a werebear and good friend, it was one of Peaches’ favorite places.

      For a hellhound, meat is life, and the Randy Rump was heaven. The Rump was also one of the few places in the city with a runic null room for delicate meetings involving wielders of great power. The door and frame to the back room was made of Australian Buloke ironwood and, according to Monty, magically inscribed with runes on every inch of its surface.

      The door stood ten feet tall and half as wide. Over a foot thick, opening it was surprisingly easy if you knew the rune sequence. If you didn’t, and resorted to using the magical equivalent of a nuke, that would probably just scratch the surface. Once closed, it remained closed. Period.

      On occasion, we would visit the Rump to place some of the more delicate, volatile artifacts in the backroom , which doubled as a null zone. Monty’s earlier suggestion about visiting wasn’t just to get some meat for my voracious hellhound. We needed to secure some dangerous items in safe runic stasis.

      “Explain to your creature that I’m not his mobile meat dealer.”

      “Will do,” I said. “I’m sure he appreciates you taking care of his meat fix.”

      Monty gestured with a hand and materialized several large sausages. I dropped them in Peaches’ rune-covered titanium bowl.

      <Make this last more than five seconds, don’t demolish the bowl, and don’t forget to say thank you>

      Peaches padded over to Monty, gave him a low growl, vibrating the windows, and bumped Monty with his head. He nearly knocked Monty down, and drenched his black Zegna suit with potent hellhound slobber. He turned, oblivious to his salivary assault, and padded over to his bowl to inhale the meat.

      Monty looked down with annoyance at the slobber staining his pants.

      "I'd appreciate your creature not bathing me in his saliva as a form of thanks."

      "You're lucky," I said, suppressing a laugh. "His saliva has healing properties. Do you feel better? Supposed to cure any illness.”

      I tried to keep a straight face as Monty glared at me.

      "The only illness I suffer from, is working with the two of you."

      I admired the immense amounts of hellhound saliva slowly traveling down his pants.

      "I think you need a tissue, or at the very least, a towel."

      "What I need is a strong cuppa," Monty said, looking down again at his sopping wet leg. "And a change of clothes."

      "Is that your new Zegna mageiform?"

      "It was."

      Monty, like most mages I knew, preferred to wear a basic black bespoke suit, rune-enhanced for all things magical. It was a mage thing. To me, they all appeared to be headed to a funeral fashion show.

      "I'm sure a little Clorox would get that out, or maybe you have a handy dry cleaning rune you can release on the fabric?”

      "Do you think you could make yourself useful and put the kettle on?" Monty said, ignoring my suggestions as he headed out of the kitchen, to the living area at the rear of our office space. “I think I’ll just burn this suit.”

      <Is he still angry?>

      I looked at my hellhound, shook my head, and smiled.

      <Don't worry, boy. Monty isn't angry...he's just old and cranky.>

      “What do you want me to put this kettle on?” I yelled out as I started brewing a real drink—coffee. “It’s not like—”

      “The hob,” Monty answered before I could unleash my wit. “Yes, with actual flame, thank you.”

      “The hob, right,” I said, looking down at Peaches. “Don’t know why he just can’t say ‘stove’ like everyone else.”
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      Monty returned to the kitchen in another identical black suit.

      “How many of those things do you own?” I asked, glancing over and taking a sip of my delicious javambrosia. “This whole tea process takes too long. All that work for warm leaf water…bitter, warm leaf water. Pass.”

      “It’s a meditation. The process of making tea is to cultivate mindfulness. Did you learn nothing from our trip?”

      “I learned that the Japanese, along with the English, have an unhealthy obsession with warm leaf water, building rituals around it to make it socially acceptable.”

      “Unlike coffee drinkers?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “Hot bean liquid is somehow better?”

      “The coffee ritual, if there is one, is a ritual of silence.”

      “As is Chado.”

      “Chado—tea ceremony, is a social thing,” I said. “Usually shared with someone. My coffee ritual is anti-social. I belong to the ‘don’t speak to me until after my first cup’ school of coffee drinkers. Never interrupt the first cup.”

      Monty opened his laptop and placed a finger on the section near the corner. A few seconds later the biometric scanner chimed, and the laptop came to life. I saw him scroll through the windows and open his email. He frowned, well more than usual, as he read.

      It was my opinion that Monty would cause himself bodily harm if he ever tried to smile. At this point, I didn’t think the muscles of his face could pull off the contractions required to cause a smile to appear. His resting mage face was, by default, an irritated scowl.

      “Bloody hell,” he said slowly. “That sounds bad.”

      “My point exactly,” I said with a nod. “Disturbing that first cup is beyond bad. Hell, in some circles, it’s practically suicidal.”

      “Not that,” he said, waving my words away. “This.”

      He turned his laptop around and pointed at the screen. It showed a multitude of runes, diagrams, and formulae. In the center of the indecipherable symbols was the image of a large bowl covered in figures and more runes I didn’t understand.

      “What’s that? Is this like magical spam? Someone wants you to buy a magical salad bowl?”

      “No,” Monty answered quietly. “This is a—”

      “What does this bowl do?” I asked, looking closer at the screen. “Does it magically regrow hair? Or better yet, does it make your spells extra energized so they last longer? Is that what this is…a runic viagra bowl?”

      He glared at me and typed something in response. The kettle began to whistle, letting us know it was tea time. Monty ignored it. That’s when I knew this was serious.

      “Someone”—he pointed at the screen again—“says they have the Cup. Their IP address is indecipherable.”

      “They have a cup?” I asked. “We have plenty of cups. In fact, I’m using one right now.”

      I pointed to my coffee mug and took another sip.

      “It’s not exactly a cup,” Monty said, typing again.

      “Exactly,” I said, pointing at the screen. “I’m not seeing a cup. I see a bowl. Are you sure they mean cup?

      “They’re asking for help,” Monty said, reading the screen. “Why send this to me?”

      “Help?” I asked. “With a cup? It’s not exactly rocket science. Pour liquid, raise to lips, drink?”

      “This Cup is a little more complicated than that.”

      “I had a feeling you were going to say that.”

      Monty picked up his phone and pressed a button, leaving it on speakerphone as he removed the whistling kettle.

      “Where is it?” Monty asked, his voice on edge as the call connected. “Tell me you still have it.”

      “Where is what?” answered a mildly irritated voice. It was Uncle Dex—Monty’s uncle, a powerful mage in his own right, and current leader of the Golden Circle sect of mages. “That’s kind of an open-ended question, boy. You might want to be a bit more specific.”

      “The Cup,” Monty said slowly, with ample doses of frustration laced into the words. “Where…is…the…Cup?”

      Silence, followed by a short cough.

      “Uncle Dex?”

      “I’ve been meaning to speak to you about that.”

      “It’s true?” Monty asked. “You lost it?”

      “Not lost, per se.”

      “I think I’m the one that’s lost,” I said. “What is this cup?”

      “The Cup,” Monty said, throwing a hand in the air. “The Cup.”

      “Emphasis isn’t making it any clearer,” I answered, still confused. “Dex?”

      “The only cup that matters, boy. The Cup.”

      This was part of the joy of communicating with mages and those who used magic. They used words that you thought you understood, in a language you thought you spoke, in entirely new and indecipherable ways.

      “Is this the part where I ask: who’s on first?”

      “What do you mean, ‘not lost per se’?” Monty asked. “Can you clarify?”

      “It seems the Order of Calyx is involved,” Dex answered after a brief pause. “They tried to intercept the delivery. We need to get it back.”

      “Tried to intercept?” I asked. “Meaning?”

      “They failed,” Dex said. “Doesn’t mean they won’t try again.”

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Monty muttered under his breath. “Is Moira—?”

      “My sources say she was spotted at the scene,” Dex said. “Along with several critically injured members of the Order and the security detail. My guess is Moira tried to liberate the Cup, took too many losses, and left the scene.”

      “That would mean an accomplished mage or several mages.”

      “Looks like someone beat her to it,” Dex said with a soft chuckle. “Emphasis on the beating.”

      “Someone beat her to it?” Monty said, rubbing his chin. “Who else knew about the delivery?”

      “The Elders, Golden Circle security detail, and the receiving sect.”

      “It would seem there’s a security breach,” Monty said. “Who was the receiving sect?”

      “White Phoenix,” Dex said with an edge. “And if we have a breach, I’ll find and plug it.”

      I shuddered at the thought of an angry Dex in action.

      “White Phoenix means Quan,” Monty said. “I’ll reach out to her and see what she can tell me.”

      “Don’t bother,” Dex said. “She’s missing along with the Cup. She was in the exchange convoy.”

      “Maybe Quan sent the email?” I said, still confused about why someone would need help with a cup. “It’s possible she’s reaching out to you.”

      “Improbable, but not impossible,” Monty said with a nod. “Why not just call me?”

      “Email?” Dex asked. “What email?”

      “I just received an encrypted message about the Cup, requesting assistance.”

      “An email asking for help?” Dex asked. “Did it mention a location?”

      “None that I could readily see.”

      “This could be bait from Moira. Tread carefully.”

      “The mail isn’t reading like her,” Monty answered. “She would never ask for help, especially not from me.”

      “Can you locate Quan?” Dex asked. “The White Phoenix Elders are being tight-lipped and saying this is our fault.”

      “Of course they are,” Monty typed on his laptop. “I think I can locate Quan, but it may alert Moira and the Order.”

      “Forward me the email,” Dex said. “I’ll have some of our tech boys look at it, see if they can find out from where it was sent.”

      Monty pressed some keys and sent over the email.

      “It’s been sent,” Monty answered. “I doubt you’ll find the location. In the meantime, we’ll try our methods.”

      “Do your methods include exploding anything?” Dex asked warily. “We don’t need more attention on this situation.”

      “Uncle Dex,” Monty said with a sigh, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Do you realize what losing this artifact means? You’re going to have the attention of every sect on the globe if it’s not located soon.”

      “It’s not lost…just misplaced,” Dex said. “I don’t think Moira has it yet, but if she gets it, I don’t need to explain how bad that would be, do I, boy?”

      “I’ll contact Quan,” Monty answered. “You get me the last known whereabouts on Moira or anyone from the Order.”

      “Tristan…you can’t face Moira,” Dex said. “I have people in play. Sit this one out.”

      “Someone sent me this email,” Monty answered, his voice hard. “Like it or not, I’m already in. Get me the information.”

      Monty ended the call and remained staring at his screen for a few seconds while the muscles of his jaw flexed.

      “How about that tea?” I asked, glancing at the kettle. “Water is nice and hot.”

      “No time,” Monty answered. “We need to go.”

      I’d never heard Monty utter the words ‘no time for tea’ since I’d met him. It didn’t matter what we were facing, there was always time for a good cuppa.

      “No time for tea?” I asked in disbelief. “What you’re saying is that we’re headed into the apocalypse?”

      “If Moira and the Order get their hands on the Cup, I think I’d prefer the apocalypse. We need to find Quan.”
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      “Just to be clear,” I said as we headed downstairs to the garage. “We are speaking about a specific cup of immense value and power. Not some long lost sippy cup from your childhood. Right?”

      “I never used a sippy cup,” he said, irritated. “I’m a Montague and a mage. We used proper drinking vessels.”

      Mages—never failed to amaze me how thin-skinned they were.

      “Just making sure we weren’t chasing after some family heirloom.”

      “Moira and the Order of Calyx have been after the Cup for centuries.”

      “Centuries…after a cup?” I asked. “This better be one special Cup.”

      <Can we go to the place?> Peaches requested as he bounded into our vehicle.

      Our second Pontiac 1967 GTO, affectionately known as the Dark Goat, groaned under the weight of my hellhound as he threatened to destroy the suspension. It rocked under his weight as he settled into the back seat and did his sprawl, taking up all the space.

      Cecil, a close friend of Monty, was the owner of SuNaTran, or SuperNatural Transports. They specialized in providing transport for the supernatural community. SuNaTran had provided us with the Goat 2.0 after an angry mage tried to erase us—well mostly Monty—by melting the first Goat while we were still in it. I really miss that car.

      I focused on Peaches.

      <You just ate. As in, literally, no more than twenty minutes ago.>

      <I’m hungry, and my stomach doesn’t understand twenty minutes ago.>

      <You and your stomach are going to break the Goat. Did you hear how it barely stayed in one piece as you jumped in?>

      <Goat is that meat like beef? Frank says I should only get the best meat, because meat is life. Something called cold beats or wag you beef.>

      <When Frank starts bankrolling your meat habit, he can get you Kobe beef.>

      <I told him you wouldn’t like it if I bit your leg and wagged you.>

      <What did I tell you about hanging out with that lizard? He’s a bad influence.>

      <He’s my friend.>

      <He’s a menace, is what he is.>

      Frank, the resident magical lizard at The Dive, an establishment owned by Grey, the last of the Night Wardens, had recently taken to spending time with Peaches. They had formed some little group with our new neighbors—Cecelia, a child ice-mage Monty was training, and Rags, her monster-sized, guardian Caucasian Mountain Dog, and Peaches’ crush. At first, I thought it was cute, and a good way for Peaches to make friends. Now, I was beginning to think it was a horrible idea—especially the prolonged exposure to Frank.

      The fact that this magical menagerie of mayhem had saved my ass once, did nothing to encourage any goodwill towards the Brew & Chew Crew, as they dubbed themselves. Naming their group only made them dangerous in my eyes. A volatile, underaged, and unsupervised gang, capable of massive destruction.

      I pressed my hand against the dashboard of the Dark Goat and the engine roared to life, settling into a deep rumble after a few seconds.

      <Are we going to the place?> Peaches asked again.

      The place was what Peaches called his favorite dining spot—Ezra’s Deli downtown. It was an exact replica of Katz’s Deli, only with an extra side of magic. They served the best pastrami sandwiches in the city. As a favored patron, Peaches had a special titanium bowl at Ezra’s. Normal dishware wasn’t hellhound resistant. Every time we stopped by, it would be filled with ten pounds of pastrami.

      <We have to go find a bowl. We can go to the place later.>

      <Are you getting me a new bowl? Does this bowl have meat?>

      <No, and I don’t think so. Seriously, how can you be hungry?>

      <I’m a growing hellhound.>

      Monty coughed and opened the passenger side door. Somehow, he always knew when I was ‘talking’ to Peaches.

      “It’s a particularly special Cup, yes,” Monty said, sliding into the passenger side and adjusting his seatbelt. “Actually, it’s more of a cauldron.”

      “Cauldron? How do you go from cup to cauldron?”

      “Drinking from it can provide access to infinite knowledge, regeneration, and in some cases, resurrection.”

      “Resurrection, as in back from the dead?”

      “Is there another kind I’m not aware of?”

      “Basically, this is a plus ten cauldron of godliness.”

      “In simple terms, yes.”

      “Why am I getting the feeling this is a bowl of disaster?”

      “Because, in the wrong hands, it can be.”

      “Wrong hands, like this Moira?”

      “Precisely,” Monty said with a nod. “As you well know, immortality is more of a curse than a blessing.”

      “It’s only a curse because most immortals aren’t flawsome, like me.”

      “Do I even want to know?” Monty asked, shaking his head.

      “It’s being humble enough to know your flaws and still be awesome,” I answered. “Most immortals have egos the size of large planets. This prevents them from achieving my level of flawsomosity.”

      “It’s not only the egos,” Monty added somberly. “Living for millennia can be detrimental.”

      “Detrimental?” I said. “Every immortal I’ve met has been just this side of batshit psycho. Some of them have even crossed over to full psychomode. Living for eons twists the mind. Human or divine.”

      “Add infinite knowledge to the equation, and very rapidly you have a bored immortal, which in my experience leads to—”

      “Massive obliteration of everything,” I said. “Just to make things…interesting.”

      “Yes, an outcome that would be in our best interests to prevent.”

      “You know, for once, I’d like to deal with the Pillow of Deep Sleep or the Shoes of Long Walks,” I said, shaking my head. “Every artifact we’ve dealt with has had the potential to break reality.”

      “That would require a different type of detective agency, I think.”

      “This Cup have a name, or is it something low-key and subtle like the Immensely Powerful Reality-Shattering Cauldron of the Gods?”

      I could feel him staring at me and then look away. He was hesitating sharing the name. This only raised more red flags. We both knew the power of names.

      “It has had many names in its time,” he said after a pause. “Cauldron of the Dagda, the Cauldron of Inspiration, and Cerridwen’s Cauldron. You may recognize it as the Grail.”

      “The what?” I asked in disbelief. “I’m sorry. I must’ve misheard. For a second, it sounded like you said the Holy Grail.”

      “Grail. I didn’t mention anything about it being holy,” Monty said. “That’s how wars get started.”

      “Wait, would you say us getting this Cup back is important?”

      “Have you not been paying attention?” Monty snapped. “This artifact is dangerous. If Moira gets it, we’re headed for wholesale destruction.”

      “Got it,” I said, pensively. “It sounds like we’re on a quest then…a sacred quest.”

      “Don’t. Absolutely do not start with—”

      “Are we heading into great peril?”

      “Well, of course we’re headed into peril,” Monty said, really staring this time. “I don’t think you appreciate the gravity of this situation.”

      I could sense his irritation level rise, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Just saying, I’d prefer a little bit of peril for once.”

      “I see,” Monty said, rubbing his temple. “This is just going to be one prolonged flying circus for you, isn’t it?”

      “For the record, I didn’t say ‘grail’, you did.”

      “And I’m already regretting it,” he said with a sigh. “Should have had my cuppa.”

      “Wait a second,” I said, backing out of our spot and leaving the garage. “Dagda and Cerridwen sound like they may be friends with the Morrigan.”

      “I expect that by now, you would have learned to anticipate the worst and prepare for the cataclysmic,” Monty said, pulling out his phone. “Let’s head to James’ shop. I’ll have Quan meet us there, and we can tickle this dragon’s tail.”

      “You didn’t say anything about dragons.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Tickling the dragon’s tail meant doing something that had a risk of going catastrophically wrong. Trying to find this grail or cauldron, went slightly beyond tickling, and into full-blown yanking the dragon’s tail, while stomping on its foot, and slapping it in the face. Every dragon I’ve met lacked anything even resembling a sense of humor, much less being ticklish.

      “What did Jimmy say?” I asked, as I drove the few blocks over to the Rump. “Are we good?”

      “A quiet, peaceful meeting would be fine as long as the Rump remained undamaged,” Monty answered. “I sensed some reluctance in his voice about our visiting his business.”

      “Strange, I wonder why?” I asked. “Maybe it has something to do with your enemies blasting his shop to bits every time we stop by?”

      “No, I don’t think it’s that,” Monty replied, as I glanced at him. “He seemed preoccupied, distant.”

      “Is Quan going to blame you for this?” I asked, remembering how dangerous she could be. “She’s a bit high-strung, as I recall.”

      “Me?” Monty asked. “Why would she blame me?”

      “I noticed we’re meeting in a designated neutral zone. One that is heavily runed against the use of any kind of magic. Especially—battle magic.”

      “Old mages get that way by being prudent. Besides, Dex informed me that she was livid with the Golden Circle before all of this occurred.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “Something about the security detail not being up to her standards.”

      “Guess she was right,” I said. “If it wasn’t the Phoenix, then this is a Golden Circle issue.”

      “Dex will deal with that situation, but I fear he may not be the right choice to lead the Golden Circle.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as the management type,” I said. “Dex is more the ‘rogue mage, destroying everything in his wake’ type. Maybe this aura of destruction is a Montague thing?”

      “Be that as it may, this situation should, in no way, implicate me,” Monty replied. “We weren’t even in the country.”

      The Golden Circle, like the White Phoenix, was a sect of magic users dedicated to the training of mages. Monty, along with every Montague in his ancestry, had been part of this sect, which specialized in battle mages. Quan, on the other hand, belonged to the White Phoenix, a sect focused on healing and training mages in the discipline of restorative arts. This meant she could beat you to a bloody pulp, heal you, and then beat you like a drum again.

      “The Golden Circle is a sect you happen to be a part of,” I said, parking in front of the The Randy Rump, “guilt by association and all that.”

      “By the way, Quan is not high-strung,” Monty replied, stepping out of the Goat and pulled on his sleeves. “She is first and foremost a healer.”

      “My memories of her include plenty of moments where she was less a healer and more a damage dealer.”

      I glanced in the rear-view mirror before getting out.

      <Are you staying in the car? Jim won’t bring meat out to you, Sprawly McSprawl.>

      <We are bondmates. I go where you go.>

      <About that… we need to set some boundaries about the bathroom. I don’t need protection…in the bathroom. I don’t care if we’re bondmates. We’re not bowlmates.>

      <You should eat more meat. Your smell hurts my nose.>

      <I’m not taking dietary advice from a hellhound black hole, thank you. If it bothers you so much, stay out of the bathroom when I go.>

      <Bondmates means I go where you go.>

      I shook my head and adjusted the holster to my weapon, Grim Whisper. I carried negation rounds, which dealt effectively with most threats I faced. For everything else, I had Monty and Peaches.

      <Try not to break anything inside. Jim is a bit wary about our ‘visits’ to his business.>

      <Will he have meat?>

      <He’s a butcher. Meat is kind of his thing.>

      <Maybe I can be a butcher too? Meat is kind of my thing.>

      <You just like eating it. He sells it. Two very different ways of dealing with meat.>

      <My way is better. Can you ask him if I can be a butcher of eating?>

      I stared at him for a few seconds before motioning for him to exit the car.

      <We can discuss that later. Let’s go. Don’t bounce out of the Goat.>

      Peaches bounded out of the Goat, causing the car to rock on its specially designed suspension.

      “We may need to speak to Cecil about a stronger suspension,” I said, watching the Goat sway, as my hellhound jumped out. “Maybe something designed for a tank.”

      “I don’t think it would make a difference,” Monty said, glancing at Peaches. “Your creature is steadily getting heavier. I think an all-vegetable diet is in order.”

      “Only if you want to obliterate the city. Is Quan meeting us here? Are you sure arranging for a high-strung, livid mage to meet us at the Rump is a good idea?”

      “As I said,” Monty answered, heading for the entrance, “she’s not high-strung, she’s more what I would call a ‘quietly intense’ mage. However, she is upset, and the runes in here should provide a measure of calm.”

      “Ah, quietly intense,” I said, placing a hand on the hood of the Goat. A subtle wave of orange energy raced across its surface. I waited another second until I heard the familiar ‘hammer on anvil’ clang that let me know it was locked. “That’s what we’re calling homicidal these days…got it.”

      As we reached the door of the Randy Rump the world exploded.
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      I’ve been violently airborne several times in my life. None of them were of my own choosing. I landed gracefully, in a ‘sack of potatoes’ fashion, after bouncing off the hood of the Dark Goat twice, rolling off the opposite side, and landing in a groaning heap. Monty had thrown up a shield and deflected most of the blast. Peaches, unscathed by the explosion, padded over to where I lay on the street. Hellhounds were truly indestructible.

      The facade of the Rump was damaged, but still intact. I could see the runes glowing softly on the door frame. The door was singed, unbroken, and slightly ajar—an invitation to pain.

      <Are you hurt?>

      <Only my professional pride, boy. I should’ve expected something like that.>

      <If I lick you, maybe your pride will get better?>

      <Thanks, but that’s not how it works. Stay, close, I don’t think that was Quan.>

      “Tristan,” a female voice called from inside, “let’s avoid unnecessary carnage. Give me the key.”

      “Key?” I asked, looking at Monty. “I thought she was after a Cup?”

      “We have neither,” Monty answered. “This will be problematic.”

      “That was definitely not Quan,” I muttered under my breath, as I slid over to the end of the Dark Goat where Monty crouched. “Let me guess? Moira?”

      Monty nodded. “She will have members of the Order nearby. Stay alert.”

      “What did she do with Jim?” I asked. “And how is she using any of her abilities inside the Rump?”

      “Both good questions,” Monty replied, tracing white runes in the air. “And both irrelevant to the situation at hand.”

      “Jim is going to be so pissed at us,” I said, drawing Grim Whisper. “All of this destruction will be your fault.”

      “My fault? I fail to see how I would be responsible for any—”

      “Excuse me?” I said, pointing at the destroyed facade of the Randy Rump. “Who is Moira, the Mistress of Mayhem, after? I don’t know her. She’s not after me. Was it my name she just called out?”

      “Moira, where is the werebear owner of this establishment?” Monty called out, ignoring me.

      “I hope she didn’t fry Jim. Last thing we need right now is the violation of a neutral zone,” I said. “The Dark Council will lose their minds…and blame us—well, you.”

      “And you,” Monty added, “guilt by association and all that.”

      “The werebear is safe, along with the patrons of this establishment,” Moira answered. “If you’d like them to continue breathing, deliver the key to me.”

      “Bollocks,” Monty muttered under his breath. “When she realizes we don’t have the key, she will kill them.”

      “What is this key she keeps asking for?”

      “The Cup is protected by an entropic failsafe rune. Any mage that tries to remove the failsafe without the correct sequence—a key—will set off a chain reaction of destruction.”

      “When you say ‘destruction’, what are we talking about? The block? The building?”

      “The city—to begin with,” Monty answered. “An improperly activated entropic failsafe rune will create an uncontrollable singularity at its point of origin.”

      “Is this an actual key?” I asked. “Or is this another of those wonderful mage metaphors where the key is really some obscure runic phrase like rutah vutah zut?”

      “That’s absolute gibberish,” Monty answered. “The key is a phrase and an item.”

      “And we have neither,” I said. “I’m guessing they would be with the transport team?”

      “Which Moira dispatched in her attempt to get the Cup.”

      “Your choice of friends is leaving much to be desired,” I said, moving to the other end of the Goat. “How strong are the runes inside?”

      “She shouldn’t have been able to cast, which means the use of an enhanced runic inhibitor or she has increased her abilities considerably. And…she’s not my friend.”

      “It wasn’t my name she called out earlier.”

      “I have plenty of enemies that know my name.”

      “Oh, great, she’s your enemy? What did you do to piss her off?”

      “Not exactly an enemy,” Monty answered. “It’s complicated.”

      “Tell me we aren’t dealing with an ex. Please tell me it’s not that.”

      “She’s not an ex-anything,” Monty snapped. “Like I said, it’s complicated.”

      “Does Roxanne know about Moira?”

      Roxanne was the Sorceress-Director of Haven, the main hospital and medical facility for supernatural entities on the Eastern Seaboard. She also cared deeply for Monty. If Moira had some kind of romantic past with Monty, he was going to need medical assistance…stat.

      “Few people know about Moira and the Order.”

      “What you’re saying is that we’re going to die once Roxanne finds out. Wonderful.”

      “If the Order gets their hands on the Cup, we’re all dead, regardless. That makes your point, obscure as it seems…moot.”

      The white runes Monty had traced floated off, and disappeared into the night sky.

      “What were those?” I said, feeling the beads of my mala bracelet heavy against my wrist. It stored kinetic energy, transforming the energy into a shield. I checked Grim Whisper, tightened my thigh sheath, which held my siphon blade, Ebonsoul, and I made sure the main bead on my bracelet was accessible.

      “Help, hopefully.”

      “I hope that was calling for a runic airstrike to wipe out the front of the Rump. Jim could always rebuild.”

      “And you say, I’m the destructive one?”

      “It was a suggestion,” I said, “not the next course of action. There’s a difference.”

      “Let’s focus on the options until the help arrives.”

      “What did Dex mean, when he said you couldn’t face her?” I asked. “Is she that strong?”

      “Not to my recollection, no.”

      “Yet she’s casting from inside the rune-inscribed neutral zone?”

      “The detonation could have been conventional,” Monty said. “I didn’t sense a surge of energy, did you?”

      “Not really, no. You think she went lo-tech on this?”

      Monty nodded. “Those runes would stop anyone but an Archmage from casting. She doesn’t wield that kind of power.”

      “Why is she in the Rump to begin with?”

      “It’s not a coincidence,” Monty said, looking behind us. “Is it?”

      I followed his gaze to the empty street behind us.

      “Okay, then,” I said slowly. “I’m all for imaginary friends—not judging. I speak to a hellhound. Can I ask who you’re talking to?”

      “It’s not an imaginary friend,” Monty glared at me. “Focus and stop looking with your eyes.”

      I closed my eyes and felt nothing at first. Then I felt the energy signature around me.

      “Who the—?” I started, as the figure materialized.

      “I still can’t sneak up on you, Tris,” a voice said in the night.

      Her voice could only be described as Elizabeth-Hurley husky. It contained an accent I couldn’t place, but it sounded like Monty’s part of the world. It was a mixture of breathy undertones, good breeding, and an ample dose of menace.

      “Not for lack of skill,” Monty answered. “Your masking has improved.”

      “Your runes were helpful in tracking your location, thank you.”

      The figure solidified and gave us a deep bow.

      It was Quan.
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      “Tell me you have this Cup?” I asked after getting over the initial shock of her ghosting in on us. “Or at least the key.”

      Quan shook her head. “I know the location of the Cup and have the key, but I can’t give it to Moira.”

      She stepped close to Peaches and rubbed his head. He thumped a paw in approval and allowed her to miraculously keep her hand attached to the rest of her arm.

      <One head rub and you’re done? What kind of protection is this?>

      <She smells good. You don’t need protection from her.>

      An intricate tattoo of interwoven designs covered the top of her head and half of her face. From the turquoise glow, I could tell the design possessed magical properties. A simple black robe tied at the waist with a white sash covered her slight frame.

      The sash was interlinked with metal sections which blended into the tail of a white phoenix. The design snaked itself around her waist, up over one shoulder and across her chest.

      “Can’t or won’t?” I asked. “If she keeps this up, she’s going to destroy the Rump.”

      Quan pulled back a sleeve on her robe, revealing a string of golden symbols etched into her forearm.

      “Both,” Quan answered, showing me the runes. “Can you decipher these?”

      I shook my head. “I skipped runic alphabets in school. Monty?”

      “Those are proto-runes,” Monty said, admiringly. “This can only be unlocked back at your sect by an Elder versed in ancient runic text. Another precaution?”

      “To prevent anyone on the exchange team from getting ideas,” Quan answered. “If we give Moira the Cup she will destroy everything.”

      “Good point,” I said with a nod. “Do you know why she’s in the Randy Rump?”

      Peaches sniffed the air and entered ‘shred and maim’ mode. He spread his forelegs and dropped his head slightly. The runes along his flanks glowed red as he growled with a low rumble that started deep in his chest and filled the night with menace.

      <Bad ones are coming.>

      “Yes,” Quan answered and began gesturing. “We may want to deal with the immediate threat first.”

      “Immediate threat?” I asked. “What immediate—?”

      A surge of energy washed over me. I turned in time to see several women in combat armor advancing on our position. Runic symbols covered the black and red armor they wore.

      “I’m going to guess they aren’t with you,” I said, noticing the red energy covering some of their hands. The ones who didn’t have energy around their hands drew large knives from sheaths.

      “That is the Order of Calyx,” Quan said, her voice steel. “I dispatched several of them at the exchange, but I underestimated their numbers and ability.”

      I could see how. The women of the Order of Calyx phased in and out of sight as they approached.

      “That’s a neat trick,” I said. “Are they planewalking?”

      Quan gave me a look of mild surprise. “Yes. It makes them very difficult to track and engage.”

      “By ‘engage’ you mean—?”

      “Forcibly drive my fist into their faces.”

      “Okay, just checking,” I muttered, glancing at Monty. “Good thing she’s only ‘quietly intense’.”

      “Is the Cup where I think it is?” Monty asked, tracing violet runes in the air.

      Quan nodded. “I was being pursued, and my team had fallen. It was the best course of action,” Quan said, placing her softly glowing hands together in a prayer-like fashion. “I did not expect the Order to be able to locate the Cup’s energy signature so rapidly.”

      “Where did you put it?” I asked, keeping an eye on the Order of Creepiness getting closer. “Is it nearby?”

      Both Monty and Quan glanced at the Randy Rump.

      “There,” Quan said, gesturing to the Rump with her chin. “In the backroom’s protected area.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I asked. “Does Jim know you placed this artifact in his shop?”

      “The werebear is the one holding the Cup at this moment,” Quan answered, placing a hand on the street. “He is helping me and the White Phoenix.”

      I felt the energy shift again and pressed the main bead on my mala bracelet, materializing my shield. A second later, several large knives, followed by angry red orbs of energy, slammed into my shield, rebounded off the surface, and crashed into the Dark Goat next to us. I glanced at the Dark Goat and noticed it survived the attack unscathed.

      “I don’t think they’re here to negotiate,” I said, shifting position. “Let’s see if we can thin the ranks.”

      <Can I bite them?>

      <Boy, you can chew on them, but don’t kill them. Just put them to sleep. They will try and go in-between. Find them and stop them.>

      <If I do this, can we get extra meat at the place?>

      <Of course. Go get them, and remember, chew gently. No ripping off arms or legs.>

      Peaches leaped into the air and disappeared.

      I switched out my magazine for persuader rounds.

      Monty and Quan each released orbs of power. Monty’s violet orbs crashed into several of the women, lifting them off their feet and slamming them into a nearby wall. Quan unleashed two golden orbs of energy that raced across the ground at blazing speed.

      A strand of energy extended from one orb to the other, causing both to spin, creating an energy bola. The golden orbs tangled the legs of several of Order, snaring them in place and knocking them down.

      I fired Grim Whisper, dropping another four of the Order. Persuader rounds were designed to scramble neural networks. They were ideal for dealing with magic users and normals alike. Even though they hurt like hell, they were non-lethal.

      When a round hit a target, it caused 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, mage or not, and gave new meaning to the term ‘being pissed-off’ as they collapsed writhing.

      More Order of Calyx phased in.

      “By how many did you underestimate their numbers?” Monty asked, releasing several smaller orbs in rapid succession, hitting five more of the Order. “This is not slowing them down.”

      “Give it a second,” I said. “Peaches hasn’t started.”

      Several more of the Order appeared, some unconscious, others with a look of fear as Peaches would pounce in behind them and chomp on their arms or legs. After getting a firm grip, he would shake his head vigorously before tossing their unconscious bodies to the side like rag dolls.

      No matter how accustomed as I was to him, Peaches was amazing to watch in action. Being single-minded of purpose and relentless in pursuit were distinctive hellhound traits. I could understand the looks of fear. Peaches started to move faster and I almost felt sorry for the Order, until another knife sailed past my head.

      “Your creature is quite good at this,” Monty said, releasing another barrage of small orbs at some of the remaining women of the Order. The orbs connected, discharging a large electric arc of energy. The night briefly became day as the energy lit up the surrounding area. The women convulsed for a brief second before falling to the ground.

      “We’ve been practicing,” I said, looking on in admiration. “I’m impressed they still have all their parts attached.”

      “You bribed him with meat, didn’t you?”

      “It’s Peaches. What do you think?”

      “I think you need to put him on a diet.”

      I saw the last group advance, and began raising Grim Whisper, when Monty placed a hand on my arm, shaking his head. Quan took a step forward and disappeared. I tried to focus on her energy signature, but she was gone.

      “She’s been practicing too,” I said when I saw her reappear in the midst of the remaining women of the Order. “Do we need to give her a hand? That’s a fairly large group of stabby women.”

      “If she needs help,” Monty said, “I’m certain she’ll inform us.”

      Quan was surrounded by at least eight women of the Order.

      “I almost feel sorry for them.”
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      As a mage of the White Phoenix, Quan possessed certain impressive abilities.

      Her ability to heal herself and others, along with her teleportation skills, and energy masking, made her one of the most dangerous mages I knew. However, those abilities paled in comparison to her thunderfist.

      The tattoos on Quan’s face glowed a deep blue as she lifted an arm and punched the ground. The women around her never stood a chance. Quan stood at the epicenter of the runically charged explosion. Blue light erupted from the ground and launched the women from the Order in every direction.

      Quan winked in and out of sight as she dispatched the women. Before they could regain their bearings, she knocked them all unconscious. I realized she could’ve just as easily killed them all and was thankful for her restraint.

      “I’m going to turn this place into rubble,” Quan said, walking to where we stood. “Then I’m leaving with the artifact.”

      So much for restraint.

      “You can’t,” I said quickly as Quan stared at me. “The Randy Rump is a neutral zone, its destruction will be considered an act of war by the Dark Council.”

      Quan glanced behind her at the unconscious women.

      “Do I seem concerned about the Dark Council?” she asked. “I need the artifact, and I need to go home. Before the Order advances on us.”

      “Didn’t we just—?” I started and stopped when Quan shook her head. “Are you serious?”

      “This was a scouting party,” Quan said, her voice on edge. “The main force numbers in the thousands. More than any of us, or your Dark Council can handle.”

      “And Moira leads them?”

      “No,” Quan said. “But she commands a large faction within the Order. If she were to get the artifact—”

      “She could become the immortal leader of the entire Order,” Monty finished.

      “I understand you can’t move against her, Tris,” Quan said. “But I am under no such restriction. If she tries to stop me, I will erase her.”

      “And incur the wrath of the entire Order as a result,” Monty said. “They will obliterate the White Phoenix. They may not have the power, but they have the numbers—and Beatrix. We only hold the Cup because they allow it.”

      “I need to deliver that Cup or else its absence will set off a chain of catastrophic events.”

      “Starting with a war of possession,” Monty said.

      “You can see why that would be a bad thing,” Quan answered. “Moira isn’t exactly what I would call ‘stable’.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised,” I said. “But there has to be another way in without tearing the place apart.”

      “You have ten seconds before I start demolishing this structure,” Quan said, pointing at The Randy Rump. “The runes inscribed inside the property prevent my teleporting directly to the artifact.”

      “How long do we have before the rest of the Order gets here?” I asked. “I’m guessing that she summoned them to show whoever is running the Order that she should be in charge, right?”

      “They will be here inside the hour, and you have five seconds,” Quan answered as the tattoos on her face began to give off blue light. “A plan or get back.”

      “Hear me out,” I said, raising my hand. “If I can get you to the artifact, can you leave the backroom without Moira noticing?”

      Quan stared at me with a look that asked ‘how many head injuries have you received or were you born this dense’? She sighed and the blue glow diminished subtly.

      “Of course,” Quan answered. “It’s the initial runes in the outer area and on the door that prevent entrance. There are no runes inside the backroom.”

      This was a gamble, but it was the only way we were going to get Quan the artifact and prevent a war with the Dark Council.

      “One sec,” I said, crouching down next to Peaches. “Let me see what I can do.”

      Quan looked at Monty. “He needs to speak to his hellhound?”

      Monty held up a hand. “On occasion, it’s prudent to confer with those who are wiser and possess more insight,” Monty said, pointing at me. “Simon is doing that right now.”

      I glared at Monty. “The wit—it’s killing me.”

      Monty gave me a slight bow.

      <Hey boy, can you smell the bear from here?>

      I held my breath and hoped. If Peaches couldn’t find Jimmy, this plan was over before it began. Peaches could find me anywhere since we were bonded. If he had to locate someone besides me, he used his enhanced sense of smell. One of his hellhound abilities was being able to smell energy signatures.

      Peaches closed his eyes and sniffed the air.

      <I smell meat.>

      <Not a surprise. How about Jimmy? The bear who is going to give you extra meat if you can find him?>

      He sniffed the air again.

      <Yes, he is next to the meat. Do you want me to go there?>

      <I want you to take her there.> I pointed at Quan.

      <I can only take one other. There is energy in the way.>

      I figured he meant the runic defenses of the Randy Rump.

      <I only need you to take one—her.>

      <Will I get more meat if I do?>

      <I will get you meat here and at the place if you can take her there.>

      <The wag you kind? Frank says that’s the best.>

      I made a mental note to visit The Dive and smush Frank, if we survived tonight.

      <Enough to make you pause for at least five seconds.>

      <Tell her she has to stop her power if I’m taking her there. Or else she can get lost in-between.>

      <I’ll tell her. Get ready to go now.>

      I stood up and explained the situation to Quan.

      “You’re mad,” she said. “You expect me to planewalk with a hellhound without my defenses?”

      “Either that, or we get to face the Order when they arrive,” I said. “Your call.”

      “Or, I can tear this place apart, eliminate Moira, and leave with the artifact,” Quan said with a small smile. “It shouldn’t take too long.”

      “I’d suggest against that,” I said, letting my hand rest on Grim Whisper. “That would mean I’d have to stop you.”

      “Do you think you can?” Another smile. This one as warm as an arctic blast.

      “No,” I said, my voice hard. “But I’m very determined to prevent a war. Even if that means getting beaten silly. I will stop you.”

      “You have no guarantee this will work,” Quan said after a few seconds.

      “I’ve done it,” I said. “Didn’t like it, but I survived.”

      “You’re his bondmate,” Quan snapped. “With me, he can break the tether, trapping me forever in-between planes.”

      “Peaches will not lose you,” I said, rubbing his ears. “He’s a good dog.”

      “This is insane.”

      “You can trust both Simon and his creature,” Monty said. “If he says he can get you inside, he will get you inside.”

      Quan stepped close to Monty and grabbed his forearm. Monty made no move to remove her hand.

      “On your word as bond,” Quan said, staring into Monty’s eyes. “As a Montague and a mage. You will make sure the artifact is delivered if this fails.”

      “On my word as bond,” Monty replied. “As a Montague and a mage.”

      Quan nodded and uttered some words I couldn’t understand. A soft golden light suffused their arms, fading after a few seconds.

      Quan looked at Peaches, then at me.

      “I’m ready.”
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      Planewalking was slightly different from teleportation.

      Whenever Monty cast a teleportation circle, the effect was instantaneous. I stepped into the circle and arrived wherever we needed to, moments later. It took my body several minutes to understand the process, which caused me excruciating agony.

      Planewalking with Peaches was closer to sitting in the longest, most insane roller coaster in the world without a harness, seatbelt, or any other method of staying attached to said rollercoaster, plus the agony after it was over.

      I placed my hands around Peaches’ massive head and stared into his eyes.

      <Do not lose her. Take her to the bear and wait for me there.>

      <Then we get meat?>

      I nodded.

      <Then we get more meat than you can handle.>

      <I can handle big bowls of meat. Meat is life.>

      <We’ll see. Get going and make sure to hang on to her.>

      <I won’t lose her. >

      <Can you let me know when you get there?>

      I won’t lie, I was worried.

      <I will speak. You will hear me. Tell her to hold on.>

      “You may want to get a firm grip on him,” I said, pointing to his scruff. “You know, just in case it gets bumpy on the way there.”

      “Bumpy?” Quan said, hugging Peaches by the neck. “There is no turbulence. Why would it get—?”

      Peaches growled and they were gone.

      “I don’t envy her the headache she will have when she arrives,” I said.

      “Indeed,” Monty said, heading to the destroyed, but sealed entrance. “We should prepare for our guests.”

      “How does one prepare for an army?” I asked. “We aren’t exactly an army of two.”

      “We start by removing her from the shop,” Monty said, pointing at the Rump. “I think it will be safer and less destructive to wait out here.”

      “Not inside where the runes will prevent anyone from attacking us?”

      “And also prevent us from using our defensive capabilities.”

      “There is that,” I said. “How are we going to convince Moira to come outside?”

      “Simple,” Monty said, stepping closer to the door, but not crossing the threshold of glowing runes. “Moira, I can help you. I have the key.”

      “If this is a ruse, Tristan, I will blast you where you stand and then kill your friend.”

      “She’s a little dark,” I said, making sure I had easy access to my weapons. “Not a big fan of the ‘killing your friend’ part, but she’s welcome to try.”

      “She doesn’t know about your condition, and it’s best it remain that way,” Monty said, turning to the door. “This is not a ruse. I can show you the key.”
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      The door to the Rump opened wider and Moira stepped out. That’s when I understood why Monty couldn’t move against her.

      “She’s related to you, isn’t she?”

      Monty nodded. “A distant cousin, but our genes are strong. If I took any action against her, I’d have to deal with her mother.”

      “Who is?”

      “On her way,” Monty said under his breath. “I hope your creature was successful.”

      “I’ll find out any second.”

      Moira appeared to be a young woman in her mid-twenties. She wore the same black and red, rune-covered armor of the Order. I noticed a golden insignia on her shoulders, which I figured meant rank of some kind.

      Her black hair was cut short, and she carried herself with a feigned sense of dignity. She held a short sword in one hand while an orb of black energy enveloped the other.

      I looked into her eyes because, no matter how put together someone appears, the eyes always reveal the crazy. What I saw there made me realize we were in trouble if this plan fell through. Her dark eyes stared back at me with the cold, calculating expression of advanced madness. This was a person willing to do whatever it took to achieve her goals—even if it meant killing everyone around her.

      “Show me the key,” she said, pointing the sword at Monty, then looking at me. “You stay there.”

      Monty removed his jacket, carefully folding and placing it on the hood of the Dark Goat. He slowly unbuttoned his sleeve.

      “Let’s not rush or anything,” I said under my breath. “Really, take your time.”

      “I intend to,” Monty said.

      “Silence,” Moira said, pointing the sword in my direction. “You were not given permission to speak.”

      I looked around. “Are you talking to me?” I said, pointing to my chest. “That’s funny, because I don’t remember asking for your permission.”

      The black orb in her hand crackled with power.

      Monty sighed and slowly rolled up his sleeve, revealing a string of golden symbols glowing faintly on his forearm in the darkness of the night.

      “It’s the key,” she almost whispered. “You know the sequence, Tristan. Open the door and get the Cup from the bear.”

      “No.” Monty straightened out his sleeve and put his jacket on. “Even if I knew the sequence, I wouldn’t open the door.”

      “You do remember we’re outside of the Rump?” I asked when I saw the expression of rage flit across Moira’s face. “That orb looks extra entropic.”

      “I thought I told you to remain silent?” she said through clenched teeth. “Let me help you.”

      Moira waved her hand and released the orb in my direction. I pressed the mala bead and drew my gun, but the orb never reached me. I peeked over my shield to see the orb floating, frozen in the space between us. I looked over at Monty who shook his head.

      “What are you doing, child?” a woman’s voice said from behind us.

      I turned slowly and looked at an older, taller version of Moira, except the power, grace, and dignity weren’t forced. Her energy signature filled the surrounding area.

      She wore a black suit over a shimmering white blouse, accented with a red sword pin over the left lapel. I only saw her but could sense the multiple energy signatures around us. She didn’t arrive alone. The power around us suggested we’d need an army just to get her attention.

      “Hello, Aunt Beatrix,” Monty said with a slight nod. I could hear some of the relief in his voice. “It is good to see you.”

      Beatrix returned the nod. “And you, Tristan. How is Dexter? Last I heard, he is overseeing the Golden Circle?”

      The moment was surreal. Any second, I expected them to break out the good china and have a warm cuppa, maybe discuss the weather. The fact that I was nearly the recipient of an angry orb of disintegration seemed to have escaped notice.

      “He is,” Monty said. “But I don’t think it suits him.”

      “I agree. Dexter was always more of a free spirit, untethered and wild,” Beatrix said, looking in my direction. “You must be—”

      “Completely confused,” I said abruptly, before my brain got the memo. “Are we not seeing the orb headed my way?”

      “My apologies,” Beatrix said, waving a hand and dispersing the orb. “My daughter seems to have a misconception about our responsibilities.”

      “I am clear about my role in the Order, Mother,” Moira scoffed. “You are the one who has lost sight of our calling.”

      “Have I?” Beatrix asked in a tone that said ‘by all means, here’s a shovel, start digging that hole’. “And you plan to set me on the right path, do you?”

      The correct answer should’ve been an abject apology followed by extreme begging of forgiveness. Moira didn’t seem to care or have a sense of self-preservation. She opted for belligerence…bad move.

      “I have the Cup,” Moira said, and then pointed at Monty. “He has the key. I will take the Cup and my rightful place.”

      I heard a low rumble followed by a tremor.

      Peaches was letting me know he made it.

      Quan had left the Rump with the Cup.

      “He may have the key,” Beatrix said. “But you no longer have the Cup.”
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      “Excuse me?” Moira nearly yelled. “The Cup is in there”—she jabbed a finger behind her at the Rump—“the werebear has it.”

      “Had it,” I said. “He no longer has it.”

      Moira whirled on Monty. “You did this.”

      “Actually, no,” Monty replied. “You did. Your hunger for power brought you to where you stand right now. On the precipice of destruction.”

      Moira raced at us with her sword drawn.  Monty remained still as Peaches materialized in front of me with a low growl. She stopped her approach.

      “I haven’t fed him yet,” I said, rubbing Peaches’ head. “He gets really cranky when he’s hungry. Feel free to attack. You’d make a good snack.”

      “You’re bonded to a hellhound?” Moira asked. “How could you be? You don’t wield power of any kind.”

      “I don’t,” I said, holstering my weapon. “but I know an excellent butcher, and that’s enough.”

      “Pathetic,” Moira sneered. “I’ll end you both and take the key.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Beatrix said, her voice sharper than any blade. “You will learn to respect the Order until you understand what our true responsibilities are.”

      Beatrix gestured and several squadrons of the Order appeared. These weren’t like the earlier group. Each of them held two flaming  short swords. Along their legs, I saw an arsenal of assorted knives and other bladed weapons in their sheaths. Across their backs, each wore a longer sheath complete with sword. Strapped across their chests rested dual holsters, holding large guns.

      “Is this supposed to intimidate me?” Moira said, trying to hold back the tremor in her voice and failing. “I don’t fear your Personal Guard.”

      “Because you are young and foolish,” Beatrix said with a sigh. She gestured with a hand, opening a portal behind Moira. “I will deal with you later.”

      Moira rushed forward. Beatrix made a fist and waved it horizontally in front of her chest. A blast of energy smashed into Moira and sent her flying into the portal. With another gesture, Beatrix closed the portal.

      “Does this mean you left most of the Order at home?” I asked, looking around at her Personal Guard, impressed. I counted easily over two hundred warriors. “What about Moira’s followers?”

      “Most of them have misplaced loyalty,” Beatrix replied. Another wave of her hand formed portals around the unconscious Order who followed Moira. “Others will require extensive retraining. You needn’t concern yourself with them.”

      All of Moira’s followers were gone.

      “Seem like you have a serious morale issue among your ranks, I mean—”

      “What Simon is trying to say is—thank you,” Monty finished, staring at me. “Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes…thank you,” I said, realizing I was venturing into self-obliteration territory if I pissed off Beatrix. “Although”—I glanced around—“all these warriors seem a bit like overkill. You need that many personal guards?”

      Beatrix gave me a small smile. “This is only a tenth of my Elite Guard,” she said. “My daughter still doesn’t understand why we exist.”

      “Why do you exist?” I asked, careful not to antagonize her. I was daring, not suicidal. “What is the Order for, if you don’t safeguard the Cup or cauldron or whatever it is?”

      “The Order doesn’t exist to safeguard the Cup,” Beatrix said. “Our purpose is a deterrent against its misuse. The mages”—she glanced at Monty—“are the ones tasked with keeping it safe. We are summoned when they fail this task.”

      “Except this time, it was one of the Order who tried to take possession,” Monty said. “What will you do to her?”

      “She will spend a century or two learning manners and respect,” Beatrix said, opening another portal. “In time, she will understand that power usurped is a fleeting thing. Real power does not rely solely on cleverness and subterfuge.”

      “I will pass on your greetings to Uncle Dex,” Monty said. “He’ll be glad to hear from you.”

      “Please do,” Beatrix said. “Tell him to step down from the Circle. If he really wants excitement, he should start a mage academy. That will keep his hands full. There’s nothing quite as challenging as dealing with young mages.”

      “I’ll pass on your advice,” Monty said. “But you know him. I doubt he’ll listen.”

      “And Tristan?” Beatrix said, at the edge of the portal. “Make sure Quan gets the Cup to the White Phoenix—immediately.”

      Her words didn’t sound like a request.

      “Understood.”

      Beatrix nodded and stepped through the portal. The rest of her Guard disappeared a second later as if they never existed. I turned to face the Randy Rump.

      “Let’s go get the Cup,” Monty said, stepping inside.
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      Monty placed the kettle on the stove as the sun crept over the horizon.

      I stocked our backup freezer with several slabs of the best wagyu beef Jim had in the shop. In the bowl next to me, sat close to fifteen pounds of Kobe beef and in front of it, a barely contained salivating hellhound.

      <Stop drooling all over the place. We don’t need an indoor swimming pool.>

      <Can I eat it now?>

      <Only if you promise to leave the bowl intact. You destroy the bowl—no more meat today.>

      <I’ll be careful. I promise.>

      <Chew your food. Don’t inhale it.>

      <I will.>

      Peaches nudged me over, nearly dislocating my knee, and proceeded to vacuum the meat into his bottomless stomach. On the counter, the case with the cauldron sat. Jim the Butcher was initially upset with the damage to the Randy Rump until Monty promised to restore the shop with heightened security, and new rune work he would inscribe himself.

      Quan placed a hand on the rune-covered case. Golden light spilled out from the sleeve of her robe.

      “Do you think the Cup is as powerful as the legends say?” Quan asked. “Or is it mostly unfounded?”

      I thought back to Beatrix and her elite guard as the kettle began whistling on the stove. I glanced over at Monty who sighed and removed the kettle.

      “The only cup I’m interested in at the moment is going to be filled with some Earl Grey.”

      He started humming a melody under his breath.

      “It’s been my experience,” I said, shaking my head slowly, “especially with artifacts of power, that the legends and rumors are usually blowing the truth out of proportion.”

      “Like your blade, or Tristan’s swords?” Quan asked, staring at me with a gentle smile. She tapped the case. “The White Phoenix will keep it safe until the next cycle of exchange takes place.”

      “How long is that?”

      “One, maybe two thousand years, give or take a few decades.”

      “I can live with that,” I said, looking at the grail case. “Can you make sure it’s buried in the deepest part of your sect?”

      “Any deeper and you’d need to contact Hades to retrieve it,” Quan replied, picking up the case. “It will be safe.”

      “As long as Hades doesn’t actually get it, I’m good.”

      “He won’t,” she said, stepping over to where Peaches was devouring his meat. “No one being should possess this much power. God or human.”

      “I wouldn’t get too close while he’s eating,” I warned. “Unless you’ve grown tired of having your arms attached to your body.”

      “He is an excellent hellhound,” she said, rubbing his head and miraculously keeping all of her fingers. “He navigated the planes with excellence.”

      Peaches gave off a low rumble and kept eating.

      “I agree,” I said. “He is the most excellent hellhound. See you soon.”

      “No, you won’t,” she answered and gave us both a bow, which we returned. “It’s better that way.”

      I nodded in silence as she disappeared with the case.

      The smell of Earl Grey filled the kitchen as Monty prepared his tea.

      “You really should switch to coffee,” I said. “Can you imagine how powerful your castings would become if they were caffeine-fueled?”

      “This cup is perfect just the way it is, thank you,” he said, and left the kitchen quietly singing a melody I had heard a few times before.

      
        
        Polly put the kettle on,

        Polly put the kettle on,

        Polly put the kettle on,

        We'll all have tea.

        Sukey take it off again,

        Sukey take it off again,

        Sukey take it off again,

        They've all gone away.

      

      

      I took a sip from my own cup of exquisite javambrosia, found myself humming the tune, and realized he was right.

      My cup was perfect.

      
        
        THE END
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      Thank you for reading this story and jumping back into the Monty & Strong World.

      When is a grail not a grail…when it’s in a Monty & Strong story.

      I had to do a surprising amount of research for a short story because there are many variations of the grail in history and mythos. This story was a slight departure from the usual and introduced a group and characters that will be revealed in the main M&S World at a later date.

      Some of the characters in this story will be familiar to you if you’ve visited the M&S World before. I wanted to show a different side of the world M&S inhabit and hopefully provide you a exciting adventure in the process. I promise to reveal more of the Order of Calyx in later books. This isn’t the last you’ve seen of Moira either.

      If this is your first visit to the M&S World, first, welcome! Second, you have stepped into a wonderful rabbit hole that goes pretty deep. If you want to know who Montague & Strong are, and how they met, that story is in NO GOD IS SAFE, which is a short, explaining how Tristan and Simon worked their first case.

      Like all my stories, 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. These references occur spontaneously and I barely have control of where they will pop up. If there is a reference you don’t understand, feel free to email me and I will explain it…maybe. Bribing with large amounts of coffee and chocolate(both at the same time even) has been known to work wonders!

      Every story in the M&S World is a slow reveal, even the shorts. I know many readers want to know more about Moira, Beatrix, and the Order of Calyx. Rather than reveal all that in a long backstory, I will introduce them in several other books as Monty & Strong get into their usual situations(read destructive disasters).

      Once again, thank you for taking the time to read this story.

      If you really enjoyed this story, I need you to do me a HUGE favor—Please let other readers know and leave a review. It’s really important and helps the book (and me).

      Keep reading!
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            Bitten Peaches Publishing

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thanks for Reading

        If you enjoyed this book, would you please leave a review at the site you purchased it from? It doesn’t have to be long… just a line or two would be fantastic and it would really help me out.

      

      

      

      Bitten Peaches Publishing offers more books by this author. From science fiction & fantasy to adventure & mystery, we bring the best stories for adults and kids alike.

      

      
        
        www.BittenPeachesPublishing.com

      

      

      
        
        More books by Orlando A. Sanchez

      

      

      

      
        
        The Warriors of the Way

        The Karashihan*•The Spiritual Warriors•The Ascendants•The Fallen Warrior•The Warrior Ascendant•TheMaster Warrior

      

      

      

      
        
        John Kane

        The Deepest Cut*•Blur

      

      

      

      
        
        Sepia Blue

        The Last Dance*•Rise of the Night•Sisters•Nightmare

      

      

      

      
        
        Chronicles of the Modern Mystics

        The Dark Flame•A Dream of Ashes

      

      

      

      
        
        Montague & Strong Detective Agency Novels

        Tombyards & Butterflies•Full Moon Howl•Blood is Thicker•Silver Clouds Dirty Sky•Homecoming•Dragons & Demigods•Bullets & Blades•Hell Hath No Fury

      

      

      
        
        Montague & Strong Detective Agency Stories

        No God is Safe•The Date•The War Mage•A Proper Hellhound• The Perfect Cup

      

      

      

      
        
        Brew & Chew Adventures

        Hellhound Blues

      

      

      

      
        
        Night Warden Novels

        Wander•ShadowStrut

      

      

      

      
        
        Division 13

        The Operative•The Magekiller

      

      

      

      
        
        Blackjack Chronicles

        The Dread Warlock

      

      

      

      
        
        The Assassins Apprentice

        The Birth of Death

      

        

      
        Gideon Shepherd Thrillers

        Sheepdog

      

      

      
        
        DAMNED

        Aftermath

      

      

      

      
        
        *Books denoted with an asterisk are FREE via my website—www.orlandoasanchez.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledegements

          

        

      

    

    
      With each book, I realize that every time I learn something about this craft, it highlights so many things I still have to learn. Each book, each creative expression, has a large group of people behind it.

      This book is no different.

      Even though you see one name on the cover, it is with the knowledge that I am standing on the shoulders of the literary giants that informed my youth and supported by my generous readers who give of their time to jump into the adventures of my overactive imagination.

      

      
        
        I would like to take a moment to express my most sincere thanks:

      

      

      To Dolly: my wife and greatest support. You make all this possible each and everyday. You keep me grounded when I get lost in the forest of ideas. Thank you for asking the right questions when needed, and listening intently when I go off on tangents. Thank you for who you are and the space you create—I love you.

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

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

      

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

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

      

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

      

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

      

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

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

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact Me

          

        

      

    

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

      

      

      
        
        orlando@orlandoasanchez.com

      

      

      

      
        
        To get FREE stories please visit my page at:

        www.orlandoasanchez.com

      

      

      

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

        You can find us at:

        Montague & Strong Case Files

      

      

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ART SHREDDERS

          

        

      

    

    
      No book is the work of one person. I am fortunate enough to have an amazing team of advance readers and shredders. They give their time and keen eyes to provide notes, insight, and corrections (dealing wonderfully with my dreaded comma allergy). They help make every book and story go from good to great. Each and every one of you helped make this book fantastic.

      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      
        
        ART SHREDDERS

      

      

      Adam G. Anne M. Audra V.M. Audrey C. Barbara H. Barbara H.Bennah P. Beverly C. Cam S. Carrie Anne O’L. Cat. Chris CII. Dana A. Daniel P. Darren M. Dawn. Denise K. Diane K. Dolly. Donnay Young H. Dorothy MPG. Elizabeth. Hal B. Helen D. Helen W. Howard W. Jan G. Jeem. Joscelyn S. Julie P. Karen H. Karen H. Kevin M. Larry Diaz T. Laura T. Lesley S. LZ. MaryAnn S. Mike H. Natalie F. RC B. Rene C. Rob H. Sara Mason B. Shannon Owens B. Sharon H. Shawnie N. Stacey S. Stephanie C. Stephen B. Sue W.  Tami C. Tammy Ashwin K. Tanya A. Tehrene H. Terri A. Thomas R. Tracy K. Wanda Corder J. Wendy S. Zak K.

    

  


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

      © 2019 Orlando A. Sanchez

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

      Published by: Bitten Peaches Publishing

      Cover Art: Deranged Doctor Design www.derangeddoctordesign.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thanks for Reading

        If you enjoyed this book, would you please leave a review at the site you purchased it from? It doesn’t have to be a book report… just a line or two would be fantastic and it would really help us out!
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