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LOOK WHO JUST DRAGGED himself out of Hell...

Yancy Lazarus—mage, bluesman, and Hand of Fate—is back from Hell, and the world of the living ain't what it used to be. The Guild of the Staff is broken, his friends are being hunted down, and the pact between the supernatural nations is on the brink of collapse. Someone needs to shoot some sense into people, and if there's one thing Yancy knows about a job well done, it's that you have to do it yourself.

But the ringmaster at the center of this evil clown circus is the Morrigan, the Irish War Walker of Old, and she's cooked up a nasty new ritual that could be the end of humanity. This isn't like the last time she faced Yancy, however. Fueled by both cleansing magic and demonic fire, Yancy and his crew of supernatural misfits are packing more heat than she can handle. A reckoning of epic proportions is coming.
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH all of my awesome books? Then check out my website, Author James A. Hunter, and subscribe to my mailing list! Sign up now and get a free copy of my bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests!

To get access to exclusive content and other cool stuff, visit my Patreon page. 
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“YOU DIRTY SON OF A bitch,” I growled, hands balling into fists, gaze fixed on the man at the far side of the room. Sharp dressed, with movie-star good looks and a 1920’s hairdo, James Sullivan looked for all the world like he’d just stepped off the set of The Great Gatsby. He wore a grin as wide as the Mississippi in rainy season and sat casually on the edge of a dark wood table, a lowball glass filled with something dark and delicious in one hand. 

He wasn’t the only one in the room. No, there was a host of familiar faces. 

Arch-Mage Borgstorm perched behind an enormous wooden table covered with a slew of maps and reams of papers. Ferraro stood beside her, leaning against the edge of the desk, surveying a report, brow furrowed in worry, while Darlene Drukiski nattered on in her cheerful, midwestern accent from in front of a mission board. The board was decorated with glossy photos and strands of colored twine, running from everywhere to everywhere in a haphazard maze of tenuous connections. Greg was there, a scowl of disapproval adorning his face. Shit, even Sir Gal—knight of King Arthur’s Court and protector of the Holy Grail—was present and accounted for, examining a manila folder from the seat of a padded leather club chair. 

After spending months and months stalking the nightmarish hellscape of Pandæmonium—with only ass-ugly Levi for company—seeing all of those friendly faces should’ve been a balm for my weary, demon-infested soul. 

But they weren’t. Nope. Only one face mattered. 

And that face stood out like a neon sign in a pitch-black alleyway. A neon sign that strobed Punch-Me, Punch-Me, Punch-Me in electric blue lettering. 

My mind flashed back and in an instant I could feel sharp cold steel pressed against my throat while James whispered in my ear, “I’m sorry it’s come to this, but I’m afraid I can’t let you do this, old sport.” A cloud of inky-dark crows fluttered through my mind, swooping down in a whirlwind of sharp beaks and beady black eyes, resolving into a woman with long blonde hair resting on lovely pale shoulders poking out above an elegant dress red as freshly spilled blood. The Morrigan, though occupying the body of Ailia Levchenko. 

The grin adorning James’s face faltered and faded into a thin line of horror as his eyes landed on me. 

“Yancy,” he said. The words sounded strangled in his throat. “I... This”—he stammered, sweeping a hand around the room—“well, I can explain.”

“Good luck doing that without any teeth, you human dumpster fire.” 

The sound in the room faded to a dull rumble, words all blending into an odd, incoherent roar as red rage invaded my vision. Without waiting for a response, I surged forward, long legs carrying me across the room in four quick steps as I threw myself at him. 

He shot to his feet and darted right, bringing his hands up into a classic boxer’s stance, angling his hips and squaring up his shoulders. Ready for a brawl. 

James was a scrapper, no doubt about it, and he’d been a member of the Fist of the Staff before I’d even been alive and kicking. The man knew his shit and was tougher than a Marine Corps drill instructor with a host of combat tours under his belt, a grenade in one hand, and a K-Bar clutched in the other. 

I didn’t have two shits to give about any of that.

He was a dick. 

He’d sold me out. 

And even if he did have a damned good reason, he still had a dump truck’s worth of comeuppance barreling his way. There was a very real part of me that wanted to kill him where he stood, but I didn’t want to do it with magic. Tearing him apart with iron-strong bands of Nox would never bring the satisfaction I needed. 

I wanted to kill him with my bare hands. 

With an inarticulate roar I dropped low and hooked my closed fist into his ribs, swinging with enough force to snap bones. No pulling punches, that was for damned sure. 

He was quick, though, dipping his elbow at the last second, deflecting the blow enough to prevent me from caving his ribs into his treasonous lungs. 

James dropped back, striking with a jab that caught me on the cheek, opening a small cut beneath my eye. I had more raw metaphysical power than he did, but pound for pound, he was the better fighter, with a shit-ton more experience to boot. Still, I’d earned some fancy new muscles during my time trudging around the Second Circle of Damnation, and after everything I’d been through, a little nick on the cheek was hardly worth writing home about. 

Off to my left, Sir Gal—the guy had a stupid girl name and no one could convince me otherwise—broke into action, drawing an odd weapon, the length and shape of a police baton, though made from an odd-looking mercurial metal that gleamed in the glow from the overhead lights. The weapon shifted as he moved, transforming into a blunt-headed mace, dulling as it hardened.

“Sorry, Gal,” I snarled, throwing out my left hand, palm up, unleashing a blast of raw force. I upended the behemoth conference table, scattering papers everywhere, and slammed it into the knight. Not hard enough to seriously hurt the guy—he was one tough son of a bitch, believe you me—but enough to stop him in his tracks for a minute or two. Enough time to finish my little impromptu chat with James.   

Turning, I powered inside Sullivan’s guard, absorbing a punishing body shot to the chest for my troubles, and let loose with a flurry of wrath-fueled punches, working his stomach and sides, though keeping my guard up to prevent any more wild face shots. He took most of the blows on his arms and shoulders, but I managed to land a clean gut shot, which opened him to a nasty uppercut. While he groaned and reeled from the hit, I snaked my hands around the back of his neck. I couldn’t help but notice that my fingertips had turned an alarming shade of crimson, and thin spidery veins of purple and black were already spreading greedily up my wrists.  

It was the rage. The burning hate.

Dismissing a flash of worry, I clinched down and drove a knee firmly into his balls. A dirty shot, sure, but in real life there were no low blows—rules were for suckers and amateur fighters. The hit extracted an oof of pain from my former friend followed by a string of muttered curses. With a snarl, I rocketed my leg up again, pulling down at the same instant, this time connecting firmly with his stomach. He wheezed and let out a strangled gulp as he tried to catch his breath, the color draining from his face. 

His lips moved, and though I know he was trying to talk, the words made no sense inside my head.

I let go and backpedaled, opening up just enough room for me to lob a hard right directly into his cheek. 

Blood flew from his mouth in an arc, bottom lip busted to all hell, and he stumbled, desperately trying to regain his balance.

Arch-Mage Borgstorm was moving off to one side, her gray hair bobbing as she maneuvered, her face an enraged thunderhead. She was yelling, a vein throbbing in her forehead, but as with James, the words came out as garbled nonsense. Though, to be fair, it wasn’t hard to imagine what she was screeching at me like a banshee. Comport yourself with a little dignity, Mage Lazarus, or something equally condescending and dismissive. Really, the words weren’t important. But the complicated construct of force and air she was summoning... Now that got my attention. Silvery bands of power bled from the air, perfect for wrapping up an opponent and restraining them. 

But I didn’t feel like being restrained, and although Borgstorm was a big fish in the Guild, I had two—count ’em, two—demonic seals of power revving up my metaphorical engine. Plus, down in Pandæmonium, I’d actually been operating under a handicap. In the Great Below, trying to tap the Vis, the power undergirding all of creation, was like trying to quench your thirst from the plink of a leaky faucet that refused to let out more than the merest trickle of water. It was a nightmare and I’d relied heavily on the dark, demonic energy to pull my ass out of the fire.  

Not here, though. 

My feet were planted firmly in Inworld and power sang all around me, life-giving and delicious, just waiting to be embraced and shaped. Used to enforce my will. And with Levi’s fancy handiwork tattooing my arm with angelic containment wards, I could also harness the massive amount of Nox in my system without fear of losing total control to Azazel—Demon, Horseman of War, and all-around Asshole. 

“I don’t think so,” I growled at the arch-mage while conjuring huge flows of air, braiding them together with raw force and a truckload of will, then tempering the construct with the creeping, toxic power of Anti-life. 

Of Nox. 

Or Avizo as my voodoo-slinging friends liked to call it. 

My own version of the arch-mage’s construct took shape: questing tentacles of silvered mist exploded around me like a swirling cloak, but these were shot through with veins of pulsing violet power. The tentacles moved with a life all their own, directed by my subconscious mind. They sliced through the arch-mage’s weaves and slammed into her like a closed fist, batting her halfway across the room. Admittedly, kind of a dick move, but then, there was no real love lost between me and the arch-mage. 

She’d actively tried to sentence me to death not so long ago, and she was currently consorting with a known enemy. An enemy that’d sold me out, screwed me over, and was at least partly responsible for the fact that my soul was now Club Med for demons. 

Ferraro scrambled toward me—fear evident in her eyes—trying to position herself between me and James so I couldn’t beat the holy living shit out of him, which was the very least he had coming. A demonic voice whispered somewhere in the back of my head that I should just kill him where he stood, to stop wasting time, but I wasn’t willing to go that far. Not yet. Not without giving him a chance to explain himself. We’d been friends long enough for me to at least hear him out. But no one was going to stand between him and the ass-kicking he had coming in full. 

With a thought, I used another of the silver tendrils of Vis-wrought power, this time wrapping it around Ferraro like a boa constrictor, securing her arms to her sides and encircling her legs like immovable shackles. I lifted her with a thought and forced her back against the wall, pinning her in place so she wouldn’t be hurt by the scuffle. Seeing her hanging there, though, left me feeling a little uneasy. Disgusted with myself. This was supposed to be a reunion with my friends, and I’d turned it into an absolute shitshow. The anger faded and dulled around the edges and as it did words started to make sense. 

Albeit in fits and starts. 

“He’s on our side, Yancy,” Ferraro was screaming, struggling against the mystic bonds wrapped snugly around her. 

“She’s right, you know,” James said, righting himself and swiping the back of his hand across his mouth. A streak of bright red coated his pale skin. I had to admit, it was nice to see him bleed. “It’s not what you think.” 

Hearing him talk only stoked the anger back up again. His hair was well-coifed as always, his attire barely rumpled from the scuffle. He looked like he’d spent the last year on a vacation abroad while I, on the other hand, looked like I’d been fed into a demonic meat grinder. Beneath my shirt, Haitian tattoos littered my torso, and golden seals and runes covered most of one arm. My face was a crisscross of scars, and my eye was still gone. 

And that was his fault.

“Somehow, that doesn’t seem like much of a consolation,” I said, hunching my shoulders and charging him like an enraged bull. I drove my shoulder into his middle and wrapped my arms low, beneath his knees. He grunted and tried to resist, dropping a sharp elbow squarely into my back, but I fought through the slight discomfort. He was bigger than me—taller, heavier, and more thickly muscled—but I didn’t even break a sweat as I lifted him from the ground with a heave, pulled his legs out from under him, and slammed him into the creaky wooden floorboards running underfoot. 

He landed with a groan and another wheeze. 

Instead of relenting, I straddled him at the hips, a snarl forming on my lips as I delivered a rapid barrage of pummeling strikes. He tucked his chin and curled his arms in against his head, protecting his face. Didn’t matter. I beat relentlessly at his forearms and lobbed wild haymakers into the sides of his head, hammering at his ears and cheeks. Not doing a ton of damage, though relieving a phenomenal amount of pent-up stress. 

Was I being the bigger man? No, obviously not. 

Was there probably a good explanation for the shit he’d pulled? Yeah, maybe. 

But I’d been on the receiving end of a lot of bullshit lately, so it was nice to be the one dishing it out for a change. 

His breathing came in labored gulps and his arms faltered, flagged, and dropped away to reveal a face that was now swollen. One eye, black and puffy. I reared back, ready to drive a fist squarely into his nose, but before I could, an enormous gray arm slipped around my throat and dragged me up and away from the bloodied Battle Mage sprawled on the floor. Another heavy arm slipped across my chest and lifted me straight up with raw strength. I struggled and fought, feet dangling above the floor, beating at the implacable clay limb. It was like trying to dig through solid rock with my fingernails. That flabby arm could only belong to Levi Adams.

There was a blur of motion and suddenly Winona was there in all her Sasquatch glory, seven feet of lean muscle and red-brown fur, a pink ribbon holding back hair from her face. She positioned herself between me and James, dropping into a low squat, her jaw clenched in determination. 

“That’s enough, Yancy,” Levi grumbled, his voice like boulders grinding in a cement mixer.

I knew I could try to swat him away with a Vis-wrought construct, but it wouldn’t be worth the effort. 

Besides, I didn’t want to hurt the great gray shitkicker. 

We weren’t friends exactly—he was wayyyyyy too screwy for that—but we were damn close to being friends, and the thing was, Levi was a good guy. A straight shooter. Even when it didn’t benefit him, the guy was honest. Almost to a fault. He’d also gone through a lot of hell lately, pun intended, and I owed him for everything he’d done for me. Over the past few weeks he’d liberated me from the demons tooling around in my soul and he’d saved my life more times than I could count. 

I took a deep breath, allowing some of the anger to drain out of me—the red on the edges of my vision receding—and let the MudMan drag me away from Winona and James. Levi cinched down more tightly, easily wrapping his arms around me, holding me firmly in check. Reluctantly, I let go of the power flooding through my body, burning me up with life and sweet purpose. After spending so much time in the Great Below, mostly sequestered from the power of the Vis, it felt good to be connected to my power again. Like a junkie taking a hit after a bout in rehab. The silvery tendrils of power filling the room faded, evaporating like mist in the light of the sun’s rays. 

Ferraro sagged and glowered at me, her expression sharp enough to cut glass.  

“You done?” Greg said from his seat, cocking an eyebrow at me. He had a sheaf of papers in one hand and a beer bottle in the other, condensation beading on the outside of the brown glass. He hadn’t even tried to get up.

“Thanks for your help, Greg,” James mumbled from the floor, arms and legs sprawled out. 

“I’m smart enough to know that I can’t go toe to toe with a daggon mage. Wouldn’t have done any good anyway. ’Sides, you had it coming, Sullivan. But...” He paused, turned his muddy eyes on me, and scratched his chin. “But now I think you’re probably square. You hear that, Yancy?” 

“He sold me out,” I said, sounding more than a little like a petulant child in my own ears. 

“Hey, idiota,” Ferraro snapped, her glare frosty, “we know what happened. We were there. Do you really think we’d be sitting here, chitchatting with him without a damned good reason?” She crossed her arms and the answer was painfully self-evident.

“Fine,” I mumbled as Levi finally set me down and released me from his Kung Fu Golem death hold. “So, how’s about you fill me in and explain why exactly I shouldn’t punch him in the face anymore.” 

“Well, isn’t it obvious, old boy?” James said as Winona gently helped him to his feet. “It’s because I’m on your side. Always have been.”

“I’m all ears,” I replied, narrowing my eyes in suspicion. “But you better start talking, and I mean yesterday.”

“Uhh—hate to ruin the moment,” Sir Gal piped up, “but maybe someone could help get this table off me first?”
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“I SUPPOSE GREG IS RIGHT. I’ll concede that maybe, maybe, I had this coming,” James said, gesturing at his face. He was sitting in a leather club chair, an ice pack pressed up against his bruised and battered mug. The rest of the room had been put to rights—the table hoisted off Sir Gal, the furniture straightened, the papers collected into orderly stacks.

“Yeah, on account of the betrayal,” I growled at him as I headed over to a dark wood liquor cabinet decorated with wine flutes and a variety of frosted glassware. 

“Perceived betrayal, old boy,” James said with a sniff. “Although, I feel like I gave you ample warning. This makes us even for Haiti, back in ’76. That’s what I told you. I’m not sure how I could’ve been much clearer, given the circumstances.”

I picked up a decanter filled with something murky and brown, likely bourbon, and carefully popped the stopper. “Yeah, you were about as clear as this goddamned booze,” I said, swirling the liquid with a flourish then pouring out a stiff three fingers. I dropped a couple of chilled cubes into the bottom of my glass with a clink, then took a long pull. Maker’s Mark, and damned good. Everyone was quiet while I recapped the decanter and set it back in its place. 

“What did you expect, Yancy?” Sullivan asked. “The ol’ wink wink, nudge nudge? I was working as a covert agent with the Morrigan—ancient Irish deity. Mentioning even what I did could’ve burned my cover.” 

I let his words slosh around inside my skull for a moment. As much as I hated to admit it, he wasn’t wrong exactly. Aside from being physically powerful, the Morrigan was also known for being devious and wickedly smart. Trying to get a message across without blowing everything to hell would’ve been damned tricky. I sure as hell couldn’t think of a good way to do it? Dead drop box maybe? No, she would’ve found out about that in a second. His options had been terrible. All of them. It just hurt because I, more than anyone else, had suffered the brunt of the punishment for his charade. 

“It wasn’t an easy choice, Yancy,” he said, suddenly serious. “Maybe if I’d known how it would all play out...” He faltered, searching at my face. I had deep scars crisscrossing my cheek and an eye patch covering one eye. “Well, maybe I would’ve made different choices,” he finished with a shrug. “The Morrigan came to me with an opportunity and I took it, knowing we wouldn’t get a better shot at cracking her inner circle. We”—he nodded toward the arch-mage—“knew she’d managed to plant moles inside the Guild, and this was our way to root those traitorous bastards out.” 

“But why you?” I asked, some of the hostility leaking away. “I mean, why did she come to you in the first place?” 

“Honestly?” he said, lowering the ice pack and arching an eyebrow. “It’s simpler than you think. It’s because she hates you, Yancy. I can’t emphasize exactly how much she hates you. True, I was high placed within the Guild and Lieutenant to the Fist—that certainly helped. But really it was because I could get close to you, and because she relishes the idea of causing you pain. For being so damned evil, she’s remarkably petty. I know how hard it must’ve been for you to go through, but it’s a good thing you did because—”

“Hold, Mage Sullivan,” the arch-mage interjected, one hand raised into the air. “Before we go any further, I think we deserve an accounting of our own. You’ve been gone for nearly a year, Lazarus, and the last time any of us saw you, you were actively possessed by a demon.”

“Well yeah but—” I started, but she cut me off with a frosty glare.

“You grew horns, crushed Black Jack’s head like a melon, then dropped Agent Ferraro, Judge Drukiski, and myself through a portal and into the Turkish countryside. It seems only proper that we know you are in your right mind and working on our side before we disclose any new information to you.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, feeling the weight of every eye on me. It was easy to blame James for his act of treason, while simultaneously ignoring the fact that the same accusation could easily be hurled at me. I’d cut a deal with a demonic asshole. I’d had my reasons—to save my friends, to stop that douchenozzle the Savage Prophet from winning, to punish Black Jack for his betrayal—but it wasn’t hard to see why they might have some issues trusting me. 

“She’s right, Yancy,” Ferraro said. She sounded distant and more than a little jaded. “We deserve some sort of explanation. You disappeared. No warning. No heads-up. Just gone. For months. We all assumed you were dead. That or worse. No one had any idea what happened, until suddenly we got word through the mystic pipeline that someone with Azazel’s description was running around in Pandæmonium offing dukes and duchesses of Hell. And even that was a wild rumor. We sent Levi after you, chasing down the lead, but that was months ago. We need something. Throw us a bone here.” 

Although she said we I knew in my gut she really meant her. She needed more. Why hadn’t I reached out? Why hadn’t I tried to get in touch with her? To let her know that I was okay? Me and her, we weren’t serious exactly, but we were definitely something.

I grimaced, letting the silence envelop me as I studied her. She had a scowl tattooed on her face, nose crinkled, forehead scrunching, eyes imploring me for answers. Those little details only served to remind me how drop-dead gorgeous she was. Tall, just shy of six feet, with strong features, a Mediterranean complexion, chestnut eyes that were sharp as daggers, and enough athletic muscle to give me pause. Her black hair was longer than I remembered, though it was still tied back into a tight ponytail, which was how I remembered her wearing it. 

There were a few other differences, though. 

A few more wrinkles at the corners of her mouth. A couple strands of silver lining her hair. Dark purple bags loitering beneath her eyes. It’d been less than a year since I’d last seen her, but she looked like she’d aged five years during that time. I’d hurt her—maybe not physically, but emotionally. 

I deflated a little under her gaze. I’d stormed in here and let loose with self-righteous indignation, attacking my friends and making a total jackass outta myself. Shit. 

I cleared my throat and ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry. And you’re right. Even you, Arch-Mage,” I conceded with a grunt. The look of shock on the arch-mage’s face was almost worth the admission. “I let my temper get the better of me. I’m sorry. And for the record, you all deserve to know what happened—though let me start off by saying there are some serious gaps in my memory. 

“Truth be told,” I said, “you all probably know about as much as me. After Ong...” I took a deep breath then let it out in a tremendous sigh. “It’s all black. Right up until I woke up in a shit-stained bathroom, half-dead, covered in tattoos, as the most wanted man in Hell. As for what happened after I came to,” I mumbled under my breath, “now that’s a wild ride from start to finish.”

Carefully, I pulled back one of the sleeves on my tight-fitting shirt, showing off my right arm. 

“Finally decided to hit the gym?” Greg asked. “It only took going to Hell to get you to take your health seriously.” 

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Not the muscles, asshole,” I said. Though, in his defense, they were new and pretty damned snazzy. Even during my Marine Corps days, I’d never been bulky, and no one in their right mind would ever describe me as a gym rat or a health nut. Thanks to Azazel’s time in the driver seat of the ol’ Lazarus body mobile, however, I was in better shape than I’d ever been. 

“The tattoos,” I said, turning my arm this way then that, showing off flesh covered from shoulder to wrist in colorful tribal swirls, pulsing neon glyphs, and otherworldly seals of power. Those markings burned with an earthy light. A power that was neither truly Vis or Nox. It was something else. Something different. Energy derived from the inexplicable ichor flowing through Levi’s veins, generated by a mystical artifact that I’d believed to be a rumor no more than two weeks ago: a Philosopher’s stone.  

“This is Levi’s handiwork,” I said, hooking a thumb toward the golem. He was no longer in his true form, a hulking creature of gray clay and shifting mud. Rather, he looked like a dumpy, bespectacled man in his mid-forties with terrible posture and a pooching potbelly. He was mostly bald and had a creepy red molester ’stache above too-thin lips; he sported thick denim pants, a plaid button up, and a beige Carhartt jacket.

“Ancient Kabbalistic wards,” Levi said. “They bind the demonic entities inside Lazarus. They’re not gone, those monsters, but those wards will keep ’em in line. Mostly. They aren’t a permanent fix, but they’re a pretty good start.” 

“But Azazel is still inside you, yes?” the arch-mage asked coolly. 

Underneath the words and her steely exterior, I could sense a tremor of fear. Understandable, considering just how scary Azazel could be. Shit, I had him under lock and key and I was still scared of him. 

“Yes,” I replied with a nod. “I think he’s gonna be stuck with me until I get rid of this friggin’ seal,” I said softly. “And, unfortunately, he ain’t alone. Now I’ve got Buné, the Horseman of Death, to deal with as well. But with these things in place”—I waggled my arm—“I can draw on the Nox without burning myself out completely or turning over the reins to either one of those demonic shitheads.” 

In fits and starts, I explained what had happened from there. 

The deadly Flesh Eaters. Working with the Succubus Queen to depose that shit-licker Asmodeus from the Flesh-Palace Throne. I told them about the demonic goddess of war, Tezrian, and battling my way through the Roller Nation, strapped to a roller-skating Levi. About Heckabe and our ploy to infiltrate the colosseum with the help of the Bone Collector, then busting out and into the land of Arawn the Horned, Protector of the Unfettered Fae.

Everyone listened raptly, with Ferraro stopping me occasionally, asking questions at all the right places, her FBI mind already working away at the possibilities and the implications of what I was telling her.

“So what you’re saying is that you actually have a way to kill immortals,” she said when I told her about going head-to-head with the Frankenstein Derby Girls to get back Buné’s scythe. She sighed and reached up a shaky hand, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Well, I guess that proves Sullivan isn’t completely full of crap. Though the fact that he might be telling the truth is even scarier.” 

I looked a question at her.

“That’s why I broke cover,” Sullivan answered for her. “Believe me, I didn’t want to. I was as close to being inside her inner circle as they come, and the information I was able to leak to what remained of the Council was invaluable, but I knew there was no one who could handle something of this magnitude.”

“We’ve taken a lot of casualties since the New Wave pulled their little stunt and took over Moorchester,” Ferraro said, crossing her arms. Moorchester was a sleepy little village tucked deep in the ass end of the Gloucestershire boonies. The whole place looked like it belonged on some English travel brochure. There wasn’t much but sheep, grass, and rain, but every building, every shop, and every street in Moorchester was owned and operated by the Guild in one form or another, and only those in the know ever ventured there. 

At least that’s how it had been until Black Jack and his cronies staged a coup and overthrew the Elder Council. 

“That’s what they’re calling themselves, by the way,” James said flatly. “The New Wave. Utterly tacky if you ask me.” 

“The name may be tacky, but they’ve done a daggon good job of whittling us down,” Greg added. “We only have Sixteen Venántium cells still in operation, seven Judges in the field. After the raid on Moorchester, the Savage Prophet tossed every other surviving Judge into the Tullianum. We have a handful of deep cover S2 operatives. But that’s everything, Yancy. Worldwide. Even worse, Lady Luck has gone missing, which cut off the bulk of our intel. We think maybe the Morrigan has her locked up somewhere. Sir Gal”—he nodded to the knight—“has been trying his best to fill in for her, but it ain’t the same.”

“What do you mean she’s missing?” I screwed up my brow in disbelief. “She can’t just be missing. She’s a deity. Lady Luck. The right hand of the Wyrd.” 

“But she is,” Gal said with an apologetic shrug. “Happened not long after you disappeared into Hell. My Lady knows she isn’t dead, since her power hasn’t yet returned to her, but she is gone. Which is baffling. I’ve been doing my best to fill her role, but she could do things I just can’t.” He shrugged apologetically.

I whistled through my teeth. Holy shit this was bad. Lady Fate gone. The Council pretty much obliterated. Hell, we were basically down to the dregs. Sixteen Venántium cells? That was less than two hundred operatives to police every supernatural baddy in the world. And those were regular rube folks. Really, anything that needed heavy supernatural muscle to handle would require a Judge, and there were only seven left. 

“Yeah, it’s bad,” Ferraro said flatly. 

“And it’s going to get worse,” Sullivan said. “So far at least most of the supernatural heavy hitters have continued to abide by the treaties. But not for much longer, I fear. As unbelievable as it may sound, I believe she’s planning another coup. One of unprecedented scope. Of course, that shouldn’t come as a shock considering that the Morrigan is almost always planning something—but this is different.”

“How so?” I asked, though I had a feeling I knew. 

“I believe she’s planning a coup that could be the death of humanity.”
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The Plan
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“HYPERBOLIC MUCH?” I asked, rolling my eyes. It was always the fate of humanity with him.

“God’s honest truth,” he said, holding up his fingers like a boy scout. “If she carries through with her plan, it’ll change everything. She’s planning to clean house, Yancy. Gyre-Carlin, Queen of Winter, King Oberon and Queen Titania of Summer. Freyr the Green Man. Shruisthia, Ruler of Autumn. Even that mad bastard, Arwan. And that’s only the tip of the iceberg. Anyone who has ever slighted Old Man Winter or has advocated for peace with humanity. She’s undoing all of it.” 

I squinted and twirled my glass, watching the bourbon swirl and the whiskey cube tink along the bottom of the lowball glass. “How the hell would she even do that?” I said after a second. “The Morrigan ain’t no slouch, but you’re talking about the ancient fae rulers of every elemental court. They’re not just gonna roll over and let someone else take the throne.”

“They can’t resist if they aren’t alive,” Sullivan said, the words like a mule kick to the gut. 

“Bullshit,” came my knee-jerk reaction. Everyone knew you couldn’t kill immortals—it was in the name, for Pete’s sake. Then, my mind flashed back to Hell and to the list of demonic royals Azazel had managed to murder horrendously, despite the fact that they too were immortal creatures. The Seal of Death. Of course. How had I not seen this before? But I had the Seal now and the Scythe—and as far as I knew, I had no plans to go on a fae murder spree anytime in the near future. 

“You really think she’s planning to assassinate them?” I asked in a strangled voice. 

“I don’t think it,” he said, shaking his head. “I know it. It was clear from early on that taking out the High Fae was always a part of her plan. The fact that you got the Fourth Seal threw a serious monkey wrench into her plans. Well done, by the way”—he inclined his head toward me—“but you know the Morrigan. She won’t let something as small as not having an Angelic Seal of the Apocalypse stop her.” 

“Yeah, but how in the hell do you kill a bunch of immortals?” 

“Ah. Now there the details get a little bit fuzzy. She’s cagey, but I am fairly confident that whatever she plans to do will come to fruition in the next few days.” He dropped one hand to his pocket and fished out a folded sheet of creamy paper. He tossed it to me, summoning the slightest gust of conjured wind, floating the folded note perfectly into my outstretched hand. I unfolded the slip of paper and read over the details. 

Not a note at all, but an invitation. One for some sort of fancy party taking place in a few days. The neat scrawl was obviously done by the Morrigan’s hand, but other than that it seemed fairly innocuous. 

“So she’s throwing a dinner party?” I asked. “That hardly seems like concrete proof of anything.” 

“Come now, Yancy,” he admonished, “you know better than that. This isn’t just a dinner party. This will be her coup de grace and inauguration all rolled into one. Everyone who is anyone will be there, including the head of every fae court, along with their nobles and entourage.” 

“Bullshit,” I said, hastily cramming the invitation into my pocket. “There’s no way they’d all agree to be in the same place at the same time like that. That kind of concentration of power hasn’t happened in—” 

“Since the Dark Ages,” the arch-mage chimed in as I struggled to remember. “During the Seelie Compact of King Arthur’s Court. Back when the Council was first formed and our rules of engagement were so carefully laid out.”

“The New Wave is angling to renegotiate certain pieces of the Compact,” Ferraro said. “At least that’s the official cover story. We think she’s really just trying to get them all into one place.”

“Bringing ’em in like cattle onto the killing floor,” Greg said grimly. 

“But there’s something I’m still not getting,” I said, holding up my hands to stop them. “Even if you’re right, there’s no way she’s actually going to be able to herd a bunch of fae godlings into the same building. There’s no invocation in the world big enough to summon them all at the same time, and they sure as shit ain’t gonna show up just because.” 

“She has leverage,” the arch-mage said coolly. 

Ferraro walked over to me, a tan dossier gripped in one hand. I took it, wondering what kind of leverage the Morrigan could possibly get on all of them. These were the most powerful fae in existence, for gods’ sake. Inside were a bunch of photos along with what looked like missing persons reports. Six of them. I quickly thumbed through the glossy photos, trying to see if I recognized any of the people in the folder. Only one stood out. An older gal, maybe mid-forties, with drooping cheeks and black hair tied back into a tight ponytail. 

She worked as a waitress in the Twisted Oak in Moorchester. She was a no-shit scion of Freyr the Green Man. And she’d been in Guild protective custody for years after rolling over on some shiesty movers and shakers in the upper echelons of the Spring Court. 

I flipped through the pages again, this time more slowly, scanning each face, then skimming over their personal files. Sabrina Griffin, Scion of the Gyre-Carlin. Marcus Wright, Scion of King Oberon. Charlotte Nguyen, Scion of Queen Titania. Nicholas Barton, Scion of Shruisthia. Patrick Harris, Scion of Arwan the Horned. The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach had returned and it was much worse this time around. Scions were damned important to the fae nobility. Even with as much as we knew about the fae, no one was sure why exactly they were so valuable. It was a secret shut up more tightly than Fort Knox, but if the Morrigan had somehow been able to kidnap each one of these people...

“Exactly,” Sullivan said, reading the panic sprinting across my face. “Like I said, she has leverage.” 

“Okay, so that explains how she gets ’em there, but it still doesn’t tell us what she’s planning to do once they get there. I’ve been around the block a time or two and aside from the Death’s Scythe—which I have—I’ve never heard of anything that could kill a fae lord or lady. Or any immortal for that matter.” 

Sullivan shrugged and spread his hands. “Unfortunately, your guess is as good as mine on that score. But I’m telling you, Yancy, unless we do something, she’s going to pull off a coup like none we’ve ever seen before. If she does that, she can install puppets of her choosing on the throne of every court. After that?” 

“Humanity is gonna get the big green weenie,” Greg muttered. 

“And the party is in three days,” Sullivan said, “so we don’t have long to figure out what she’s about.”

Well shit and double shit. I drummed my fingers on the liquor cabinet and stared into my drink, watching the brown liquid slosh as I rotated the glass. If Sullivan was right, then the Morrigan was about to upend our entire society.

“Okay. Let’s say you’re right. If she is planning to off every fae noble that’s ever looked at her cross-eyed, what’s our next move? Do we have any leads or should I just show up at this friggin’ party and bust things up like a cop at an underaged kegger?”

“You’ll never get into the venue,” Sullivan said, shaking his head. “Not through the front door at any rate, and so far we haven’t managed to even find a back door.” 

“But we are not without a few leads,” the arch-mage said, nodding at Ferraro. 

“Well,” Ferraro said, pulling out a new manila file, “we do know a few things, just not how exactly they fit together. There’s got to be some essential, underlying link we’re missing, but we haven’t been able to put it together yet. It’s like trying to put together a jigsaw puzzle without the box to look at and half the pieces missing. But here’s what we do have.” She cracked the folder and pulled out another photo, this one of a man I remembered well. 

And one I knew Levi would be keen on finding. 

The man in the photo was a roly-poly son of a bitch with a swatch of brown hair, sporting a too-small lab coat. Doctor Arlen Hogg. The same Doctor Arlen Hogg who’d been experimenting on all those poor homeless folks in the backwoods of Montana—trying to cook up a deadly disease capable of wiping out most of the human population at the flick of a switch. The same Hogg I’d come so very close to killing, until James Sullivan showed up and stabbed me in the back. 

“We know Hogg is heavily involved,” Ferraro said, “but how exactly he fits or what role he’s playing we can’t figure out—” 

Levi had gone stock-still, his face oddly flat. “Hogg. Will he be at this party?” he asked, his voice like the gritty scrape of stone grinding against stone. 

“Almost certainly,” the arch-mage said. “Given your complicated history with the man, I’m assuming that means we can count on your continued support and involvement in our predicament?” 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Levi said, folding his arms, gaze strangely distant. 

“Now, aside from Hogg,” Ferraro continued, “the party venue also might hold some clue about what she’s up to.” She riffled through the dossier and pulled free several photos showcasing a variety of work crews busily working away on a building, which could’ve been pulled straight from the pages of a science fiction magazine. The thing was a mammoth of stone, iron, and exotic materials, but the lines of the building were all wrong. Sharp angles, odd curves, windows and art displays that made little sense and were dizzying to look at. The whole building looked like it belonged in a museum. “The Morrigan is holding the event at a compound in South Africa that Black Jack used to own.”

“We don’t know much about the property itself,” Sullivan pitched in from the sidelines, “except that it’s positioned over a confluence of powerful ley lines, which is likely significant.” 

I flipped through the pictures again. The building was so friggin’ weird and the fact that the Morrigan had built the place over an important metaphysical site was interesting but not totally surprising. She gravitated toward places of power, after all. 

“That’s interesting, but I’m not sure I get why it’s such a big deal. She built herself a fancy palace to host a party. Godlings aren’t exactly known for being reasonable or rational. Least of all her.”

“That is true,” the arch-mage said, “but the timing is suspect. That building, you see, didn’t exist five months ago. It was a flat, vacant plot of land. As soon as you went missing with the fourth seal in hand, the Morrigan reached out to Wayland and Smith, an architectural firm based out of Seattle. A firm that has at least some connections with Hogg and some of his former aliases.” 

“They’ve been working on the project day and night, nonstop,” Sullivan said. “They even have New Wave Mages doing grunt work, Yancy. Excavating the site, pulling up foundation stones. Hauling material. Designing rooms. No one fully knows what she’s about—or if they do, they were more well connected than I was—but Mages don’t do grunt work. Not without a damned good reason, old boy.”

“It’s another piece of the puzzle,” Ferraro said, “but we have no idea where it fits into the larger picture. But, because the firm is headquartered in Seattle, we thought that might be a good place to start poking around.”

“Yeah, could be,” I said, rubbing at my chin. Much as I hated to admit it, the arch-mage was right—the timing was fishy as a friggin’ all-you-could-eat sushi bar. Definitely a rock to kick over. “Maybe their part in this whole thing is completely aboveboard, but even if it turns out to be a dead end, having a set of blueprints can’t hurt. Might be we can finally find that back door.”

“We also have one other lead,” Ferraro said. “We mentioned that the Morrigan and the Prophet are busy gathering up Scions, but there’s still one left they haven’t managed to catch. A teenager named Candace Edgar. We still aren’t one hundred percent sure what she wants with the Scions—”

“But maybe if we can keep her from getting all of them it’ll screw up whatever plan she has,” I finished. My mind was already spinning. Working under tight deadlines with terrible stakes was sorta my jam. “So we break up into two groups, one team runs down the architectural firm in Seattle, the other finds the missing halfie Scion. Any idea where this Candace kid is?” 

“Yes,” Sullivan said with a malicious grin. “We know exactly where she is, but there might be a few minor complications about getting her. She’s not just any Scion, she’s the daughter of King Dagda, ruler of the Tuatha De Danann.” 

“No, that can’t be right. He and the Morrigan are an item,” I said, waving away his words.

“Were an item,” the arch-mage offered. “They had a bit of a falling out after their nuptials due to infidelity on his part. And with a human woman no less, which didn’t sit particularly well with the Morrigan. She’s withdrawn into self-exile and hasn’t returned to the land of the Tuatha De Danann. As you might imagine, she hates Dagda more than anyone—save maybe yourself—and his Scion, who is the product of the love affair that drove them apart, is certainly a target.”

That was the gut punch of the century. 

The Morrigan had been spurned by King Dagda before, hundreds of years earlier. She’d been in love with the giant oaf and had helped him win the war against the Fomorians at Cath Maighe Tuireadh. And as soon as he had what he needed from her, he’d tossed her out like a used-up candy wrapper and had a legendary affair with a nubile river goddess who bore him his only child—Aengus Óg, god of love. But if he’d cheated on her again... Well, that would drive her right to the edge. Suddenly a giant assassination attempt seemed to jive a little better in my head.

“After word started circulating that Scions were going missing,” the arch-mage continued, “King Dagda relocated his half-human daughter to the one place the Morrigan would never venture. Tír na nÓg. The Land of the Young and home of the High Tuatha De Danann. Which is where she currently is.” 

Screw me sideways. This definitely complicated things. 

True, the Morrigan might not go face down her brothers and sisters, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t send the Prophet to do her dirty work. And I had no doubt that he could get the girl. And he would, if she was somehow integral to whatever nasty plans the Morrigan had in store. Which meant we needed to get to her first. But my relationship with King Dagda was about as touch and go as they came. No way he’d just hand her over, which meant I’d need to trek my ass through the endless halls of the Tír na nÓg and find some way to make him see reason.

“There’s no way around it,” I said with a sigh, drumming my fingers on the lowball glass in my hand. “Okay, Darlene, why don’t you and the arch-mage hold down the fort here. Winona, you and Greg tackle the architectural firm, Wayland and Smith—squeeze ’em a little. See if maybe they aren’t hiding something. Sullivan, Ferraro, Levi, you three are with me. Like it or not, but it looks like we’re headed to Tír na nÓg. Let’s gear up, ’cause it’s time to go Scion hunting.”
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Tír na nÓg
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WE STEPPED OUT OF A shimmering gateway, a fold in space and time, and into a lavish antechamber that I hadn’t seen in years. The room still haunted my nightmares once every blue moon or so, though. 

It was a circular space with white marble floors inlaid with an enormous Celtic cross mosaic, crafted from shining gold, lead, and slabs of speckled greenstone. Fluted pillars surrounded the room, and sprouting from those pillars was vibrant green ivy, the strands twining their way from bottom to top. A fireplace of carved granite, depicting some ancient battle scene from some long-forgotten mythology, held roaring green flames. My gaze skipped over all those minor details before finally settling on the grand set of double doors, closed against our presence. 

There was no other way into or out from the room—this was the receiving chamber of the High Tuatha De Danann. A room that existed on the cusp between their realm and our own. We were alone for the moment, but I knew it wouldn’t stay that way for too long. 

“Everything feels wrong here,” Levi grunted, squatting down and running pudgy pale fingers over the marble. “Not like Outworld,” he said, shaking his head. “Feels...” He paused, cocking his head. “Less real. Like walking through a dream.” 

“You’re closer than you know,” Sullivan said while absently checking his sword cane, revealing a glint of blade before sliding the weapon home. “Tír na nÓg is technically part of Outworld, but it’s classified as an ethereal realm.” 

“An ethereal realm?” Ferraro asked, walking over to a chocolate-brown divan and lightly tracing her fingers over the velvety fabric. “How does that make it different from the rest of Outworld?”

“It means the place doesn’t have a fixed form,” I said, suppressing a pang of hurt as I watched her settle onto the couch. 

Ailia and I had sat on that very divan just over twenty years before. Sullivan had been with us then, too. We’d been running down a lead on a missing Guild diplomat—a mousy guy named Scott Hoehner, who worked as an off-the-books S2 Intel Operative. Not so different from what we were doing right now, which only increased my unease. The last time I’d walked the halls of Tír na nÓg I’d lost everything, and here I was, back again, this time with Ferraro in tow. 

Repeating history, making the same mistakes, stuck like a record on repeat. 

I grimaced and pushed that morbid thought away. No. This wasn’t like history. This time around, I knew exactly what in the hell I was walking into and I was packing a whole helluva lot more heat.  

Our little rebel group may have been severely lacking in the manpower department, but between me, Ferraro, Sullivan, and Levi, we had the arsenal of a small army. I was sporting a thigh-length leather coat, a matte-black flak jacket for protection, an enchanted K-Bar on one hip, a chromed-out 1911 on the other, and my god-killing pistol in a shoulder holster. I had standard rounds in the chamber, but Levi had the two immortal killing rounds tucked away on his person just in case things went completely sideways. 

Ferraro was similarly decked out, though she carried a Glock 19 at her hip and a Glock 29—known lovingly as a Baby Glock—in an ankle holster. She also had a combat shottie slung across her body. The rounds were filled with a specialty mix of silver birdshot, rock salt, and cold-iron buck pellets that would be hell on wheels against just about anything that tried to get in her way. Levi looked exactly the same as ever, though that great big sumbitch hardly needed armaments to make him any deadlier. Sullivan, likewise, opted for a spelled black jacket and his silver sword cane, leaving the firearms to us. He could be surprisingly ol’ fashioned at times. 

We were armed to the friggin’ gills and I fully intended to use every weapon in my arsenal if it meant preventing what happened to Ailia from happening to Ferraro. Truthfully, she never should’ve come here at all, it was too dangerous, but she was dead set on helping, and there was just no talking her out of it. 

“Basically,” James said, picking up where I’d left off, “this whole place can change based on intention and will. There are certain fixed points, like this room for example.” He swept a hand around. “But the pathway between those fixed points drifts and slides, distorting in the manner of dreams—”

“You make it sound so simple,” a voice resonated through the room as the double doors swung open on silent hinges, “but it is far more complicated than that—and far more deadly.” 

In strutted a wiry man who looked maybe thirty-five with a swatch of jet-black, wind-tousled hair and a bird-beak of a nose. He wore a green toga, cinched at the waist with a strip of black leather, and a black cloak, secured at the front with a Celtic knot broche studded with a shameful number of emeralds. He strutted like a friggin’ peacock, preening with every step, but the very businesslike spear he held said he wasn’t here to play.

“The halls are governed based on star alignments, seasonal changes, the ebb and flow of ley lines, the configuration of waypoints. Impossibly complicated to understand, nearly impossible to predict. Naturally, we elder members of the court can manipulate the landscape, but only for short periods of time. The Lesser Members can navigate them, but there are dangers even for them.”

“Lord Lugh.” I offered him a feral smile. Seeing the asshole only reinforced the weird sense of déjà vu that I’d done all of this before. “Just as much of a pompous douchebag as ever.”

“Yancy Lazarus,” he said, ignoring my obvious hostility. “Just as much of a fiery tempered, socially awkward misfit as ever.” He leaned casually on his spear and gave me a sly, lopsided smile. “Honestly, I’m surprised you haven’t learned impulse control since the last time we saw each other. If I recall correctly, your disposition caused you no small amount of trouble the last time you were in our lovely realm.”

My eye twitched and I seriously considered going for my gun. A few rounds of .45 ACP wouldn’t kill Lugh but would definitely wipe the grin off his face. 

Sullivan, reading the situation, swept in front of me, patting me on the shoulder in passing. 

“Lord Lugh, it’s a pleasure to see you again even though we left on somewhat rocky terms last time.” 

“Lieutenant Commander Sullivan.” The Irish godling beamed, then faltered. “Or is it still Lieutenant Commander?” He reached up and tapped the corner of a pointed ear. “A little birdy may have mentioned that there is some sort of dispute in the ranks of your esteemed Guild of the Staff.” 

As though he didn’t know every single detail. Lugh played the carefree playboy, but he was the brains behind the throne and probably knew more about the current lay of the land than we did. 

“Just a little squabble,” James said coolly. “Usurpers. But the arch-mage lives and is still in charge, which makes us the legitimate faction. Though sadly Iron Stan has passed, which makes me the current Commander of the Fist.” That was news to me, though I shouldn’t have been surprised.

“Well deserved, I’m sure,” Lugh replied with a dip of his head. “Gods but it truly is good to see you both again. Why, it feels like just yesterday that the pair of you showed up on my doorstep.”

“It was twenty years ago, dickhead,” I said, folding my arms across my chest so I wouldn’t go for my gun on instinct. See, I could do impulse control when I wanted to.

Lugh didn’t even bat an eye. “What is twenty years to an immortal, hmm? Just a long nap for most of my people. Although”—he offered me a shrug—“I will admit your departure last time was spectacularly entertaining. The most excitement we’ve seen around Tír na nÓg in centuries. It’s still the talk of the town, as your folk say. I must admit I’m sad to see that Judge Levchenko is absent...” He paused, a hungry glint igniting in his eyes as they landed on Ferraro. “Though I see you’ve brought along another legendary beauty.”

“Thank you for the compliment,” Levi said, completely deadpan. He trotted over, his steps heavy, and extended a calloused palm. The hand of a craftsman. 

And a monster.

Lord Lugh’s smile broadened, and he extended a hand, accepting Levi’s grip. Big mistake there. Levi might’ve looked like a mild-mannered insurance adjuster, but just below the surface was an absolute powerhouse. The MudMan squeezed, slowly exerting pressure, and Lugh’s smile vanished entirely. He didn’t crumple to the ground, hand pulped into mush—he was a small god, after all—but it was obviously taking everything he had to stay on his feet.

“Now here is a great curiosity indeed,” Lugh said, focusing on the camouflaged golem. Boring into him with brilliant emerald eyes as sharp as drill bits. “It’s not every day that I see something new. Not even every century. And what might you be, exactly?”

“I’m Levi, a friend to these fine folks,” the MudMan replied slowly, “and I’ll crush you into meat paste if you try anything to hurt them.” 

“Well stated,” Lugh replied, finally managing to wriggle his hand from Levi’s crushing mitt. “Friends of Levi, I welcome you. For those new to the realm, I am Lord Lugh, Chief Ollam of the Tuatha De Danann. When we felt your presence, my king dispatched me to send his warmest regards. With that said, my king must sadly ask you to depart the realm without venturing further. Like you and your vaunted Guild, we are dealing with some internal matters of our own at the moment and aren’t properly prepared to host such esteemed visitors as yourselves.” 

He genuinely looked crestfallen. Devastated by the notion that we were making poor hosts of the Tuatha De Danann. Except I knew that was absolute bullshit. 

“Cut the crap, Lugh.” My hands balled into fists. “And don’t give me any of that Chief Ollam horsecrap either. You and I both know you aren’t just some court poet. King Dagda might be the figurehead of your enterprise, but you and I both know you pull the strings.”

“Dagda and I have an amicable partnership, Yancy,” he admitted with a shrug. “But I’m afraid in this, I cannot budge. Dagda has made his will publicly known to the court and so the matter is out of my hands. You know the game we play, and we absolutely must keep up appearances.” He spread his hands in a what can you do gesture. “I’m sure you understand.”

“I have an easy solution,” Ferraro offered, stepping forward and resting one hand on the butt of her Glock. “You want us to leave, then just bring us Candace Edgar. King Dagda’s Scion.”

“Absolutely,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “I don’t need to step on Dagda’s giant, misshapen toes. We’re really just here for the kid.” 

Lugh’s smile slipped just a notch and something dark and dangerous bloomed behind his eyes. “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said more coolly than before. “But, for the sake of candor, let me assure you, she’s in good hands—perfectly safe.”

“Is that right?” Sullivan said. “Because I’m sure all of the other kings and queens of the fae courts thought so too. But so far as I can tell, each and every one of them is down a Scion.”

“Ah, but we are at an advantage,” Lugh said, seeming to get a little bounce back in his step. “My king and I, we know the Morrigan better than anyone. She would never dare set foot here.” His face darkened, brow furrowing. “Not after what she did.” He didn’t elaborate, but he looked deeply pissed. “We’ll put her head on a godsdamned spit if she shows her face around here again.” 

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “I think there’s a word for this...” I paused and tapped at my chin for a moment, mimicking Lugh from a few moments before. “Oh yeah. Delusional. The Morrigan knows this place inside and out and she’s not operating alone. Maybe you’ve tangled with her, but she has a heavy—a guy called the Savage Prophet. He’s sharing his soul with Old Man Winter and is hosting an honest-to-goodness end-times demon. He’ll slap the shit out of every one of you. Plus, I’d wager at least a few of the Royal Court are batting for her side, no matter what they say to your face. Long story short, if the Morrigan wants the kid, believe you me, it’s only a matter of time before she gets her.”

“She’s safer with us, ol’ boy,” Sullivan said, grim as the reaper. “You have my solemn word, we’ll protect her.”

“You can’t even protect yourselves,” Lugh said, finally dropping all pretense of friendliness. “Now, I think it’s time for you to leave. Let’s make it another twenty years until we see each other again.”

“We aren’t turning away empty-handed,” I growled, opening myself to the primal powers just out of sight. The sweet rush of life-giving Vis flooded into my body followed in short order by the toxic, sickly power of Nox. I could feel the golden tattoos encircling my arm burn to life as streams of violet Nox began to leak from my fingertips like plumes of smoke. “Not sure if you’ve heard, but the Morrigan isn’t the only one running with some new friends these days. I’ve got some god-league power of my own, so kindly get the fuck out of my way or I’m gonna run your ass over like a freight train.”

Lugh took a step back, flourishing his golden spear, the smile once more stretching across his face. But instead of lashing out, he dipped his head and waved the spear toward the colossal set of open double doors at the far end of the room.

“Why, I would never think to battle you and your friends,” he said. “I am but a simple court poet. Besides, I remember well how things went the last time you decided to unleash your wrath on the Court. I won’t fight you, but neither will I be your guide. Please feel free to enter the pathways of Tír na nÓg. Bear in mind, however, they can be notoriously treacherous for the uninitiated. Still, best of luck finding your way to the other side.” He gave us a deep bow as a hazy mist swirled up from the floor. Wisps of green and gold circled around him, licking at his skin. 

Then, in the space of an eyeblink, he was gone. Whisked away, though the faint ghost of his laughter lingered in the air. Mocking us.

“Well shit, what in the hell do we do now?” I asked, my mood suddenly souring. I should’ve known this wasn’t going to be easy. Dealing with supernatural beings never was, and the older they were, the more of a pain in the ass they were. I’d come spoiling for a fight, but this possibility hadn’t even been on my radar.

“Unless we want to go back without the Scion,” Ferraro said, “then it looks to me like we only have one course of action.” She checked her shottie, then nodded toward the hallway. 

“It’d be suicide,” Sullivan said with a grimace and a shake of his head. “The High Lords and Ladies of the Tuatha De Danann can shape these halls with a thought. But we don’t belong, and more importantly, they’ve actively denied us an invitation into their realms. If we go in there, chances are we’ll end up wandering in a never-ending labyrinth until we die of hunger. Or worse.”

“That or Lugh and his pals sic all the horrors of Tír na nÓg on us like guard dogs,” I grumbled under my breath. “There are a lot of nasty things that call this place home, and Lugh can make sure we bump into every damn one of them.”

We all stood around in silence for a beat and my thoughts instinctively turned toward Azazel. That shitheel seemed to know just about everything about everything. He spoke every language and was the lord of dark magicks, plus he’d once helped me navigate the treacherous Cubiculi ex Ostia, which was certainly as complicated as this place. If I went to him, he could probably help, but what would be his demand? Hell, he might give me a hand free of charge, but even in that there would be a hook.

Getting me to depend on him when the chips were down. 

“I think I can get us through,” Levi said, interrupting my dark train of thought. 

He was crouched over, one knee on the floor, fingers pressed against the marble. He dragged his digits across the slick surface, a curious look tattooed on his face, his eyes hazy and far away. “This place. It feels wrong. Unsteady.” He rocked his other hand back and forth. “It’s almost like a giant spiderweb. But there are these touch points where things come together. I can feel ’em. And there’s a big one at the center.” He cocked his head as though listening to some unheard voice. Finally, he grunted and nodded. “I think maybe I can get us there.”

I licked my lips and ran a hand along my jaw. I’d seen Levi in action more than most—he’d guided us through the twisting tunnels beneath Pandæmonium. Trekking around the halls of Tír na nÓg was dangerous, reckless even, but the Morrigan wasn’t going to win again. Not if I could do something about it. And I could do something about it, even if it meant taking a few risks. Or even a metric ass-load of risk. And honestly, trusting Levi was way less risky than extending an olive branch to Azazel.

“Screw it,” I said, tossing my hands up. “I’m feeling lucky.”

“You can’t be serious,” Sullivan replied, taken aback. 

“Sully, you just need to trust me on this one. Levi might not look like a whole helluva lot, but he’s got skills.” I turned to Levi. “Lead the way, big guy, and please don’t make me regret it. Everyone else, stay on your toes. There’s no telling what horror shows we might stumble across.”
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In the Manner of Dreams
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WE FOLLOWED LEVI INTO the short connecting hallway, which was just as opulent as the antechamber had been. Ridiculously gaudy wall-mounted lamps of filigreed gold and silver lit the way with more spectral firelight. Nooks and crannies dotted the hall, each containing priceless artwork or otherworldly sculptures, often depicting creatures that had never walked the earth. Baroque paintings and intricate tapestries decorated the stone walls, showcasing scenes from dusty mythologies, long since forgotten by even the most studious scholars and historians.  

I was the last to head into the deadly hallway, and when I turned around on instinct, the door I’d just strutted through was gone. Vanished. Endless hallway stretched off behind me for what looked like miles and miles and miles. A sick sense of dread invaded my belly. I sure hoped Levi knew what he was doing and that we’d made the right call here. And by we, I meant me since I’d pushed for this.

Absently, I reached for my pistol, tucked up along my side, hidden by the black leather coat trailing down past my waist. It wasn’t my coat—that hadn’t made the trip back from Hell, unfortunately—but it was still spelled leather, capable of stopping small-caliber rounds even better than standard Kevlar. The god-killing weapon was nestled safely right where it belonged, and that, at least, gave me some small sense of relief. Being here was a gamble, but if things really got desperate, Sullivan and I could always try to summon Lord Lugh with a binding circle and then I could threaten to murder the son of a bitch with the scythe turned gun. 

Not ideal, since I needed my few remaining rounds to deal with the Morrigan and the Savage Prophet, but it would do in a pinch. 

That douchebag Lugh was nothing if not a pragmatic survivalist and being threatened with soul obliteration was a compelling motivation. It was always good to have murdery options.

I dropped my hand and turned, breaking into a slow jog to catch up with the rest of our ragtag crew. Although the hallway stretched out endlessly behind us, it only continued on straight for twenty or thirty feet before doglegging sharply to the right. Levi trailed his fingers along the dark gray walls, pausing occasionally to stop and squat, pressing his digits to the ground as though he couldn’t quite trust whatever he was feeling. We turned onto the branching hall, but before moving more than a handful of feet, Levi froze mid-stride and did a prompt about-face—

Heading back the way we’d just come. 

I frowned in uncertainty, but when I turned to follow, there was a narrow hallway that snaked away to the left. An offshoot that hadn’t been there even a few seconds before.

Ferraro shot me a nervous glance but said nothing as we backtracked into the new hallway. The walls were devoid of art or wall hangings, and instead boasted a series of sweeping arched windows. The first looked onto wide rolling hills of green, dotted with bone-white trees covered in purple foliage. Full night had settled, but the gigantic moon overhead, paired with a host of stars, shed enough silver light to illuminate the landscape for miles. A flock of colorfully plumed birds, about the size of large quails, roosted in the tree branches. 

Ferraro looked on, mouth slightly agape, and reached a hand toward the window, clearly captivated by the breathtaking view outside. 

I reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Better if you don’t. Nothing here is quite what it seems. Best if we stick to the path.” 

“Yeah, of course,” she murmured softly, sounding more than a little dazed. “I don’t even know what I was thinking.” 

I knew what she’d been thinking, though, and drew her further from the window. I’d bet every penny in my savings account that the landscape let off some kind of glamour, designed to ensnare the unwary. Like one of those deep-sea angler fish that lured lesser prey to death with its pretty light. 

The next window looked out on a windswept bluff overlooking a white-capped sea with water the color of freshly spilled blood. 

The window after that showcased a blighted land, studded with gnarled barren trees and sand dunes so brilliantly white they hurt to look at. It was high noon, wherever there happened to be. 

Ferraro shivered and pushed as far away from the windows as she could, then checked and double-checked the tactical shotgun slung across her chest. 

“So, you and Lord Lugh have some previous history,” she said after walking on for another few minutes in tense silence. “I’ve never heard you talk about him before. Or coming here.”

Although she didn’t come right out and ask any questions, they lingered in the air nevertheless. What the shit had happened here? Why was I so cagey? The statement, so casually tossed out, landed like a punch to the throat. She had no idea just how personal that topic was. There was a damned good reason she didn’t know about my first and last trip into Tír na nÓg and that’s because I didn’t talk about it. Not ever. With anyone. Even Sullivan, who’d been with me during that royal shitshow, knew it was a conversational No Man’s Land. 

And for good reason.

The last time I’d come here, it had ruined my entire life. That was the last time I’d really been happy. The last time I’d been in good standing with the Guild and the last time Ailia had been alive and free from the Morrigan’s influence. This place and the people who called it home had turned my life upside down at the drop of a hat, and I’d never recovered. Shit, I was still living in the back of a friggin’ El Camino, playing blues music for beer money more often than not. And this place was at the root of it all.

But Ferraro? She didn’t know any better.  

I cleared my throat and absently rubbed at the back of my neck. 

“We don’t need to talk about it,” Ferraro amended, quickly picking up on my discomfort. “Not unless you want to.” She glanced down and absently tucked a loose strand of hair behind one ear. 

“It’s the touchiest subject,” I replied as we walked down the window-filled hallway, looking out onto a host of different landscapes. Grasslands, rugged foothills, dense jungles with lush foliage. “But it’s alright. Might do me some good to talk about it.” I faltered, listening to the clomp of heavy bootsteps on marble tile. “Three of us came. Me, Sullivan, and Ailia. This was back in ’98, before everything went completely off the rails. We had a deep-ops asset go missing and the arch-mage got wind that one of the members of the High Court was likely behind his disappearance.”

“I take it her suspicion was right?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow, though keeping her gaze trained on the windows for any sign of potential threat.  

“Got it in one, but the thing is, nothing turned out the way we thought. These Tuatha De Danann dickbags are all about subtlety—every one of ’em except for the Morrigan. She’s about as subtle as a Chuck Norris roundhouse kick to the face. Even then, she was stirring up shit. She was all kinds of pissed that Dagda and his brothers were working with the Guild and playing nice with the rest of humanity. So, naturally, she was planning a little coup with a bunch of Dark Aged horrors called the Fomorians. They enslaved humanity for a good long while, at least until a bunch of ol’ timey Druid Magi and the current Pantheon teamed up to kick them out on their collective asses.”

“Let me guess,” she said, still scanning the hallway, “your Intel asset discovered the coup and the Morrigan conveniently managed to disappear him.”

I snorted and shook my head. “Yeah, you’d think so. That’s the obvious solution, but remember these Irish asswipes aren’t about the obvious. Admittedly, that’s what we thought too,” I added with a shrug. “Turns out though, that dickweed Lord Lugh was responsible for the disappearance. The asset was fine, but we didn’t know that at the time. Instead, Dagda and Lugh set us up. Moved us like friggin’ pawns on a chessboard and put us firmly between the High Court and the Morrigan and her invading army. He pointed us at her like attack dogs.” 

Ferraro and I talked as Levi led us deeper and deeper into the warren of interconnecting passageways. Levi moved slowly, methodically, always tracing his fingers along the walls or pausing to consult with the floors. The turns were seemingly at random, a left here, a right there, only to double back and retrace our steps exactly, which inexplicably brought us to sections of hallway that we’d never seen before. The hall of windows gave way to one lined with suits of gleaming armor from every period of history. Meanwhile, I moved slowly through the string of disastrous events that eventually led to our final showdown with the Morrigan. 

Ferraro visibly paled, her brow furrowing. “Cavalo,” she swore under her breath as I finished. “So the Morrigan assumed you were siding with Dagda and Lugh, even though the Guild had a specific non-intervention policy for court politics.” 

“Bingo.” I shot her a finger gun. “But there was no explaining that to the Morrigan. By the time she showed up, guns blazing and with an army of nightmares at her back, it was either fight or die. Truth be told, we never would’ve survived at all if King Dagda hadn’t busted out some ancient trinkets that let me, Sullivan, and Ailia swing way outside of our weight class. It was a clusterfuck, is what it was. Sullivan dragged my ass out of Tír na nÓg before I could bring the whole place down around us. Ailia though...” 

I cleared my throat and trailed off as Levi ushered us into a massive library—not a room proper, but a narrow hallway—with ornate bookcases stretching up and up and up, spanning impossible heights. 

I’d told Ferraro more than I’d told just about anyone else, but I couldn’t tell her about what the Morrigan had done in the end. I could see it in my head, though. Just like it had happened yesterday. Ailia’s body dangling from the Morrigan’s scythe blade, her back arched, legs limp, arms splayed out. Face a portrait of shock and pain as dark crimson blood frothed at her lips and poured down her chin and neck. I could see her mouthing the words, I’m sorry. I love you. 

That should’ve been the end of it. A quick clean death. Ugly, brutal, final. 

But the Morrigan was more than some random godling. She was the Irish War-Walker. The Raven Lady. The Chooser of the Slain. She could’ve let Ailia pass, but instead she cursed her with life. Chose her body as a fleshly vessel—not so different than when Azazel had been in the driver seat of my body—just to spite me. 

I couldn’t say that to Ferraro, though, so I let the heavy silence speak for me instead.

Ferraro, being smart enough to read my body language, didn’t press the issue. That was one of the many things I liked about her—she was okay with quiet and with giving me the space I needed.

The hallway turned library continued straight as an arrow for damned near a mile before eventually giving way to dark wooden walls covered with glass cases that displayed dusty tomes, cuneiform tablets, and a number of Egyptian-looking artifacts—everything from bracelets and necklaces to daggers and clay pots. Every item looked like it belonged inside of the Smithsonian. Small bronzed plaques engraved with fanciful script further solidified the notion that this section of the halls was some sort of museum, but the text was in some tight, looping script I didn’t recognize. 

I knew if I really wanted to, I could’ve asked Azazel, but there was nothing in here worth the price he would demand. 

I slipped away from the rear of the party and jogged to catch up with Levi, who was still diligently trudging onward. He didn’t seem to be particularly concerned by the fact that we’d been hoofing it for what felt like hours, but I sure as hell was. Time could flow funny in places like Tír na nÓg, so it probably wasn’t as long as it seemed back in the real world, but we were working with a shot clock. The Morrigan’s fancy-ass cocktail party was going to happen whether we had the Scion or not, and we still knew next to nothing. 

“So,” I said, dropping a hand on his shoulder, feeling the unyielding flesh beneath my fingers. “Any idea how long this is gonna take?” 

He shrugged my hand off. 

“The hallways keep on shifting,” he grumbled, fingers still ghosting along the wall. “It’s like the place is actively trying to keep us from whatever’s at the center of the maze.” 

The center had to be the throne room, which stood at the very heart of Tír na nÓg. The Dreamwood throne seemed to be inexplicably bound to the Land of the Young, and that was almost certainly where we’d find Dagda and Lugh.

“But we’re getting close now.” He nodded his head, a strange half smile quirking his lips. “Earth calls to earth, stone to stone. Won’t be too much longer.” 

By the time we finally wandered the twisting labyrinth of artifacts and antiques, my stomach was grumbling like a hound that hadn’t gotten a decent meal in a week. 

And mine wasn’t the only one, either. 

I saw Sullivan absently running a hand along his stomach and Ferraro was licking her lips as though thoughts of greasy cheeseburgers were dancing through her head. Only Levi seemed immune to the feeling drifting so heavily in the air. That was about the time I noticed the smell. A heady aroma of grilled meat, blackened char, and tangy sauce all tangoing together in perfect harmony. The scent only got more intense as we moved. 

Like someone was throwing the grandest barbeque on the planet. 

In the space of a single step, glass-fronted cases and wall plaques peeled away like a magician’s flourish, revealing an oversized dining hall. The hallway behind us had vanished—implacable stone ensured we could only move forward, not back. The walls of the banquet room were bare, though a platoon of crystal chandeliers dangled from the arched ceilings at ten-foot intervals. Warm golden light spilled from the chandeliers and onto an enormous mahogany table with high-backed, velvet-padded chairs running around the outside. 

The damned thing could’ve fit a hundred guests, easy.

And much to my surprise, most of the seats were filled with men and women, all smiling politely and talking quietly—sharing soft laughs—as silverware clinked on porcelain plates. None of the guests seemed to notice our appearance, or if they did, they didn’t care in the slightest. And it was hard to blame them. They had one helluva feast to occupy their attention. Enormous silver dishes and finely tooled platters ran down the center of the table, each one near to overflowing with meats and breads, assorted desserts, fruits and soups and sauces of every kind.

I’ve always been an eater. Aside from good company, good music, and good bourbon, there is nothing in the world I enjoy more than a good meal. 

And this was a meal for the ages. 

I found my mouth watering as my gaze skipped from plate to platter to bowl. Braised short ribs and full racks slathered in deep red barbeque sauce. Fried catfish and shrimp po’boys with dipping sauce. Juicy pulled pork sitting ever so temptingly between toasted golden brioche buns. Hot cornbread, golden and slathered in butter, perched beside a heap of crispy hushpuppies. It was everything I ever could’ve asked for and more than I could ever possibly eat. The rumbling in my belly was thunderous now, blocking out almost every other sound.

The sharp clink-clink-clink of a knife rapping on the side of a crystal champagne flute brought everything back into focus, although it did nothing to dispel the ravenous hunger taking root in my belly. 

A prodigiously fat man at the very head of the table stood from his seat. He was sharply dressed, though his attire was wildly out of date. He wore high-waisted pants and a dour vest that wrapped around his bulk. A top hat and a silky tailcoat completed the look. His face was somehow gaunt, despite his girthy frame, though bushy muttonchops cut through the severe angles of his cheeks. 

“New guests!” he boomed, voice warm and welcoming. “My but it feels like an age since we’ve had new guests.” For the first time, the other partygoers stopped eating and turned their faces toward us. Toward the newcomers. They were smiling, but those smiles never quite seemed to reach their eyes, which were somehow hazy and vacant.

“What is this place?” I choked out, ignoring the tantalizing scent of the food and the ever-increasing desire to take a seat and pull up a plate. 

“A way station of sorts,” the standing host said with a grin, spreading his hands out in invitation. “The halls can be a treacherous place you know. Oh yes. So hard to navigate. Death by starvation is a very real possibility. So our hall travels about as it were, seeking out the wayward in their time of need. We merely seek to offer a moment of reprieve and merriment before you continue on your journey.” 

“Yes,” Sullivan said, his voice flat, “a moment of reprieve. That sounds rather lovely, old sport.” 

“We can’t stay,” Ferraro said, teeth gritted as she forced herself away from the table. “We’re looking for King Dagda. Do you know where he is?” 

“Well of course,” the man said, sticking his thumbs into the ample waistline of his trousers. “If you’re looking for His Majesty, you’ve done a remarkably good job. In our current position, we are the last room before the throne—but surely, you’re tired from your long and arduous journey, no? Come. Sit. Just a moment, of course. Have a bite before carrying on. It won’t take more than a few minutes to eat your fill.” He paused, offering us a wide smile that briefly appeared to be filled with a few too many teeth. “Besides, I find it’s always best to have a full belly before dealing with any sort of tribulation, and confronting King Dagda will certainly be that. Tribulation of the grandest order.” 

“Well that sounds reasonable enough,” Sullivan said, lurching toward one of the open seats. “We’ll have to eat at some point and this meal does look incredible.” 

“No.” Levi stepped forward and latched onto Sullivan’s arm with an unshakable grip. “I’m afraid we’ll need to decline. We have places to be. We’re close, and the way could shift any time.” 

“Come now, don’t be rude,” the portly gentleman urged, though less friendly than before. “Sit. Eat. I insist. Please don’t make a poor host of me.” 

“We did intrude on his party,” Ferraro said, though the words caught in her throat. “We’re basically walking through his living room and he’s been kind enough to invite us to share his meal.”

Her words set off warning bells inside my head. 

That didn’t sound at all like Ferraro. I mean, the woman could certainly eat with a gusto—and she enjoyed a steak as much as the next person—but she was the definition of mission oriented. Plus, she had absolutely no problem with being rude. She’d once invaded Old Man Winter’s home and knee-capped him with a shotgun full of iron and salt. And when he got uppity about it, she did it again.

Ahead, Sullivan was actively fighting to get past Levi and take one of the seats while Ferraro was gracelessly lumbering toward an open chair like a sleepwalker on unsteady legs. Her shottie hung at her side, completely forgotten, her guard entirely down. 

This was wrong. Everything about this was wrong. 

The smell invading my nostrils made it hard to think, but that was just another warning sign. A little voice whispered somewhere in the back of my mind, and although I couldn’t quite make the words out, it seemed to jar something loose inside me. Or maybe it knocked something into place. I’d felt power like this before—only a time or two, understand—but I’d nearly died on both occasions, so it was impossible to forget the sensation. The first time had been back in the jungles of Vietnam in ’69, during my last month in country. 

When I’d lost more friends than I could count. All driven insane by unearthly music, impossibly drifting up from the tangles of Vietnamese bush.

And the last time had been during a trip deep into Tylwyth-Tir, the capital of Anwnn, land of the Unfettered Fae. When I’d finally come face-to-face with the Sirens who’d killed my buddies forty years earlier. 

The Sirens could use their music to worm their way inside your head. To corrupt your thoughts and compel you to do even the most heinous acts. It was a powerful type of compulsion mixed with a slick sheen of glamour to misdirect potential victims until it was too late to do anything about it. This was the same. But instead of music, it was food. The smell of childhood, the aroma of happiness. I’d never heard of a Siren that ensnared the unwary with a banquet, but there was one other creature of Irish folklore that fit the bill...

The Fear Gorta. 

Up ahead, Levi was now actively struggling with Sullivan, physically restraining him. The golem had his arms wrapped firmly around the man’s chest, lifting his feet from the floor, pinning him in place with a tight, unyielding bear hug. But he wasn’t the only concern. Ferraro looked half-crazed as well, a hungry glint in her eyes as she stalked forward. I couldn’t let her take a seat and I sure as shit couldn’t let her sink her teeth into any of the food lining the table. 

The smell was still clawing at my nose, enticing me with every breath, but with an effort of sheer will, I pushed my ravenous cravings aside and broke into motion, positioning my body in front of hers, blocking her way toward an open chair. But it was hard. There was definitely a fog clouding my head, masking my thoughts. Thankfully, I’d become surprisingly competent with mind-influencing constructs, and after dealing with Azazel’s corrupting presence for so long, I was more aware than most when something was whispering a malicious thought into my ear. 

I focused my thoughts, pulling in Vis and Nox in equal measure, quickly weaving a scalpel of fire, spirit, and earth then turning the destructive construct on the power wafting through the air. Now that I knew what to look for, it was easy to sense the threads of power permeating the air like a gentle breeze, and it was just as easy to slice through them with my invisible blade of conjured power. As the hungry weaves parted like silk, something further clicked inside my skull, a key turning over the tumblers in a lock, and the hunger disappeared in a heartbeat. 

That wasn’t the only thing that disappeared. 

I’d been right about the glamour, and now I could see the dining hall for what it was.

A feast for the dead and damned. 

I glanced back over my shoulder at the table and nearly vomited onto the floor. The table was covered in a thick layer of dust, and though there was food, it was nothing anyone would ever want to eat. Rotten meats covered in writhing maggots. Moldering fruit and platters of yellowing bones. Human arms and legs, charred and carefully arranged for the partygoers hunkered down in their seats. The party guests had likewise undergone a transformation of their own. The smiling men and women had been replaced by the emaciated remains of mortals and halfies who had fallen for the bait and taken a place at a meal that never ended. 

Piled in front of them were mounds of intestine—their own intestine—which the zombified creatures ate and ate and ate, filling themselves up but never becoming full.

“Oh my god,” Ferraro cursed. She stumbled away from the table, hands instantly flying toward her shottie as the spell lost its sway over her thoughts. “What the hell happened?” She pressed her eyes shut for a moment and shook her head as though she couldn’t believe what we were seeing. “What the hell is this?”

“A dirty friggin’ trap is what it is,” I growled, turning my gaze to the host at the far end of the table. He too had changed when I broke the glamour. His belly was larger than ever, straining against his food-stained suit. His face was ghostly pale, his eyes beady black balls set deep into his face, and his mouth was a gaping slit filled with rows upon rows of teeth. 

“You could’ve made this easy,” the creature hissed. “But apparently easy isn’t part of your vocabulary.” He reached up with oddly skeletal fingers, tugging on the lapels of his long-tailed jacket. “Lugh was right about you, but I think you can be persuaded to eat yet. And if not”—he grinned and shrugged beefy shoulders—“then you can contribute to the feast in other ways.” His dark eyes darted to the charred limbs decorating the serving platters. 

“This is an ill-advised choice,” Sullivan said, finally back in his right mind. “Our business is with Dagda, not you. But if you make our business with you...” He trailed off and pulled free a silvered blade from his cane. “You will sorely regret it.”

“Though it’s gonna be the last thing you ever regret,” Levi said, his face burning with a very different kind of hunger, one that hadn’t been present a few seconds before. As a golem, Levi never hungered for food, but there was one thing he had a substantial appetite for: killing. Particularly the nasty things that preyed on innocent humans. 

The Fear Gorta licked its thin lips with a black tongue. “I only ever have one concern and it is the feast. You’ll make a fine meal,” he chortled.
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Eaters
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THE FEASTING GUESTS all moved as one, shooting up from their seats in a ravenous frenzy and lurching toward us, clawed fingers extended, mouths wide.

Ferraro dropped back, narrowly avoiding a woman in a tattered sequin-covered dress, and unloaded a round into her head at less than three feet. The eater’s face vanished in a spray of pink gore and teeth, but somehow the creature continued to stumble forward. I shot out a hand and unleashed a wrist-thick lance of flame, carving through her open belly, neatly severing her spine and slicing her in two. Ferraro broke right, already working the pump of her gun, while a fresh wave of creatures headed for her. 

I had my own problems to deal with, though. 

A zombified gent in ring mail armor—just how long had that poor asshole been sitting at the table?—stumbled toward me, swinging a cruel steel mace. 

Acting on a fighter’s instinct, I drove inside his guard, blocking his arm and driving a Nox-covered fist into his sunken chest. The mail held up against the punishment, but the body beneath was as rotten and delicate as a birthday piñata, and I felt ribs crack and leathery flesh give way. I grabbed the eater’s wrist and pulled him toward me, dropped low, and hurled the ancient knight over my hips and into the air. A classic O Goshi. Despite the fact that this guy had probably been eating endlessly since the Dark Ages, he weighed as much as a pool noodle and went flying with ease. 

I straightened and unleashed a wave of raw kinetic force, which swatted him into the far wall, crushing his body like a soda can.  

There was so much movement all around me that it was hard to see what in the hell was going on and that was no bueno. I vaulted over one of the chairs and landed on the table, kicking aside a platter of spoiled meat crawling with white-bodied maggots. Nasty sons of bitches. With the advantage of height, I could see the madness enveloping us. And it was madness. 

Levi had shed his human form and now stood head and shoulders above everything except the Fear Gorta, who had somehow swelled in size over the past few seconds. Unfortunately, the army of eaters was swarming him like blood-starved mosquitoes, trying to overwhelm him through sheer numbers. And the ploy seemed to be working, though Sullivan was managing to buy Levi a little breathing room—chopping down eaters with his silvered sword in one hand, unleashing powerful constructs with his other. An eater dove from the table, wielding a pair of steak knives, but Sullivan batted him away with a sizzling javelin of blue-white lightning. 

Turning the creature into little more than a greasy smear. 

Ferraro was pressing toward the pair, working the shotgun, but placing each shot strategically. She was carrying a tricked-out Mossberg, but the thing only had an eight round capacity before it needed reloading, so she couldn’t just fire willy-nilly.

She was a pro, though, and knew what the hell she was about. Still... There were so many of these damned creatures that eventually she would run low, and unlike Levi and Sullivan she only had human means to defend herself. 

“Levi,” I yelled, amplifying my voice with flows of air and fire, “clear a path and get us the hell out of here! We need to get to the throne room, and we need to be there yesterday. Sullivan, guard Ferraro!” 

Without waiting for a reply, I turned and faced the real ringleader. The prodigiously fat Fear Gorta was floating above the table like a fleshy hot air balloon. The rest of the eaters were spelled and enthralled, and that weasel was the source of the power. If I could knock him down a peg, I could end this thing in an eyeblink. And shit, I might even be able to free all the schmucks that had been stuck in this never-ending death banquet time loop, which would be good for a few extra karmic points. 

After housing a pair of demons and committing unspeakable sins while kicking around down in Hell, I could use all the extra good Karma I could get. 

Thick boots clomping, I strode down the center of the banquet table, kicking aside disgusting food and pitted silver plates. I moved steadily, but I didn’t run—one wrong step could see me flat on my ass with ravenous eaters swarming me like old folks at the Golden Corral. 

The hungry dead were clawing their way toward me, scrambling over each other to get a bite of something new and fresh. Thanks, but no thanks. I pulled my pistol with a flourish—it was loaded with regular ol’ monster-killing rounds instead of the immortal-killing kind—and went to town. I leveled the barrel, breathing slowly as I lined up each shot and gently squeezed the trigger, sending rounds downrange. 

Each bullet found a home. Exploding a head here, devastating a chest there, blowing through most of a neck and dropping the unfortunate creatures where they stood. But I had to be careful—my gun was powerful, sure, but it still only held six rounds. I had a couple of speed loaders in my pocket, but even with those reloading took a solid handful of seconds. And in a fight like this, a handful of seconds could be a friggin’ death sentence. So, with my off hand, I slung power. Thick javelins of fire, wielded like an old military-issued flamethrower, kept the hungry, mindless mooks at bay. 

There were other, more elegant, solutions to the problem at hand, but flame had always come easy to me, and with Azazel in my corner that had never been truer. 

I glanced left as I moved, keeping an eye on the rest of my team, making sure they weren’t in immediate peril. Well, any more peril than we were already in. Levi had shaken free from the swarming eaters and was busy bludgeoning the shit out of one of them with a blocky sledgehammer fist, while simultaneously slicing and dicing another with a limb turned meat cleaver. Nice. 

I eyed a small forest of obsidian spikes that had erupted from the floor in a half circle around Ferraro. Levi’s ability to shapeshift at will was damned impressive, but he could also alchemically transmute just about anything, so long as he was willing to shed a little of the golden ichor flowing through his veins to do so. I’d seen him conjure obsidian spears before, but it still gave me pause—the guy was as tough and as deadly as they came. Ferraro was hunkered down behind the earthen spears, firing rounds in between the shafts, carefully picking out her targets for maximum effect and chaos. 

Sullivan, meanwhile, was tearing his way through a pocket of resistance using his sword cane and a wicked combination of chain-lightning and raw force—literally ripping limbs from bodies and hurling torsos through the air. 

But we weren’t making much progress in our attempt to get out of this nightmare cafeteria. We were in deadlock, and that favored these supernaturally cursed goobers, because they wouldn’t get tired and run out of ammo over time, while we sure as hell would.

Worse, more than half of the eaters had scampered away from us, forming up a fleshy barricade at the far end of the hallway, right in front of the door—which presumably led to Dagda’s throne room. Assuming, of course, that the Fear Gorta wasn’t completely full of shit, which was always a possibility. But either way, those doors were our way out, and there was no way we were gonna be able to plow through all those horror shows without taking some serious damage. Levi was giving it the good ol’ college try, but those eaters were all over him like flies on stink.

Which meant it was time to deal with the real problem. 

“Hey, you humpty-dumpty sack of shit,” I called out, taking a quick break in the action to reload my pistol. I flipped out the cylinder, slammed down the ejector rod—letting the spent brass rain down—slid home the fresh rounds, then pushed the cylinder shut, locking it in place with my thumb. “How’s about you get out of our way and show us where Dagda is before I force-feed you enough lead to choke a friggin’ horse.” 

“You have ruined everything!” the Fear Gorta shrieked, his face bright red, a vein bulging in his forehead. “You’ve ruined the feast. For a thousand years we’ve eaten without interruption, and you’ve ruined it! Look at my table.” Spittle flew, and his eyes bulged. “Look at my guests. Sprawled out across the floor. Meals ruined. Conversation interrupted!” His voice dropped as he floated higher into the air. “You are an uncouth heathen with terrible table manners, and for that...” 

He rose higher into the air, and his stomach swelled dramatically outward, straining against the vest covering his substantial girth. “For that you will pay with hunger unending,” he finished. Buttons popped off, flying across the room like bullets, and the fabric split, flapping open to reveal an enormous circular mouth filling up most of the Fear Gorta’s belly and chest cavity. Rings of serrated teeth encircled the mouth, leading into a throat that seemed utterly bottomless. A black hole in the fabric of space and time. 

The Fear Gorta let out an undulating wail and those stomach teeth began to churn, air suddenly whipping past me at gale-force speed, vanishing into the creature’s belly. 

Ah. He was literally a black hole. Good to know. 

All around me plates and platters lifted from the table, flying toward the gaping maw, only to disappear down his gullet. 

“Hey, here’s an idea. How’s about you go eat a dick!” I yelled, leveling my pistol and firing off all six rounds, aiming at his face and chest. The gun barked and kicked, barrel vomiting out flashes of light. With that much enhanced lead flying, I expected the chubby bastard to pop like the giant balloon he appeared to be. But instead of exploding, the rounds never found their mark. As they got within striking distance, they vanished. Sucked into the toothy stomach mouth just like everything else. 

Huh. So that probably wasn’t going to work. 

And the suction was getting progressively more powerful. 

Chairs were rattling, slowly screeching as they inched across the floor and toward the bulbous tick of a man. My clothes flapped, my jacket tugging against my arms and back as the ravenous wind funneled into the creature’s stomach. With a thought, I stowed my pistol in the holster running along my side and decided it was high time to bring some serious firepower. I planted my feet, straightened my shoulders, and leveled both hands, unleashing a telephone pole of raw flame, interlaced with delicate beams of purple Nox. 

The beam of death sliced through the air like a razor blade, painfully bright, and hit the creature like a battering ram. The Fear Gorta should’ve gone up like a friggin’ wildfire, but the flames seemed to bend, waver, and distort, vanishing into the colossal hole just as my bullets had seconds before. But I noticed immediately that although the construct wasn’t nearly as effective as it should have been, it was still working. Just slowly. Painfully, dangerously, so. Flashing tongues of orange and purple managed to escape the pull of the vortex, licking at the pasty flesh surrounding the maw, blackening skin and burning meat.

So, instead of cutting off my flows of power, I hunched forward and doubled down, pulling more Vis and more Nox into my body, absorbing them like a wet sponge until I felt the power rage through my veins, scorch my bones, and pound inside my head. The column of flame expanded, growing wider and wider. 

But the Fear Gorta responded by stepping up his game, too. My feet started to slide across the tabletop, drawing me closer and closer to the creature.

That terrible, sucking force grew more powerful by the moment, consuming my flames even as I dealt them out. 

Around me, chairs, plates, and silverware exploded away from the floor, hurtling toward the bottomless vortex, disappearing into the creature’s stomach without a trace. Even at fifty feet out, the winds were nearly impossible to resist. I clenched my teeth and focused my thoughts, splitting my flows of power and conjuring a shimmering shield of shifting emerald energy that acted as a makeshift barrier, protecting me from the brunt of the blustery pull. The doomed dinner guests, however, had no such protection. Besides, they were mostly skin and bones, so they didn’t stand a chance. 

As the Fear Gorta’s attack became ever more ferocious, desiccated bodies lifted from the floor and whipped across the dining room, vanishing down the creature’s gullet with silent screams etched into the lines of their faces.  

Levi, Ferraro, and Sullivan were also damned close to the monstrous vortex, but my boy Levi was already on it. The guy weighed near half a ton all on his own, but he’d also sprouted rocky quartz along his arms and legs and his feet had shifted. Strands of gray clay dug down into the ground, rooting him in place. He had one arm wrapped around Sullivan and another around Ferraro, holding them in place. Sheltering them from a certain and grisly fate. But they were real close—only ten feet or so from the vortex—and I had no idea how long Levi would be able to hold his ground. 

I needed to finish this shit, and I needed to finish it ASAP.

And for that, I would need to be closer. 

Crap but this was a terrible idea.

I dismissed the shield encompassing me, since I would need all the metaphysical muscle I could conjure for my stupid and totally reckless plan to come together. Still laying down flame, I reached out with strands of earth, spirit, and will, reaching into the ground beside me. Unlike fire, moving around earth was a lot of heavy metaphysical lifting, because physics still existed even with magic like mine. What I wanted to do was simple but brutal. I drove tightly woven strands of raw power into the earth and pried, my body trembling as I rudely ripped a chunk of stone and dirt from the ground. 

I hoisted it up on flows of air reinforced with bands of magnetic power to help keep it aloft. Between that and the constant onslaught of flame, it felt like trying to juggle a trio of chainsaw-wielding elephants. But, the Fear Gorta was so preoccupied with hoovering up all my conjured fire, he didn’t even notice the big friggin’ rock I was about to swat the holy crap out of him with. Muttering a silent prayer while simultaneously cursing my own stupidity, I cut the flows of fire and jumped into the air, right hand darting for the handle of my pistol. 

“Yancy, no!” I heard Levi bellow, but it was too late. 

My plan was in motion—literally—and there was no stopping it now. 

The howling winds picked me up like an errant leaf and sucked me forward. Absolute delight and triumph flashed across the Gorta’s pinched face... At least until I pulled the boulder forward, using every inch of metaphysical muscle to propel it toward the creature. The gusts of unnatural wind caught the boulder and sucked it directly toward the creature’s undulating stomach mouth, just like everything else. Problem was, that hunk of stone was the size of a Volkswagen Beetle. The triumph evaporated from the Gorta’s face, and the sucking pressure vanished, but I used my own power to keep that boulder moving forward. 

It slammed into the creature’s still open craw a second later, landing like a friggin’ wrecking ball. Knocking him onto his back, the stone lodged firmly in the creature’s oversized belly. My feet touched the table a heartbeat later and I sprinted forward, closing the rest of the distance in next to no time. I leapt from the edge of the table, landing on top of the boulder in a crouch. With a snarl of rage, I dropped the barrel of my pistol, lined up my shot, and fired directly into the creature’s head. Shock seemed to register for the briefest of moments and then gore exploded out from the back of his head and his eyes went blank. Glassy with death. 

Its body instantly started to deflate with a loud whoosh of fetid, rushing air that, of course, sounded like the biggest fart in the entire world. 

Even after murdering this thing in the coolest way possible, it couldn’t even have the dignity to die without being an asshole. A literal farting asshole. 

I stood with a sigh and hopped down.

Levi set Sullivan and Ferraro down, the ghost of a smile on his lips.

“Not bad,” he said, which was high praise from the golem. 

“Same.” I offered him a nod in return. “You guys okay?” 

“Fine,” Ferraro said, crinkling her nose at the stink filling the air. “Though I’m ready to get out of here.” 

“Same,” I replied again, repressing the urge to vomit from the smell. “It’s high time we find Dagda and Lord Lugh. They have some shit to pay for.”

“Like my bloody dry cleaning,” Sullivan muttered darkly, inspecting his coat, which was splattered with rancid guts and moldering food from his dustup with the eaters. 

“Good to see at least a few things haven’t changed,” I said with a smirk. “Now let’s move.”
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Blood of Godlings
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“AH, IF IT ISN’T OUR esteemed guests,” came the patronizing voice of Lord Lugh as I pushed my way through a set of colossal doors at the far end of the nightmarish banquet hall. I gritted my teeth and reached for the Vis, just out of sight, preparing for more tom-fuckery. I let out a sigh of relief when I found myself in a room I instantly recognized, even though it had been twenty years since the last time I’d been here. It was hard to forget a place like this, though. And that was saying something, since I’d literally been to Hell and back. 

We’d finally made it to the throne room of Tuatha De Danann. 

Although room was a misnomer. 

It was more a circular clearing, the ground covered with grass so vibrant it looked spray-painted on. A riot of flowers ran amok, their petals so pristine and colorful it hurt the eyes. A small, slow-moving stream meandered on the right, and a handful of short trees—elegant slender things that seemed to mimic the form of dancing humans—dotted the space and bore luscious fruits studded with actual gems. 

Hulking slabs of gray stone formed a ring around us. 

This was an inverted, mirror version of Stonehenge: a primal nexus that the High Tuatha De Danann used to move between the realms. The gray stones formed a series of crude, slanted archways, each peering out onto a different landscape: A beautiful coast, the sky overhead stormy and dark, the waves battering against some forgotten, rocky shoreline. Another led to a forest filled with towering oaks and wild apple trees, a tangle of dense vegetation blanketing the ground—a wild place, as ancient as they come. A forest untouched by humanity. 

Others still led to wild, impossible landscapes or dark alleyways that could’ve belonged in Denver or Paris. 

“Truth be told, I’m more than a little surprised to find you made it,” Lugh said, drawing my eye. He waited for us at the far end of the clearing, leaning against a sprawling throne of ancient granite and twisted tree roots, which the massive stone archways had been painstakingly built around. Occupying the throne itself was the man we’d actually come to find, King Dagda, ruler of Tír na nÓg. The guy didn’t speak, but his silence conveyed more than enough. 

Dagda was a friggin’ giant. Not metaphorically, either. 

He was nine feet tall if he was an inch and so heavily muscled, he looked deformed. His skin was rough and gray like the stone around him, his facial features crude and malformed, like an artist had started carving a humanoid statue, then got bored halfway through and said screw this, I’ve got better shit to do. The only thing that screamed “king” was the circlet of gold wrapped around his lumpy, lopsided brow. Dagda looked like a roid-head who was about as bright as a sack full of rocks, but nothing could be further from the truth. He was sharp and shrewd and all the more so because he had Lord Lugh whispering in his ear.

He also looked pissed as hell. 

And worried, though he was trying his best to hide that. 

“The twisting halls are difficult for even the Low Tuatha De Danann to navigate,” Lugh said after a pause, lips pulling back into a thin smile. “I honestly can’t remember the last time any mortal managed to navigate them.”

“That is because no mortal has ever done so,” Dagda replied, his words rock steady. Tone unflappable. But I was pretty good at reading people, and I sensed that those still waters didn’t run as deep as Dagda wanted us to think. 

I glanced left and right, then nodded as I took a step forward. The others spread out beside me, Levi taking up a position on my left, Sullivan posting up on the right, Ferraro staying back just a hair, but double-checking her shotgun. 

“Most of us hardly even classify as mortal these days,” I said, lifting my chin in cool defiance. “I’ve got the Three-Faced Hag backing my play and two demons batting for the home team. And I guarantee you’ve never seen anything like my muddy buddy there.” I hooked a thumb toward Levi. “Now, we’ve got shit to do and places to be, so how’s about you stop dicking around with us, wasting our time, and tell us where the last Scion is.” 

I took another threatening step forward and flipped back the lapel of my spelled-leather jacket, revealing the gleaming butt of my pistol—stowed safely in its holster. For now. 

“That’s far enough, Lazarus,” Dagda grunted. “Oghma, attend to me.” He lifted a crudely formed hand with bratwurst-sized fingers. There was a flash of opalescent light as a shimmering rip in space and time formed, and a behemoth of a man stepped into the clearing.    

Honestly, that should’ve come as no surprise, but it sure as hell was an unpleasant one. 

Dagda was big, but he rarely liked getting his hands dirty. Lugh could fight like a wily squirrel all strung out on meth, but we could take him if things went sideways. Oghma, though, that shit-kicker was a force to be reckoned with. 

He was Dagda’s brother, the court champion at arms, and the third piece of the monarchical triumvirate. 

Oghma was a big ol’ son of a bitch with glimmering, iridescent tattoos running over his bare shoulders and arms in elaborate swirls. He was also definitely a card-carrying member of Thugs-R-Us. The meathead held a battle-axe with a flared steel head on one side and a monstrous railroad spike of hurt on the other. It was so enormous I wouldn’t have been able to pick the sucker up off the floor. Unlike Dagda, he was exactly as dumb as he looked, but he was really good at turning things into meat paste, and sometimes that was all that mattered. If we couldn’t work things out peaceably, and I was sorta doubting that at this point, then there was a damned good chance Oghma was the guy I’d have to dance with.

Which was unfortunate since it looked like his favorite dance was the Eviscerate-Your-Foe Boogie.

“Your Majesty,” Sullivan said, shuffling forward, raising his hands in a sign of peace. “This doesn’t need to end in violence. We aren’t here to hurt you or those you care about. Just the opposite. We want to lend you aid.” 

“He’s right,” I said with a nod. “You oughta know how I feel about the Morrigan. Nobody wants to kick her teeth in more than I do. We don’t know what the hell she’s up to, but we aim to stop her and we know the Scions are somehow a crucial part of her plan. If she can’t get to your Scion, then maybe we can stop her in her tracks. Or, at the very least, draw her out.” 

“Is that so?” Lord Lugh piped in. “So you want us to turn Dagda’s daughter and only blood Scion over to you—a man, possessed by demons, who recently murdered half the demonic nobles of Pandæmonium. You and James Sullivan, former Lieutenant Commander of the Fist of the Staff and declared traitor and confidant to the Morrigan. The same Morrigan who harbors us deep enmity and angled to overthrow us with the aid of our ancient rivals, the Fomorians. Ah, yes. Of course, why didn’t we suspect you were here to help all along.” 

The fact that he had a good point didn’t in any way dismiss what a smarmy dick he was being about all of this. 

“I know how it looks, douche,” I said, trying not to fly off the handle and drop kick him where he stood, “but we’re telling the truth. I’d rather lose my other eye than deal with someone like the Morrigan. Yeah, Sullivan was working as a deep asset for a while, but that’s the only reason we even have any idea about the colossal shitpocalypse heading our way. We have it on good authority that the Morrigan is planning something bigger than just a coup this time around. She doesn’t want your throne, bub, she wants your friggin’ head on a platter and I think she’s gonna manage it. She’s working with some smart, powerful people—I’m tellin’ you, you’ve never seen someone like the Savage Prophet before.”

“Please,” Lugh said, rolling his eyes. “Everyone knows you can’t kill immortals. I’ve been alive since the dawn of men and I’ll be around after your kind has bombed itself into extinction.” 

I drew the pistol at my side and leveled the weapon on the towering behemoth of muscle, Oghma. “That so, huh?” I’d sort of thought this might come up, since immortals were about as cocksure and overconfident as they came. With my other hand I reached into my pocket and pulled free one of my few souvenirs from my time in Hell. A sheet of paper, yellowed, deeply creased, and torn in more than a few places.

I tossed the paper to Lugh with a flick of my wrist and a gust of conjured air. He caught it with dexterous fingers and unfolded it as though it might contain a spelled bomb. 

Nope. Just a simple flyer courtesy of my time in Hell. Plastered across the front was my face or, at least, a version of it with blister-red skin and jutting ram’s horns protruding from my skull. Across the top ran one word, all in caps: WANTED. Azazel’s name was below, followed by a laundry list of offenses: Treason. Criminal conspiracy. Sedition. Murder. Lots of murder. A phonebook’s worth of murder. Marquis Aamon, Duchess Dantalian, Marquis Leraje, Duke Eligos, and Earl Malthus. At the bottom was a stern warning: Anyone caught assisting this man will suffer the unending wrath of King Asmodeus. 

“Those dickweeds were all Immortal Royals of Hell too before I shuffled their evil asses off the ol’ mortal coil. And I did it using this gun right here.” I cocked the hammer and readjusted the barrel so it was aimed right at Oghma’s groin. Getting shot in the balls with a god-killing weapon has to be number one on every immortal’s nightmare list, I imagine. “So I’d be careful what your next move is.”

“As you say,” Lugh replied, folding the rap sheet and tossing it back to me. “But if you have this weapon, than by necessity the Morrigan does not have it.” 

“You’re missing the point,” Sullivan said sternly. “It’s not about the weapon, it’s about the principle. Prevailing wisdom is that immortals cannot be killed, yet now we all know that premise is false. The Morrigan knows this too. I will confess, I don’t know how she plans to do the deed, but in less than three days’ time we will all find out. But by then it will be far too late to do anything about it.” 

“Twenty years,” I said as Sullivan trailed off. “You said to me, what is twenty years to an immortal? The answer is that it’s twenty years longer than you have to live unless you cough up your Scion and see us on our way.” 

“You’re bluffing—”

Lugh started, but Dagda cut him off with a raised hand. “Enough, Lugh. You know he isn’t. This man is as subtle as our own Morrigan. You are seeing machinations that simply aren’t there, me thinks.” He hunched forward, his lips drooping down into a frown. “And the Morrigan is certainly clever enough to do such a thing, especially if she is dealing in the magics of the Great White King above. That paired with the blood of Scions...” He trailed off, sharing a meaningful look with Lugh.

“What exactly does that mean?” Ferraro said, moving closer to the throne. “Paired with the blood of Scions?” There was a reason she was an FBI agent—she didn’t miss a thing. “What do you know that we don’t? Why would the Morrigan be so concerned with Scions?” 

King Dagda didn’t speak for a moment, eyeing my gun. Trying to decide if I was bluffing. Finally he sighed and shook his head. “Stand down, Oghma. There has been enough destruction in our lands already. Your death would only weaken our position further. Lugh, tell them.”

The great tattooed oaf grunted but complied, lowering his axe and lumbering off to one side. 

“But sire,” Lugh said quietly, “is that the wisest course of action?” 

“What choice do we have, Chief Ollam? We have always said that war makes strange bedfellows of us all.” 

“Fine,” Lugh said, sounding exasperated. “Fine. Let me go on the record and say I disagree strenuously with this decision, but if that is your public decree I will make it so.” He turned toward us, drumming his fingers restlessly on the haft of his golden spear. “For what it’s worth, I don’t know how exactly she plans to use the Scions, but they hold a special place in the hierarchy of Supernatural Royalty. As you know, most creatures of Outworld can breed freely with humans, producing creatures that your kind so affectionately refer to as halfies. It’s impossible to say what traits such creatures will have, and many perish at birth, but most are viable if rather freakish. 

“Well, that is not the case for certain members of the supernatural community. True immortals, such as godlings, demons, or the High Fae, are too far removed from humanity to naturally produce viable offspring. It is a matter of essence—as oil does not mix with water, so too does the immortal essence fail to mix with Mortal form. It is a law as old as the universe itself. There is a loophole, however, and we immortals love a good loophole. Magi. Like you, Lazarus. Your kind is fully human yet has a tiny spark of the divine. And that spark allows for the otherwise impossible. When our kind produce mixed heritage children, they are called Scions. Sons and daughters of two worlds.” 

“Gee,” I said, “great birds and bees talk, Lugh. Glad we finally got that out of the way—though maybe next time you could use sock puppets or something to make it a little less awkward. But you failed to answer the only thing that really matters. Why are Scions important, and what in the hell does the Morrigan want with them?” 

“Gods, but I forgot what an unforgiveable imbecile you are,” Lugh said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Look. It’s in their very nature. As I said, they are children of two worlds. And they are valuable for any number of reasons. They are renowned champions because as half mortals they can go places and do things that are strictly against the rules for me and my immortal kin. Most importantly, though—and this is a closely guarded secret—they anchor us to the mortal world. Like calls to like, and as above so it is below. In many important ways, they keep us alive in the minds of men.” 

I squinted. “Wait, so this is like some sort of Tinker Bell thing? If not enough people believe in you it kills you?” 

Dagda grimaced in obvious distaste but nodded. “Very simplistic, but yes. It is like a Tinker Bell thing.”

“Holy shit,” I said, my brain working in double time. “So, they ground you out and basically act as magical buffers. Conduits to the mortal realm.” 

“It is as you say,” Dagda said, inclining his head a fraction of an inch. “How they could be used to wound or injure an immortal directly is beyond my scope of knowledge, but their value to their sires is vast.” 

“Well, if that’s true then you need to give us your daughter, Your Highness,” Sullivan said. “I’m telling you, we are the best protection she has.”  

“It is too late for that,” Dagda said. “My daughter is no longer here. Even if I am immortal, she is not, and as soon as you entered our realm I sent her away. I suspected you were working for the Morrigan, so I sent her to an old friend who owes me a favor. A friend who will guard her to the death.” 

“Who?” Ferraro said, a tight edge to her voice. “Whoever has her is in danger.” 

“I very much doubt that,” Dagda said with a wicked smile. “I have entrusted her to Firroth the Red.” 

Firroth the Red, owner and operator of the Lonely Mountain, over in the Hub. Firroth also happened to be a red dragon. Because, of course Dagda had shipped his daughter off to a red friggin’ dragon. What was better at guarding things than dragons? The answer was absolutely nothing. The only problem was, the Savage Prophet wouldn’t even bat an eye at taking on a dragon. I’d literally watched him fight a hundred-foot-tall, seven-headed death Naga from the back of an undead flying Garuda without missing a beat. 

Firroth and I weren’t exactly on friendly terms, but he was a decent guy—just wanted to tend bar, serve drinks, and mind his own business. He reminded me of myself in a lot of ways and I didn’t want to see him dead. We needed to kick our asses into gear and hightail it over to the Lonely Mountain before the Morrigan got wind of where the Scion was and sent the Prophet to turn the old lizard into a pair of boots.  

“We need to get to the Lonely Mountain,” I said. 

“Gladly,” Lugh said. “Anything to get you out of our realm.” He waved his hand and summoned a shimmering opalescent portal that looked out into a dirty alleyway that I knew well.

“Let’s go save us a dragon,” I grumbled. 

“You mean fight a dragon, don’t you?” Sullivan said. “Because you know Firroth won’t give up the girl without a fight.” 

“Fight, save. That’s all just semantics. And either way, we need to get it done.”
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The Lonely Mountain
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LUGH’S PORTAL DROPPED us in a cramped alleyway, the air filled with a sour stink, the ground littered with garbage of a questionable origin and variety: dirty diapers, old tires, a spattering of used syringes, and enough broken glass to fill a friggin’ bathtub. Things scurried and scampered just out of sight, rustling balled-up newsprint in their passing. Likely Hub-roaches, which infested just about every nook and cranny in the Inbetween city. Nasty, hissing brown things, half a foot in length, strangely intelligent, and malicious. 

You had to be careful in the back alleys, since those sons of bitches could get awfully aggressive if you encroached on their nests. And you did not want to tangle with a single Hub-roach, let alone a swarm of ’em.

“Come on,” I said, once everyone was through and the shimmering doorway from Tír na nÓg had vanished. Good riddance, as far as I was concerned.

We headed out onto a busy thoroughfare running in front of the notoriously ill-reputed bar and degenerate dumping ground. The Lonely Mountain boasted a clientele list that read like the horror shelf at the local bookstore. Everything from the Kobocks of the Deep Downs to the serpent face Little Brothers of the Blade were welcome there.

The building was a hulking structure made of craggy gray stone, which might’ve been transported out of the Arthurian era—part mountain, part castle, all badass. Jagged merlons ran along the top parapet, while narrow windows bled orange light into the gloomy haze of twilight. It was always twilight in the Hub. This place was a pocket dimension, not Inworld but not quite Outworld, that never had true day or true night. 

The bar also doubled as a high-class brothel, and otherworldly moans and orgasmic groans of both pain and pleasure could often be heard drifting from those windows. Not now, though. I’d spent more time than I’d care to admit slumming around the Lonely Mountain—though I avoided the brothel portion like a plague for a thousand different reasons. For moral reasons, true, but also because at least a few of the guests likely had the literal plague. In all the time spent here, I’d never heard it this quiet before, which probably was a bad sign. My stomach was clenched into a knot as I steeled myself and marched through the open portcullis with the others following in my wake.

I faltered at the pair of frosted double doors. Across the front was The Lonely Mountain in gilt gold lettering. Beneath was a stern warning, No Fighting, No Trouble, Violators will be Incinerated. 

The Lonely Mountain was such a popular and happening joint due, in large part, to the fact that Firroth the Red did not dick around with people who made problems in his place of business. Like most dragons, Firroth was ferociously jealous of his treasure, which happened to be his bar and brothel, and would, literally, incinerate anyone who threatened its safety. It made the Lonely Mountain a great place for business meets, though, since no one wanted to put a toe on the wrong side of the line where Firroth was concerned. It also made it an absolutely fantastic spot to get fall-down wasted, since no one would murder you outright—at least not if you remained in the bar proper.

The problem was the Morrigan and the Savage Prophet weren’t like the murderous halfies and other horrors that stalked the highways and byways of the Hub. They were throwing around god-tier power, and as tough as Firroth was—and I had no doubt he was a mean ol’ lizard—those two would wreck him. And I’m not talking about a few busted ribs and a nasty shiner, I’m talking decapitation and flayed alive. Obviously not in that order. I didn’t want to pick a fight with Firroth. I mean, we weren’t friends exactly, but he’d always been kinder than most of the things that haunted the Hub.

Which meant it was up to me to save him. Him and Dagda’s Scion. 

I took a single deep breath, double-checked my revolver, then pushed through the door, which let out a shrill brass jangle at my passing. 

I was expecting the place to be empty, so I was surprised when I heard a guitar riff and the tinkle of piano keys, accompanied by the muted clink of glasses and the low murmur of voices. 

Up on stage was an age-beaten halfie, his skin fire engine red, which probably meant his father had been a fir darrig out of the Spring Court. Not especially good looking, were fir darrig. About five and a half feet tall, all lean muscles and burnt-red hides. Looks weren’t everything, though, because this guy could make his guitar sing and squeal in all the right ways, laying down a fiery version of B.B. King’s “The Thrill is Gone” that hit me right in the soul. And his partner, a blonde bombshell with fluttering fairy wings, could not only play the piano, but she had a set of pipes that reminded me of a young Aretha Franklin.

Smoke, both the tangy aroma of tobacco and the musky, sulfurous stink always hanging around dragons, loitered in the air. Muted red, orange, and amber light illuminated the cavernous interior, though overall the bar remained a dark and foreboding place. A cave dimly seen. Hanging stalactites and jutting stalagmites littered the space, each filled with the ever-shifting light of enslaved, winged creatures. Pixies. The crowd was sparse tonight, though. Usually I had to elbow my way through the press of bodies, but this time around most of the booths were empty and only the most die-hard regulars milled around the bar, drinking from dirty mugs. 

The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and the atmosphere instantly set my teeth on edge. There was a sense of foreboding that permeated everything—that calm lingering in the breeze right before a brutal storm descends. 

“Spread out,” I growled over my shoulder. 

We broke into a wedge formation, Levi taking up a post to my right, Sullivan on my left, Ferraro tucked away behind us with her tactical shottie in hand. The tension ratcheted up another notch, like a string wound to its breaking point, and every eye in the bar darted toward us. A quiet murmur circulated through the room, inhuman eyes growing wide in shock as they recognized who I was. Who Sullivan was. It didn’t take long before a spattering of patrons excused themselves from tables, trickling out first in fits and starts and then in a rush like rats abandoning a sinking ship. 

Except the musicians. They kept right on playing like the house band of the Titanic, manning their posts even as the ocean swallowed the doomed vessel.

As a mage and a former member of the Hand of the Fist—the Guild’s hit squad—I’d never exactly been a nobody, but I’d certainly never caused a reaction like this before. But everything was different now, I reminded myself. The world was in upheaval. The Guild of the Staff, broken. The Morrigan was busy reorganizing the entirety of the supernatural world and I was her number one enemy. Not to mention the fact that I’d spent the better part of a year in Hell, on an epic murder spree against some of the most powerful immortal demons in Pandæmonium. Shit, I’d assassinated Asmodeus, one of the Nine Kings of Hell, and word about things like that had a certain way of traveling. 

A pair of batwing doors behind the bar swung open with a whoosh and out walked the man we’d come looking for. Though Firroth was a dragon’s dragon from every account I’d ever heard, he wore the guise of a man—or, at least, a huge and dragon-ish looking man. Guy must’ve stood eight feet tall and had a swath of fiery-red hair, which shimmered gold and orange in the light. He had intricate tribal tattoos in blues and blacks snaking up around his tree-trunk arms. Jutting out of the corner of his mouth was a fat cigar, the cherry always burning but never diminishing. 

He effortlessly slid over the bar top and nodded toward the musicians on the stage, just a curt bob of the head. “Magnus, Georgina. How’s about you see yourselves out.” 

The pair didn’t need to be asked twice. The fire-engine-red halfie grabbed his guitar and bolted from the stage, giving us a very wide berth as he and his blonde partner in crime hustled out the front door.  

The dragon in human flesh strutted forward slowly until he was dead in front of us, about fifteen feet away. 

“Lazarus,” he said casually, puffing at his cigar. “You shouldn’t have come here. I always did have a soft spot for you—seemed like you got the shit end of the stick more than you deserved. But coming here? Bad idea.” He shook his head slowly. “This only ends poorly for you and your friends.” He waved a claw-tipped hand toward the others. 

“Doesn’t have to go that way,” I said, keeping cool. I’d shit talked more than my fair share of supernatural deities, but I honestly didn’t want to throw down with Firroth, not if it could be avoided. He was a hardnosed, no-nonsense kinda guy, but he was just trying to do the right thing here. Do a favor for a friend and protect some poor kid from a bunch of shitheels in the process. He couldn’t know exactly how outclassed he was by the opposition. And even if he did, he’d never admit it. 

Dragons weren’t exactly known for their humility or willingness to be vulnerable.  

“We’re not here for you,” I said. “We’re here for the Scion. Dagda sent us. Straight from the throne room itself.” 

Firroth grunted, squinting, a plume of acrid smoke curling from his nostrils. 

“Even if Dagda was here, standing in front of me, I wouldn’t give the kid to you. You might not know this, but Dagda, he and I go way back. He saved me from a Dragon Slayer once upon a time. Back in the days of Pendragon. So I owe him. And the kid, Candace? She’s my goddaughter. Chances are, you’re working with the Morrigan.” He paused, shrugged. “But even if you’re not, she ain’t going with you. Where you go, destruction follows. I won’t let her get mixed up in that.” 

“We can protect her better than you ever could,” I said, refusing to flinch or look away. “I can keep her safe.” 

“Dragons aren’t known for our sense of humor,” Firroth replied drily, “but even I think that’s rich. You, the guy who killed half the nobles in Pandemonium before staging a riot and breaking out of Hell, are gonna keep her safe. You’ve always lived on your own terms, Lazarus—I respect that about you. But you’re a loose cannon. Always have been. A loose cannon is one thing, but these days you’re more like a rabid dog. I wouldn’t trust you to lock up my bar much less take care of my goddaughter.” 

“It isn’t what you think,” Sullivan said from beside me, shooting Firroth a disarming smile. 

“Ah. So first I hear from the rabid dog with a demon-infested soul. Now, I get to hear from the piece of shit who’s been working openly with the Morrigan for more than a year. Who’s next, huh? The golem who likes to murder Kobocks in the Deep Downs? Maybe I should trust him?” He shot Levi a deadly glare that said in no uncertain terms that he knew all of the MudMan’s secrets. 

“Or how about the powerless human you cart around like a trained hound?” Something rippled beneath the surface of his skin and his eyes began to glow with an angry golden light. “Thing is, I don’t much like to get involved. Your business is your own and I got out of supernatural politics a millennia ago. You brought this trouble into my bar, though. You dropped it like a package on my front door and it’s high time someone put this whole mess to bed.”

In a flash he started to swell and change, shedding his human guise for the first time in living memory. 

Ferraro, because she isn’t a moron, didn’t wait for him to complete the change. She shouldered her way between me and James, raised her shottie, and fired center mass into the bulging figure of muscles and scale.  

Unfortunately, her shotgun worked about as well as a water gun on a forest fire—the dude was a friggin’ dragon, not a two-bit burglar—and he shrugged off the lead, silver, and rock salt without even blinking. But in my opinion, she had the right idea. We had about thirty seconds before Firroth would be ready to rock and roll, and that was the time when he’d be most vulnerable to attack. 

“Don’t kill him,” I hollered at the top of my lungs. 

I thrust both hands forward and conjured a column of raw, gale-force wind, unleashing it on the still transforming creature. Unseen power blasted into him like an artillery round, batting him across the room and into one of the crystalline stalagmites protruding from the floor. Firroth hit with a bone-breaking snap except that it wasn’t his body that broke, but rather the stone pillar. Firroth kept right on changing, and from the burning hate in his eyes, I’d say he was more pissed than hurt. 

“Don’t think that’s gonna be a problem.” Levi underwent his own shift, gray flesh swelling outward. “I’m not sure we’d be able to kill him if we tried.” 

“Good,” Sullivan said, “then I won’t feel bad about taking off the kid gloves.” 

The floor cracked and split as a piece of stone broke free and drifted up into the air. 

Sullivan was floating on top of it. He wasn’t flying, Magi couldn’t do that, but he was a master of magnetism and could repel the rock and hold it aloft with bands of electro-magnetic energy. There was a reason he’d been Lieutenant Commander of the Fist for longer than I’d been alive. The guy was good. He thrust his silver sword forward and unleashed a searing bolt of lightning, bright enough to temporarily blind me. The blast hit with a thunderous noise, rocks and debris flying up in a plume, smoke swirling in a chaotic cloud. 

My ears rang and a hazy purple afterimage hung across my vision. 

For a long beat we all just stood there, holding our collective breath in anticipation, waiting to see if Firroth was down for the count. I sure as shit know that if Sullivan had hit me with that combo it would’ve put me out of commission. 

As the smoke cleared and dissipated, I felt a tremor run through the floor. An enormous claw-tipped foot emerged, slamming down with enough force to rattle the teeth in my skull. 

Out of the ash and smoke emerged a creature of legend. 

He was the size of a T. rex with jaws that could swallow me whole. Firroth had the same golden eyes, bright with intelligence and rage, but everything else had changed. His body was covered in glimmering crimson scales, though plates of gold ran along his neck and belly. His graceful neck connected to a powerfully muscled body with wicked black spikes that ran along the length of his spine. Four semitranslucent wings protruded from just behind his shoulder blades, reminding me of an overgrown dragonfly. A serpentine tail, capped with a skull-sized spiked club, lashed at the air like a cat preparing to pounce on some unwitting prey.

I had a sneaking suspicion that we were the unwitting prey. 

“You are deeply going to regret that,” Firroth said, his voice the sound of a volcano given life. He opened his jaws wide and unleashed a gout of brilliant golden flame.
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Dragon-Sized Problems 
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“FERRARO, BEHIND ME!” I brought up both hands and conjured a shimmering dome of raw force, air, and water, all reinforced with potent bands of Nox. The fire slammed into the shield like a wrecking ball, but I was ready. Protecting yourself from fire was a helluva lot harder than deflecting a few stray bullets, but trekking around the second circle of Hell had taught me a thing or two about dealing with the heat. Unlike a force shield, which would’ve stopped the flames but allowed the heat to pass through—cooking me alive, which was no bueno—this shield was a bit more versatile.

The force portion of the construct deflected the licking tongues of flame, while water absorbed the heat, venting a wave of hissing white steam. Steam that was subsequently whisked away by the gentle flows of air circulating throughout the construct. 

Effective. But it was also damned hard to hold together and I couldn’t withstand an onslaught like this for long. Which sucked a bagful of ass since dragons and unending fire went together like bourbon and barbeque. Thankfully, Levi was already on the move. The MudMan sprinted forward, white swirls of steam billowing around his legs and arms as he ran. Firroth turned his head, bathing the golem in flames, giving us a chance to reposition and find some much-needed cover. Levi let out a roar of pain and anger, but kept right on trucking, his fists transforming. One turned into an enormous sledgehammer head, while the other took the shape of a butcher’s cleaver.

I winced, knowing exactly what kind of agony poor Levi had to be in. The guy may have been built like a shit brickhouse but no one was built to withstand dragon’s flame head-on. From what I knew about the golem, Firroth’s attack probably wouldn’t kill Levi, but the MudMan would feel every single ounce of pain. 

“Ferraro,” I yelled over my shoulder, “get cover behind one of those stone columns.” 

“On it,” she shouted, bolting for one of the jutting stalagmites. Naturally, because it was Ferraro, she fired on the move, working the pump and sending out rounds with uncanny precision. No shot combination on the planet would penetrate Firroth’s scaly exterior, so instead she targeted his vulnerable eyes and the gauzy membrane of his delicate looking wings. The dragon shook his head as one of her rounds hit true, then let out a ferocious, ground-shaking roar. He reared back and thrust an enormous scaled hand out, conjuring a ruby force shield of his own to deflect the incoming rounds. 

Levi leapt at the same moment, lashing out with his sledgehammer fist, catching Firroth right in the throat, which couldn’t have been pleasant. Not even for a dragon. Levi hit like an artillery blast, I knew from experience. Sullivan, still floating on his rock, hurled alternating rounds of ball lightning and ice javelins at the monster lizard. Firroth spun in a blur, whipping his tail around in a tight arc, swatting the Battle Mage from the air like a line drive. Sullivan hurtled toward a nearby booth, body limp as a rag doll. On instinct, I summoned an emerald dome around him, pumping it full of air to cushion the impact. 

I let the weaves of my construct unravel once I was reasonably sure Sullivan wasn’t dead, then turned my attention back to the dragon. Big Red and Levi were tangling, but Firroth clearly had the upper hand. Levi smashed another fist into Firroth’s chest then narrowly sidestepped the dragon’s biting jaws before bringing his meat cleaver screaming down onto Firroth’s snout. The problem was, Levi was too slow. He was big, strong, and a powerhouse, but he wasn’t going to win any awards in the 100-meter dash. The gray shitkicker was just too big and bulky for that. Firroth, on the other hand, moved with the grace and speed of a lion, which was totally unfair since he was enormous.

With a jerk of his neck, Firroth slammed his bulky head into an unprepared Levi, swatting him away with contemptuous ease. Levi’s arms pinwheeled madly as he flew. I didn’t bother to cushion his fall. That was basically a love tap so far as Levi was concerned. 

But I did need to buy both him and Sullivan a moment to recover. 

I pulled my pistol, leveled the barrel, and fired off a quick trio of rounds, targeting Firroth’s eyes just like Ferraro had. At least one shot went wide, while another bounced harmlessly off with a whine. The third, though, plowed into one of the dragon’s golden orbs. He let out a pained roar in response—and I could totally sympathize. I knew exactly how shitty it was to lose an eye, though hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. Dragons were almost as hardy as my boy Levi.

Not wasting any time, I surged forward, stashing the pistol and hurling a gout of fire all my own. The beam of molten gold and orange zigzagged across his face and muzzle. I knew the sumbitch wasn’t gonna feel a thing, but that wasn’t my plan anyway. If Firroth had a weakness it was his eyes, and it was damn hard to see through a liquid jet of raw flame. I kept the fire flowing freely as I maneuvered inside Firroth’s guard. I figured swinging on Firroth wouldn’t do much good—but I could hit with other things. With a force of will and a weave of air, I lifted a heavy oak table on its end, drawing it away from the floor. 

I cut off the flames, and before Firroth could recover, I used all my metaphysical muscle to slam the bulky slab of wood right into Firroth’s jaw like an industrial-sized baseball bat. The table landed with a resounding crack, and the dragon staggered from the hit, reeling drunkenly for a moment as he blinked sporadically. Trying to clear his vision, I was sure. Ferraro turkey peeked her column and let loose with her Glock, peppering Firroth’s muzzle with rounds. They probably didn’t hurt, but all those flashes and pings were bound to be annoying. 

“Enough!” Firroth roared, waving a scaled hand toward the floating table. A massive invisible force wrestled the table from my mental grasp and sent it spinning away, smashing into a rocky wall. He dropped low and charged me, mouth wide, teeth flashing. I dove right, narrowly avoiding his fangs, and rolled back to my feet—

Only to find his tail careening toward me. 

This was the same dirty play he’d used on Sullivan. I tried to juke right, outside the arc of the swing, but knew I’d never be fast enough. Instead I summoned my shimmering blue force dome. The construct appeared a second before impact, which was the only thing that saved my life. Still, his tail smashed into my working with overwhelmingly destructive force. The shield shattered on impact. The construct evaporated in a violent jolt that sent a spike of pain radiating throughout my center and dancing down my limbs like jags of lightning. The tail kept right on coming and slammed into my chest, knocking me from my feet. 

I slid across the floor on my back, struggling to breathe—to get air into my bruised and beaten lungs. It seemed like a losing battle, though the fact I was still alive to bitch and moan about how much it hurt to breathe was pretty incredible in its own right. 

The floor rattled beneath me as I finally came to a stop. 

Firroth was closing the distance, looking to end things while I was on the ground and as shaken as a James Bond martini. He lunged in, teeth snapping, and I did the only thing I could think to do. I reached out to Vis and Nox in equal measure, summoning a force mist. Silver power erupted from the ground, reaching up with questing tentacles that wrapped around his incoming jaws. It felt like trying to pry open a crocodile’s mouth with my bare hands, but somehow the construct held. Sweat broke out across my face while more perspiration rolled down my chest from the strain of holding the dragon at bay. 

I couldn’t keep this up for much longer, though. 

Boy, but it sure as shit felt like I was carrying the weight of this fight. 

Where in the hell were my friends when I needed them? 

Almost in answer to my thoughts, I saw a flash of movement to the right as Ferraro popped her head out again. 

“Flash out!” she hollered, her voice echoing off the cavernous stone walls as she tossed a dull black cylinder into the air in an underhand motion. I knew exactly what a flash-bang could do, but I doubted very much that ol’ Firroth stayed up to date with modern military and police firepower. That was one thing about the supernatural community. They loved magic and depended on it for everything. And for things as old and powerful as Firroth, human beings were prey. They, and their silly weapons, were well beneath the concern of nigh-immortal beings of power. 

Problem was, humans had come a long way since the Dark Ages and they weren’t screwing around with flails and kite shields anymore. Flash-bangs were just as potent as many constructs I could conjure up. 

I pressed my eye shut tight and heard the thunder of the flash-bang a second later. Even through my eyelids I could see the burst of white, bright and searing, and the sheer sound washed over me like a deafening wave. Everything rang, and when I blinked my eye open, it was still stained by a purple afterimage temporarily tattooed against my retina. But thanks to the forewarning, I was in a helluva lot better shape than poor Firroth. His mouth was still above me, wrenched open by the silver force mist, but his eyes were hazy and disoriented from the explosion. 

This was my chance. 

I pushed myself upright and extended one hand. With a small effort of will and a whisper of power, I muttered the phrase, “Gladium potestatis.” 

A thin, single-edged azure blade, about three feet in length, and looking as fragile as lace, appeared in my outstretched palm. Sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel, my Vis-wrought katana was exactly the right tool for the job. While Firroth was still reeling from the flash-bang, I gained my feet and thrust the blade up and in, driving my arm into the dragon’s open jaws, slamming the tip of the summoned sword directly into the roof of his mouth. Big risk, sticking my arm into a dragon’s mouth—what with the whole fire-breathing thing—but in my experience fighting monsters, if you didn’t take risks, you didn’t win. 

He roared and bucked and I saw my doom appear in the back of his throat. An orb of fire the size of a basketball formed. 

I braced myself for the bonfire to come—

Except it didn’t. 

A floating stalagmite swooped in, slamming into the side of Firroth’s skull like an oversized golf club. His scaly head jerked to the side, ripping free from my sword blade. A heartbeat later a torrent of flame erupted from the dragon’s throat, charbroiling a table and its accompanying chairs instead of me. I quickly put some distance between me and the dragon, dismissing the azure blade with a flick of my wrist. James was back in the fight, and he was bringing it hard. Instead of using some of his more elaborate constructs, he’d settled on beating Firroth into the ground with a rocky club. Because sometimes there really is no substitute for a good ol’ fashioned ass whooping. 

Firroth staggered under each blow, and all the while Ferraro was laying down strafing fire, blasting him in the mug at every possible opportunity.

James raised the stalagmite high on currents of air and will and brought it roaring down, tip first. Instead of aiming for the chest or torso, though, which could’ve killed Firroth, he drove the earthen spear through Firroth’s translucent dragonfly-like wing and right into the floor. Still, though, the dragon struggled and fought, threatening to rip through the membrane of his wing if it meant freedom... Which is precisely when Levi came stampeding in like an elephant, wielding a stalagmite of his own. Using his powerful legs, he leapt into the air and brought the second stony spear down, penetrating Firroth’s other wing and effectively pinning the poor bastard to the floor like a frog on a dissection tray.

“No more,” came a voice I didn’t recognize. Strong, young, female. “Please, just stop. You’re going to kill him.” 

I swiveled toward the voice and found a woman staring down on the scene of carnage from a set of stairs near the back, which led to the upper floors of the Lonely Mountain. A brunette with wavy hair, cropped close around her face. I instantly recognized her from the pictures Ferraro had shown me back at the safe house. Candace Edgar. She had vaguely Mediterranean skin and features, which had to come from her mother’s side of the family since King Dagda looked like a dried-out dog turd. I knew she was young, but she looked even younger than I’d expected. Little more than a kid.

“We don’t want to hurt him,” I said, raising my hands, palms out in a gesture of peace. “And we aren’t here to hurt you either. Just the opposite. You don’t seem stupid, so I assume you know just how much danger you’re in. We’ve come to help you. To try to keep you safe if we can.” 

“By attacking the person my father entrusted to guard me?” she asked coolly. 

“About that,” I said, shrugging apologetically. “This was never personal. The Morrigan is hunting you and she has some nasty sons of dickfaces working for her that wouldn’t think twice about killing this great big scaly asshole.” I nodded toward Firroth. “As impossible as it might seem, we’re actually the good guys.”

“I know who you are,” she said, before falling silent, lips pursed into a thin line. “Yancy Lazarus. I’ve heard your name since I was a kid. Sort of happens growing up around the Tuatha De Danann. Uncle Lugh still talks about that stunt you and him”—she nodded at Sullivan—“pulled on your first trip to the court. It’s hard to impress Lugh, but you managed.” She shook her head, a rueful smile on her face. “He was right about you. You are tough. You’re also stupid. Stupid enough to come fight a dragon, just like Lugh said you would. Dagda was sincere in sending me here, but Lugh knew you would come. My uncle figured that if you could take me from Firroth then the Morrigan probably could too.”

This was all some sort of litmus test? That little sneaky bro-hole, Lugh, had known this was going to play out this way? Shoulda figured. That was just like him—always getting other people to do his dirty work.

“Do you really think she’s after me?” Candace said, the levity gone from her voice. “It’s just Dad can be a little paranoid where she’s concerned.” 

“You ain’t wrong there, kid,” I replied, “but this time your old man is right on the money. She’s coming for you. I don’t know what she has planned, but whatever it is, I can guarantee it ain’t gonna be good for you.” 

“And you really think you can keep me safe?” she asked, tucking a strand of hair behind one ear. 

“I’d be lying if I promised you that. I’m not sure there’s a force on Earth that can keep you safe from the Morrigan and her henchmen, but we aim to try.” 

“Okay,” she said resolutely. She inched her way down the stairs.

“Ferraro, Sullivan, Levi. Stay with her, open us a Way back to Inworld. Just give me a second with Firroth.” 

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Levi asked softly. “If my recollection serves right, Red Dragons aren’t typically known for their humor or their forgiving spirits.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” 

Levi grunted stoically, nodded, then turned to help the others. While Ferraro hustled everyone out the door, I raised a hand, and with a slight effort, gently pulled free the two stalagmites pinning the dragon down. Well, as gently as you can pull two giant stone icicles out using magic. Not exactly finesse work, but it’s the thought that counts.  

Firroth was still in shit shape, but he was alive and free. I headed over to the now empty bar, hopped the counter, and pulled out an unmarked bottle filled with something so dark and sludgy it looked closer to oil than alcohol. I fished out two streaked and smudged shot glasses from the bar while Firroth changed—shrinking, condensing, and sloughing off scales and skin, until only a very naked, tattoo-covered man remained. With a blink of lazy golden eyes, he summoned a pair of pants and his trademark cigar—its stink already filling the air. He sauntered over to the bar, moving surprisingly well for a guy that looked like a ten-pound bag of horseshit. Bruises and cuts littered his body, one eye was swollen to hell, and he had a pair of nasty looking gashes in both shoulders. 

He pulled up a stool and plopped down while I poured the sludgy liquid into the glass. The stuff seemed too thick and smelled faintly of apples, cinnamon, and old paint thinner or maybe battery acid. Hard to say exactly.

It was his private stash, and once upon a time after I’d been carved up by Pa Beauvoir in a zombie-infested Haitian nightclub called Ge-Rouge, Firroth had served me. Just like I was serving him now. 

“This wasn’t personal,” I said, picking up my shot glass and tilting it toward him.

“I know,” he said, following suit. 

We clinked glasses then drank. 

The cinnamon burned, the apple flavoring tasted spoiled and sour, and the alcohol hit like a friggin’ mortar round, exploding in my gut. I suppressed the urge to cough and vomit, and poured us both another round. 

“I did this for you. You don’t know the Morrigan like I do. And you sure as shit don’t know the Savage Prophet. They wouldn’t have stopped.” 

“I know that too,” he said, accepting his drink. “I know why you did it. I know what’s on the line. I hear the murmurs. The New Wave. I hope you get to the bottom of whatever she’s doing and put your boot right through her goddamned teeth.” The last he said with a snarl. “Candace is a good kid and my goddaughter. You keep her safe.” 

He threw his head back, killing his second drink in one long pull. 

“And last thing. I don’t ever want to see your face in here again. Same goes for your crew.” Firroth’s eyes flashed, golden and vicious. “It’s nothing personal—I always did like you. But the only thing that upholds the peace of this place is my reputation. Having you around after this, it undermines everything. You understand how it is.” 

I upended my glass, chugging the liquid fire, then turned the glass over and slammed it down on the bar top. 

“Yeah, I get it,” I replied. And the truth was, I did. In supernatural circles strength and honor were everything. Your word was its own currency. I’d broken the rules—I’d brought trouble into his place of business. His den. Sure, I’d done it for the right reasons, but there were still consequences to breaking the rules. Always consequences. Firroth knew that and so did I. That was all part of the game.

I gave him one final nod, then saw myself out of the Lonely Mountain for the last time.
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Regroup and Rally
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IT TOOK US TWO HOURS to get back to the safe house in the Big Easy with the Scion in tow. She had about a million questions—where were we going? Why was the Morrigan after her? Who was the Savage Prophet?—which Sullivan handled with his usual easygoing wit. He could be a colossal asshole, so it was easy to forget how charismatic he could be when he wanted to turn on the charm. And the thing about him was that the charm was genuine. He was a stuck-up prick with his fashion sense frozen in the 1920s, but deep down he also cared about people. 

He could be a class act when he wanted to be, especially where rubes were concerned. 

When I’d first awakened to my power—this was after going toe to toe with a Leshy back in ’69—Sullivan had been the one to meet me in the naval hospital. I’d lost damn near everyone in my squad after that shitshow of a mission and I was pretty sure I was going insane. Right until he showed up and swept me into the world of the Guild. Into the world of Vis and magic, of monsters lurking in the dark and godlings masquerading in society as men and women. He’d ushered me through one of the most difficult periods of my life, and here he was, doing it again. This time for this poor kid who had the rotten luck to be born as the daughter of an Irish deity.

When we got back, Sullivan got her squared away in a room she could call her own, while the rest of us reconvened with the rest of the rebellion in the war room. Though this time, we caught up over a well-deserved meal, which was good since it was late and I hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever. Unfortunately, we didn’t have the spread that the Fear Gorta had boasted in the unending halls of Tír na nÓg. On the flip side, this food was actually edible and not filled with maggots or bewitched by fae magic. Pulled pork, baked beans, a whole mess of sweet corn, and some of the best damned slaw I’d ever tasted—all courtesy of Sir Gal.

Naturally, Goody-two Shoes could also cook like a friggin’ Michelin star chef, because why not? Sometimes I really hated how good at everything that douche was. Not only was he an immortal knight of the Round Table—and basically a time cop with Hollywood A-lister good looks and a perfect smile—but he was so wholesome it made me sick.

We were all spread around the war room, eating our fill and waiting for Winona to arrive. She, Chris, and Greg had spent the day shaking down leads on the architectural firm the Morrigan was using to build her party spot. 

The gentle conversation died off as the door swung open, revealing a twenty-something Native American woman with short-cropped black hair, sporting a pair of blue jeans, a loose flannel shirt, and no shoes. I’d never seen her before, I was sure of it, but something about her tickled at the back of my mind. 

“Ah, so good of you to join us, Winona,” the arch-mage said from behind her hulking desk. 

I nearly choked on my pulled pork and did a double take, my eyes bulging. That little slip of a woman is Winona? The fact that no one else was disputing the arch-mage’s absurd claim seemed to suggest that was the case, but I just couldn’t get my head around it. Winona was seven feet tall, had sized eighteen feet, and was covered in reddish-brown hair. She was in almost every way the exact opposite of the woman standing in the doorway. 

“Nope. No way,” I finally blurted out. “Winona?” My tone was a little harsher than I’d intended, but there was nothing for it. 

The Native American woman blushed and glanced down, one hand reaching up to the pink bow holding her hair away from her face. The same pink bow Winona always wore. 

“Yes, Yancy,” she said, her voice softer and gentler than I’d remembered, but definitely Winona’s. She finally glanced up and pulled aside the lapels of her flannel shirt, revealing an ancient looking amulet that radiated power. The collar of the necklace was crafted from rows of carved bone and turquoise beads, while the amulet itself sat at the base of her throat. It looked like a stone medicine wheel with a pair of figurines carved into the face. 

“It is a powerful artifact of our people,” she said. “One with transformative properties. Being able to disguise myself as a Little Sister has been helpful. With the breakdown of the Guild, the People of the Forest have taken up more of the slack, defending your kind from the many threats of Outworld.” 

I whistled through my teeth. Yeah, I bet that was a useful trick. It was also a firm reminder that the Chiye-tanka—the name they used for themselves—had some seriously badass magic at their disposal. 

“And speaking of helpful, I would like to introduce you to my friend, Chris Fuller.” She spoke almost nervously. 

With one dainty hand, she ushered in a man who reeked of small-town cop. Slim and lanky with a clean-shaven face, sandy brown hair, and muddy brown eyes, he wore cowboy boots, heavy jeans, and a plain white button down covered up by a nondescript brown suit jacket that barely concealed the bulge of a gun beneath his left arm. Definitely a cop. Might as well walk around with a sign over his head that read The Fuzz. Even at a glance, I could tell he was a Rube—though the fact that he was here meant he’d probably waded through a kiddie pool full of supernatural bullshit. 

“Detective Chris Fuller with the Missoula Sheriff’s Department,” he said with a twang. He crossed the room on lanky legs and extended a sun-tanned hand. “You must be Yancy Lazarus. Winona’s told me all about you.” I took his offered hand and gave it a quick shake.

“Good to meet ya. So you with the Venántium or what?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No, not officially,” he said as he withdrew his hand and tucked his thumb into the edge of his pants. “Been working with them on and off for the past few months, but mostly a freelancer, I suppose you could call me.” 

“He helped me solve several brutal murders outside of Missoula,” Winona offered, taking up a spot in the corner. “Yes, he is frail-looking,” she said unprompted, as though I were second-guessing his qualifications, “but he helped me to defeat Anukite Sharp-Elbows, the Double-Faced Woman, and has even traveled past Earrach-Tir all the way to the very edges of Outworld, where Mictlan looms.” 

Huh. Not many Rubes made it to Outworld, and those that did rarely made it back. Traveling past Outworld, to any of the nether realms, was one helluva impressive feat. Only bad, bad things lay out beyond the realm of the fae. Mostly living nightmares and walking gods that didn’t bear screwing around with. Some small part of me wanted to know what in the hell they’d been doing tooling around in Mictlan, the Aztec land of the dead, but I figured that was a story for another time. 

“Well if Winona vouches for you, I’m sure you’re good to go. Now, unless we’re waiting on anyone else, I think it’s high time we get down to business.” 

“Does that mean things went well?” Winona asked hopefully. 

“Well, it depends on how you define well,” I said. “We had to ice a Fear Gorta, fight an army of undead, and tangle with a Red Dragon. Also, I’m not ever allowed to return to the Lonely Mountain, so there’s that.” 

“In all fairness,” Sullivan chipped in, “none of us are allowed to return to the Lonely Mountain on pain of death.”

“Firroth did not take kindly to us pinning his wings to the floor with those stalagmites,” Levi muttered. Like Winona, he was hiding his true self—back in his unassuming, mustached humanoid form. 

“Yes, there were several obstacles to overcome,” Ferraro said, ever the professional, “but the important thing is we managed to secure the Scion, who is here, safe, and currently resting. We also got a hint about why the Scions are important and what the Morrigan might be using them for.” While the rest of us ate, she filled in the others on our trip through the halls of the Tuatha De Danann, our conversation with Lugh and Dagda, and our eventual throw down with Firroth. 

“So that was our day,” I said as Ferraro finally wrapped up her summary. “How about you guys? Any big breaks?” 

“The long and short of it is, no,” Greg said, arms crossed. He seemed grumpy. Not making progress had a way of doing that to him. 

“It is true,” Winona said with a sigh.

Chris cleared his throat. “If I may.” He raised a hand, like he was a schoolkid that needed permission to talk. “We barely made it past reception. I tried to apply pressure as a police officer, but surprise, surprise, the security guards manning the desk didn’t seem particularly impressed or intimidated by a detective from Missoula who was well out of jurisdiction. I was hoping to bluff our way through, but the guys working the desk were sharp.” 

“Ten-four on that,” Greg grunted. “These weren’t regular security types, Yancy. No college kids or retirees looking to make some extra change on the weekends. These boys looked like pros. Big, well-coordinated, and packing heat. Mighta been tied to the Blackrock crew. Or something along those lines. They saw through us in about four seconds flat.” 

“When applying pressure didn’t work,” Chris continued, “we made a bit of a commotion. They tried to throw us out as a result, with an emphasis on try. Winona got in their way—no violence or anything, she just refused to move. So they tried to move her, and couldn’t even budge her an inch.” He grinned and shot Winona a wink and a finger gun. “Believe you me, it’s never a good look when a bunch of para-military guys built like football players try to rough up a young woman.” 

“It looks even worse if it fails,” Greg said. “So, since they couldn’t kick us out without looking like a bunch of complete jackasses, they shuffled us off to some middle management type. Short, balding guy that went by the name of Kempf. Kevin Kempf. And the second we started pushing for details on the South African project he buttoned up tighter than a clam.”

“He did give us this, though.” Chris reached into his pocket and pulled out a high gloss business card, plain white, embossed with boring black letters. “It’s for some high-powered law firm. Mr. Kempf said if we had any further questions, we could contact their lawyers, though I doubt we’ll get anything out of them.” 

Damn. Sounded like a bust, overall, but I had to admit I liked Chris. He mighta looked like a country bumpkin rube, but he was sharp. Good instincts.

“Could you find anything about the law firm?” Ferraro asked.

“Oh gosh yes,” Darlene piped in. “That was the first thing I did when they reported back. I did a little digging, but that didn’t turn up much. It’s an enormous firm based out of New York, which from the surface looks all aboveboard and legitimate. They have all the proper licensing and credentials, and it wasn’t hard to turn up their connections with RavenStar Holding, which is one of the shell companies the New Wave is funneling money through. The law firm seems to deal almost exclusively with tech and bio-medical companies, which is odd since Wayland and Smith is an architectural firm. Even stranger, when I dug down a little deeper, I found that the Tomas Wayland—the Wayland of Wayland and Smith—is also a sitting board member at the law firm. Seems like an odd coincidence.” 

I grabbed a napkin and dabbed some tangy barbeque sauce from my face, then cleaned my fingers while I thought. The fact that the Morrigan and her flunkies were using a shell company wasn’t surprising, but who was this Tomas Wayland guy and what was his connection to the whole thing? 

“Alright,” I said after a beat, balling up the napkin and setting it on my plate. “It’s too late to do anything more tonight. I’m sure the offices are all shut down and the flunkies have packed up shop for the night. Plus, we fought a no-shit dragon, so I think I need to sleep it off a bit. But first thing in the morning we’ll head back to Wayland and Smith—see if we can’t escalate things a bit and get some answers from at least one of the shot callers on site. I can be damned persuasive when I need to be.” I pushed out my chair with a creak and stood with a groan. Everything hurt, I had bruises and more lacerations than I could shake a stick at, and all I wanted was to take a shower and catch a little shut-eye before I had to wake up and do it all again. 

And I was sure I would have to do it all again. As much as I hated to admit it, taking on Firroth was probably one of the easiest things I was going to do over the next few days. 

“Come on,” Ferraro said, standing. “I’m beat too.”

“Would it be okay if I walked with you—” Winona started to say, at least until Greg put a friendly hand on her shoulder and shook his head. 

“Maybe it would be better if you just gave the two of them some space.” 

Her cheeks flushed and her eyes widened comically. “Oh. Oh... Of course.” 

That made me smile despite the pain and exhaustion. Winona was older than everyone in the room save the arch-mage, but Bigfoot aged differently than humans. She was barely out of her teenage years to the Chiye-tanka and it still showed from time to time.

After a few more muttered goodbyes and goodnights, Ferraro ushered us from the war room and into a long hallway lined with rooms. The floors were polished wood and original, which was saying something since this was an old manor house, just a few blocks away from Colosseum Square in the Lower Garden District of the Big Easy. Chances were good, this building had been built sometime before the Civil War and had weathered the worst New Orleans had to offer, including Katrina. 

I doubted it was a Guild holding, since bunkering down in an enemy controlled flophouse would be suicide. Which meant it probably belonged to the arch-mage. The brass wall fixtures, polished to a dull glow, and the drab floral wallpaper, peeling slightly at the corners, reminded me of her. Stuffy, oddly formal, and out of date. This was definitely the kind of place I could see the arch-mage lurking in, drinking a glass of merlot from a Swarovski crystal champagne flute as she looked down on the plebian masses, too stupid to know what was good for them. 

We passed a closed door on the right, then edged by a plush bathroom on the left with a claw-footed tub, before finally halting in front of a plain brown door with a crystal knob. 

“This is me,” Ferraro said. She offered me a telling smile and removed a fat brass key from a chain slung around her neck. “I was thinking maybe you could come in. If you wanted to.” 

I’d never wanted something more in my whole life. “Maybe just for a minute or two.” 

I let her pull me into the room and pushed the door shut with the heel of my boot...
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Shakedown
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THE NEXT MORNING DAWNED bright and early, and as much as I hate mornings, and wanted to sleep for another ten hours, we were operating against a shot clock. We had two days left until the Morrigan’s world-changing shindig, and we still didn’t know what exactly she was planning or how to put the kibosh on her nefarious bullshit. Which meant early mornings and work to get done. After a brief breakfast, we made a quick game plan and set off for Seattle, where Wayland and Smith was headquartered. This time, I ditched Levi and Sullivan, leaving them behind with the arch-mage, Darlene, and Greg.

Sir Gal was also gone, checking in with Lady Fate, which was too bad since the guy was decent to have in a pinch. Still, we’d make do.

I hated not having the extra man power in case things went sideways—and they always went sideways, in my experience—but we needed some folks with some serious ass-kicking skills ready to throw down in case the Savage Prophet showed up for the Scion. And between Sullivan, Levi, Greg, and the arch-mage, there was a whole helluva lot of ass-kickery to go around. Greg and Darlene would run the security piece, Levi could take a hit like a champ, and Sullivan and Borgstorm had about three hundred years combined magical experience under their belts. They could handle themselves against anything short of a full-on military assault. 

That left me with Ferraro, Winona, and Winona’s slick-talking detective pal Chris. A small group, but a smaller party would likely attract less attention. I wanted at all costs to avoid another shitstorm like the one we’d kicked off with Dagda and Lugh. I was willing to ruffle a few feathers if need be, but I didn’t want to start a war in the middle of downtown Seattle. 

A quick trip to the Hub, followed by a ride in an old school taxi driven by a peacock-haired halfie, and we found ourselves stepping through a portal and into a narrow alleyway conveniently located about five blocks from where we needed to be. 

That was one good thing about big cities like Seattle—there was always at least a few doorways to and from the Hub. Unfortunately, you couldn’t just cross over into the Hub from any old spot—it required finding a doorway, a thin spot, between worlds to step through the veil that kept Inward separated from Out. Sorta like subway station entrances. Most towns in America had at least one entrance within driving distance, but every major city had a host to pick from. Seattle and its surrounding areas had nine separate entrances, while places like Bangkok or LA were home to more than two dozen. 

The trick to it was knowing where those stations were located and how to access them from Hub side, which could be dangerous as hell even to the initiated.

But no one knew the station points better than Darlene, and she’d mapped us a route that took us exactly where we wanted to be. She might not have been the greatest field asset in the Guild, but she was the best administrator, planner, and all-around know-it-all. And I meant that in a good way. 

The alleyway was flanked on either side by the red brick walls of posh skyscrapers that housed overpriced apartments for city dwellers. I breathed in a deep whiff of air, savoring exactly how much better this place smelled than the Hub. It was big city, sure, but compared to the grimy tang and rancid aroma of cooking meat and body odor that always loitered in the Hub, this place practically smelled like a friggin’ rose garden. The alley dumped us out onto Cherry Street, which was alive with the hustle and bustle of early morning commuters and joggers looking to get a workout in before the day started in earnest. 

Off in the distance, the Space Needle reared up on spindly legs—its spire stabbing into the sky like a magnificent middle finger to the world—which told me we’d made it to the right place. 

I’d never spent too much time out in Seattle, mostly on account of the miserable weather. Soggy, dark, and rain slickers galore. Pass. But aside from the disagreeable climate, Seattle was a great place. The scene was always happening, you could find live music just about anywhere you went, and there were tons of good coffee shops to grab some joe—even if the coffee purists were a little hoity-toity for my liking. Not to mention the beer. So much good beer, all churned out by the herd of microbrewers and hipsters that called the city home.

We hooked a left and headed west down Cherry and toward Elliot Bay, passing beneath the raised concrete roadway that was the 5. 

About once a year, usually around late July or August, I liked to get up this way for a week or two and bathe in all the nice bright days of glorious seventy-degree heat. But I hadn’t been back here in a good long while. Not since Ferraro and I had ended up trekking through the Mist of Fate on a recovery mission into an alternate Time Lap. We’d unwittingly visited a future where a monstrous plague had wiped out the majority of humanity, turning those who survived into pale, inhuman things. Creatures that shuffled around on restless feet, staring at the world with undead eyes. Not quite zombies, at least not in the traditional sense of the word, but a distant relative.

That little trip through reality had been the first time we’d met Sir Gal, and it was also the closest I’d ever come to death—and I’m including the time I let a demon possess me before leaping down the throat of a hundred-foot-tall death Naga. This was where that weaselly shit-heel of a bastard, Fast Hands Steve, had given me a belly full of lead before blasting through my kneecaps. God’s honest truth, I wouldn’t have survived at all, if not for Gal and the Holy Grail. 

I shuddered just thinking about it. I still had nightmares occasionally, about that snake-faced son of a bitch standing over me, pistol in hand, while Ferraro struggled in the background.

Our morning stroll was bringing all those ugly feelings burbling right back up to the surface. All of this looked damned familiar. I mean, we weren’t walking the exact same route we had last time, but we were definitely kicking around in the right neighborhood. I glanced at Ferraro and arched an eyebrow in question. 

“Yeah, I agree.” She waved at the overpass, with its concrete pillars. “I remember passing under that last time, too. There were cars piled up near one of the off-ramps. Burnt-out husks filled with bodies.” 

“What are the chances?” I asked. “Hogg was working out of Seattle, too, right? Engineering that damned virus?” 

“Yeah,” she said grimly, eyes blazing. “We busted up his operation, but what if that wasn’t the end? The fact that it all connects is too much of a coincidence. I don’t know how exactly Wayland and Smith tie into this whole thing with the Morrigan, but there’s no way they’re just some innocent bystanders in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 

“I’m sorry,” Chris said, “I’m not tracking. Is there something else we should know about?” 

“Old history, kid,” I said, waving away his question. “Old history and bad memories. The important thing to know is these assholes might directly or indirectly have some sort of role in the death of humanity. Let’s go find out which...” 

We hooked a right on 2nd and headed into a towering, blocky office building with beefy columns marching across the first level and pale cream terra cotta brickwork covering its façade. An elaborate arched entryway and stylized tile accents gave the place the feel of weight and age. Of history. Something this garish had to be a product of the roaring twenties.

“I’ll take point here,” I said, adjusting my spelled leather jacket and double-checking the rig riding under my arm. My hand cannon was tucked safely away, ready for action. Getting into a place like this with a weapon like that wouldn’t be easy, but I refused to leave home without it. And besides, what was the point of having an FBI agent on your squad if not to justify carrying around big-ass weapons? 

I pushed through the glass-fronted door, emblazoned with the company’s logo—an inverted black triangle, with an off-center red dot and a pair of black curved horns swooping up. Something about that symbol registered in the back of my mind, déjà vu, though I couldn’t place it. 

Pushing that thought away, I marched across the marble floor, doing my damnedest not to stare up at the arched ceiling covered in gold. Yep, definitely the roaring twenties. This place was impressive and filled with equally impressive looking folks in suits, all busily scurrying about, some carrying briefcases, others balancing thick, rolled-up tubes that were likely blueprints. This was an architectural firm, after all. The fact that there was a Starbucks nestled away in the corner, serving out coffee to sharp-dressed businessmen and blurry-eyed interns, reminded me that no matter how impressive this place was, it would never be more impressive than a red dragon or a King of Hell. 

I’d faced worse with less, and these corporate ass-kissers were about to get a taste of what I had on tap. 

I strode up to the front desk, my posse spreading around me in a loose arc.

I instantly saw the thugs Greg had described, and he was right on point. Three of them, all built like pro MMA fighters, with high and tights and clean shaves. Former military for sure, and probably current contract mercenaries. They wore black Kevlar vests beneath slick suits with nameplates. All very professional. But it wasn’t hard to see the bulges in their coats. Evidence of concealed weapons. And I’d bet dollars to donuts they had more firearms stashed away under the desk. These guys were hired muscle, ready to toss us out on our asses if we got uppity. 

One of them was already talking urgently into an earpiece, his eyes trained on Winona and Chris. We’d been made, which wasn’t ideal, but at least it would save on awkward small talk. 

I stopped at the desk, leaned forward, resting my forearms on the marble countertop, and gave them a nasty grin. 

“Morning, fellas,” I said with a nod. “I think you know why we’re here.” 

“Yes,” came a voice from the back. A spark plug of a man in an expensive suit strode out from the nearby elevators. “Obviously, you’re here to cause more trouble.” He pushed his way behind the desk and shooed the guards out of the way with a death glare and a flick of his wrist. The guards all stood head and shoulders taller than this guy, but they moved for him like he was a rabid bear that might attack at the drop of a hat. He was older—late forties or early fifties—with a strong jaw and hard eyes behind black frame glasses. He might’ve been a corporate paper pusher, but this guy was also a shark. 

“Mr. Kempf,” Chris said cordially, shooting the man a nod. 

“Detective Fuller,” he sneered in return. “And I see you brought your friend with you. What was it again, Winona the psychic investigator? I think that’s what she called herself.” 

“No, Medicine Woman,” Winona corrected cheerfully, not realizing he was being sarcastic.

“Ah, yes. Right. The medicine woman. And who else have you brought along today, hmm? From the looks of it, another small-town cop”—he dismissed Ferraro with a sniff and an eye-roll—“and a washed-up carnival operator,” he said, giving me a once-over. That would’ve been a pretty sick burn if not for the fact that I loved traveling carnivals. I would be so lucky to end up a carney.

“Try the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” Ferraro said, pulling aside the lapel of her tasteful suit jacket and flashing her badge. Long enough for them to see the thing was real, but not long enough for them to get her name. 

“God, you people are already getting as bad as those protected lands activists that are always bothering us,” Kempf said, eyes narrowing. “And I don’t care what department or agency you’re with. As I told your dull-witted colleagues, if you have any legal questions you can talk to our lawyer—who will bury you with injunctions, extensions, and discovery requests. It’ll be years before you ever make any progress.” He leaned forward, a malicious gleam in his eyes. “So, unless you have a warrant,” he said quietly, “you can kindly see yourself out.” 

Ferraro’s jaw tightened and I knew she didn’t have anything else in her hand. We’d hoped to bluff our way in, this asshole had called, and now we didn’t have anything else. 

Well, except one thing... me. 

I couldn’t do any overt displays of magic, but I didn’t need anything overt for what I was thinking. No, my real weapon, as usual, would be my big fat mouth. 

I embraced the Vis and wove invisible, hair-fine strands of fire and air to enhance my words. “Oh, so what you’re saying”—the sound erupted off the golden domed ceiling, carrying through the lobby—“is that we can go through your lawyers about a possible FBI investigation into corruption and domestic terrorism. Wait, excuse me.” I raised my hands in apology. “Alleged corruption and domestic terrorism.” 

Everyone had stopped moving, and an unnatural hush had fallen over the room. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that one of the baristas at Starbuck had a phone out and was recording. “It would be much easier if we could just talk to someone higher up in the chain of command. I’m sure these allegations of weapons racketeering are baseless, but it would be terrible if that got out to the media or leaked to your shareholders.”

Kempf leaned forward and bared his teeth at me in defiance. “We will sue you for libel. Bury you in paperwork. Take every asset. Even the sideshow you clearly travel with won’t have you.” 

I laughed in his face, cutting off the flow of my power. “You think I give two shits about a lawsuit?” I dropped my voice low. “Just look at me.” I gestured to the rough leather jacket and the dusty blue jeans. “Do I look like a guy who’s afraid of losing his stuff? Try it. But you... Now, you look like a guy who has something to lose, and I can stand here and make sure everyone in this lobby knows about it. Or you can show us upstairs, to somewhere a little more private. We just want five minutes with Wayland.” 

Kempf’s eyes narrowed in thought, but he didn’t say no. “I can’t offer you Mr. Wayland. No one sees him. I’ve never seen him. But I can take you to Mr. Smith. That’s the end of it, though. No more visits, no more harassment.” 

“Scouts honor,” I said, though I’d never been a Scout. 

“Fine. Right this way,” he growled, before nodding at the rent-a-thugs in their Kevlar and suits. 

The five of us rode up to the tenth floor on an oversized elevator—though I was a little nervous about the groans and creaks it was making. Probably because we had a friggin’ Sasquatch on board with us. She mighta looked human, but that didn’t mean she was human. All that mass didn’t just disappear—conservation of mass was still a thing—so like Levi, her bulk must’ve been compressed down. I bet she still clocked in at seven or eight hundred pounds. 

Kempf showed us to a beautiful corner office with a drop-dead gorgeous view of the city. The nameplate on the door read, Jonathan Smith, C.O.O. Expensive looking bookcases lined the walls, filled with leather-bound tomes with gold titles carefully lettered onto the spines. One side of the room was taken up by an elaborate drafting table, with various schematics and glossy high-res photos hanging on the wall. Smith himself waited for us behind a sleek desk with an artificial smile plastered firmly in place. 

“That will be all, Mr. Kempf,” he said, dismissing the grumpy middleman with a simple nod.

“Of course, Mr. Smith.” He turned then lingered. “Should I contact security, sir? Have them on standby?” 

“No, no. I’m sure that won’t be necessary, now will it, Mr. Lazarus?” 

His words felt like a gut punch. 

“Let’s hope not,” I replied, not letting the fact that he knew who I was ruffle my feathers. “I’ll do my best not to blow anything up or set anything on fire.” 

Kempf’s jaw clenched, but he turned and left, shutting the door with a soft click. 

“I’m afraid you’re going to give poor Kempf a brain aneurysm. He’s not like us, you know,” Smith said. “He’s not in the know. Now, what can I help you with today, hmm?” 

“Since you’re in the know, you should already know what we want,” Ferraro said, crossing her arms. “Details on RavenStar Holding. On the project you’re working on down in South Africa. The one you’ve been building around the clock for five months.” 

“Ah, yes. Of course.” He smiled politely and folded his hands on his sleek desk. “Obviously, there’s no point in denying that we’re in business with a mutual acquaintance of yours. Ms. Morrigan. But I’m afraid I’m going to be a bit of a dry well, beyond that. Admittedly, RavenStar Holding is one of our largest clients, but that project has been overseen by Mr. Wayland personally. True, we have worked with local labor and provided engineers, surveyors, foremen, skilled tradesman, and inspectors, but the actual details are shrouded in mystery, I’m afraid.” 

“So you mean to tell me you have no idea what you’re building?” I asked, incredulous. 

“No more than you yourself,” he replied placidly. “No more than anyone other than Ms. Morrigan and Mr. Wayland, I’m afraid. You see, he is the principal architect on the project. No one has seen the blueprints, save for him and presumably the client. He disperses orders through the site foremen, but no one has a full picture of what is happening down there. Moreover, he rotates the crews every three weeks, so no one can put too much together. I know as much as you.” He spread his hands in apology. “Perhaps less, considering your resources and connections.”

I wanted to scream and shout. To punch a hole right in his smarmy face and then set this fancy building on fire. The only problem was, I believed him. That sounded exactly like the Morrigan. She hated relying on others, and when she had to trust others out of necessity, she always ensured there were as few loose ends as possible. 

“So where can we find Mr. Wayland?” Ferraro said, sensing my obvious agitation. 

Smith sighed and shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t help you with that either. Although Mr. Wayland does have a penthouse office at this location, he rarely uses it. And that was before this job. I haven’t seen him in person since we broke ground. He sends me encrypted email correspondence twice a week from an undisclosed black site location. For all intents and purposes, he is a ghost. I will admit that I don’t understand everything that is going on here. I am what your people refer to as a Rube, I believe. But I know that this is a dead end.” 

He pulled out a business card embossed with the company’s logo and his name sprawled across the front. In neat, precise script he jotted down a phone number. 

“That’s for my personal cell. If you think of any other questions, I’ll be only too happy to answer. But perhaps a call instead of an in-person visit next time, hmm? I wouldn’t want to put poor Kempf through anymore—the man has a terrible heart. He’ll blow a gasket if you show up unannounced again. Now, if you have nothing else, I have a great deal of work left to do today.” 

I snatched the card, shoved it in my pocket, then turned on a heel and headed for the door.

Well shit. Another dead end and we were running out of time.
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The Eye of Akroid
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THE TRIP BACK TO THE safe house was uneventful, which was almost unusual in itself. When I was working a case, nothing was uneventful. Shit, it seemed like I usually couldn’t get a cup of coffee in the morning without a demon attacking me, or some ancient godling materializing in the friggin’ fridge while I was going for the milk. It was always something, which sucked a bagful of asses, but it turned out shit not happening was almost worse in its own way. Yeah, getting sucker punched in the teeth at every turn blew, but it also meant you were going somewhere. Making enough progress that the asshole baddies felt a moral imperative to try and stop you. 

But this? This felt like we were just spinning our wheels. The fact that we were running around, kicking every anthill we could think of without getting a reaction, meant we were off base. 

And that feeling, the encroaching sense of hopelessness, was its own special kind of pain. Especially since we all knew what the stakes were.

Worse, we weren’t the only ones hitting dead end after dead end. Darlene had been up most of the night and morning, trying to find other leads for us to chase down—only to be met with failure. Sullivan and Levi had put out feelers to their contacts in the mystic pipeline, the arch-mage had touched based with every deep ops S-2 asset left in the field, and Greg had done the same with the remaining Venántium cells. Not even Sir Gal—who was good at everything and connected to the actual Fates, was getting traction. I mean, sure, we were getting chatter, just nothing useful. 

It seemed the New Wave was aware of our movements and my return, since they were going into serious lockdown mode. The sons of bitches were crossing their t’s and dotting their i’s to make sure we weren’t going to bust into their shindig, guns a blazing. According to a few of the arch-mage’s sources, the shitheads had even reached out to the Army of Five. Strigoi. Or vampires, for those not caught up on Romanian folklore. Now, vampires were one of the original OG monsters to haunt the imaginations of humans, and for good reason. They are powerhouses—one of the few supernatural creatures that can sling some serious hoodoo of their own. 

And they were harder to kill than cockroaches. Garlic, sunlight, crosses. None of that shit worked. 

Hell, rumor was they had started those rumors themselves as a way to lure their victims into a false sense of security. Truth was, if you pulled out garlic and holy water, they’d laugh right in your face before slitting your throat and eating you like a luau pig. At least for the Strigoi Overlords that was the case. Who knows, maybe some of those cheap parlor tricks actually worked on lesser Strigoi, but no one had seen a lesser Strigoi in a century or more. The Guild had waged a hundred-year war against them in Europe, until they were actual myths.

Getting rid of the Strigoi Overlords was another beast entirely—though, thankfully they were rare. 

Thing was, they were Magi, once upon a time. 

Just like me or Sullivan or even Darlene. Magi infected with a parasitic host from the depths of Outworld, something so old and ancient its origins were lost even to the Guild. And those parasites were smart bastards who shared a relationship with their hosts, not so different from the relationship Bokors—dark, voodoo sorcerers like Pa Beauvoir—shared with the Loa who fueled their magics. And not so different from the relationship I shared with Azazel.

They latched onto the host mage’s soul, transforming them into something both more and less than human, then sustaining themselves off the Vim, the life essence, of humanity. 

They were a blight. A plague. The living embodiment of leprosy, consigned to the shadowy fringes. But like a lot of ancient plagues, they’d been mostly eradicated. 

Doing business with them was taboo, even among other supernatural communities. Not even a shitstain like Beauvoir would’ve trucked with their ilk. The fact that the Morrigan had reached out to the Army of Five, and had done so openly, showed exactly how few shits she gave about the opinion of everyone. 

All of that was interesting in a morbid sort of way, but it didn’t give us anything new. Anything we could act on. 

So, I did the only thing I could when the chips were completely down...

No, not commune with demons. I’m talking about good ol’ day drinking. 

I sat in the war room, staring at the damned business card Smith had given me, idly turning it over and over in my fingers while sipping on a lowball glass of bourbon.

Everyone sat around the war room, the arch-mage at her desk, reading reports, Darlene clacking away at her computer, Ferraro and Greg both busy on their phones. Winona and Chris were sharing a basket of crispy onion rings—the Sasquatch had really developed a thing for onion rings during my time in hell. Sullivan paced and Levi brooded. The great gray shitkicker was a pro at brooding. The only ones who seemed to be enjoying themselves were Sir Gal and our recently rescued Scion, Candace. She was staring dreamily at the knight, chattering away, while Gal nodded politely and countered with quippy jokes. 

I tuned them all out, focusing on the card, flipping it over and over in my fingers like a street magician practicing a flourish. It was mesmerizing, relaxing.

Flip...

I absently scanned the name and the logo, letting my mind wander and drift without any particular direction. 

Flip...

Maybe it was finally time to dip into my subconscious mind. Cassius Aquinas, Undine of Glimmer-Tir—who also happened to own a little time-share in my soul—was always great for stuff like this. But our relationship wasn’t exactly on solid ground at the moment. Probably because I locked him up with two demons, and he’d borne the brunt of the responsibility of containing them. The last time I’d seen the water spirit, he’d slapped the shit out of me on principle, and I couldn’t say I blamed the guy. I’d dealt him a raw hand, and he’d never had a say in the matter. 

Flip... 

But even if he wasn’t game for helping me, there was always Azazel to consider. I didn’t want to talk to him, of course, but we were sort of running out of options and if we didn’t figure out something pretty damned quick, the world was liable to end. Well, maybe end was a bit melodramatic. The world wouldn’t really end, though life as we knew it was definitely on the way out the door.

Flip...  

I turned the card again, but this time faltered. 

Something was niggling in the back of my mind. The glimmer of a thought floated up. There was something about that logo. An upside-down black triangle, with an off-center red dot and a pair of black curved horns swooping up. I’d felt a sense of déjà vu the first time I’d seen the symbol at the Wayland and Smith office building. I’d pushed the thought away then, dismissing it as unimportant, but I had that same feeling again. I ran my thumb over the symbol, feeling the ridges of the embossed ink, the grooves and ridges. 

Where the hell do I know this from? 

With a start, I dropped my glass. It landed on the floor with a dull thud and the tinkle of ice.

“You okay?” Sullivan asked me from his own padded club chair across the room. 

“Yeah. Better than okay. Levi,” I said to the MudMan, ushering him over. With his almost encyclopedic memory of Kabbalistic runes and symbols, I knew he would be able to confirm my suspicion. 

The dumpy man in his flannel and mustard brown Carhartt grunted a noncommittal response and trudged over, his hands in his pockets. Everyone had stopped what they were doing. Staring at me. Hopeful expressions flickered across their faces. 

“Look at this.” I thrust the card toward him. “The logo. Does that look familiar to you?”

He accepted the card, pinching it just so, and craned in, eyes squinted as he studied the markings. “I suppose it looks familiar. But it’s not any ward or sigil I know off the top of my head. Definitely not Kabbalistic, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

“That’s not it. It is a logo. But I’ve seen it before—or at least a version of it. Over in the Hub. Think. Mechanical augmentation. Supernatural surgeons. Technomancers.”

The color drained from his face and he looked up, shocked. 

“The Cult of Akroid. You’re right.” He tapped a pudgy pale finger against the logo. “That’s it. This version is sleeker, more streamlined, but the symbols are the same. So are the placements.” 

“Are you sure?” Sullivan said, straightening in his chair. 

“See for yourself.” I flicked the card and drifted it to him on a conjured gust of air. 

He snagged it and flipped it over, shaking his head. “It was right in front of our faces,” he said, sounding disgusted with himself. “They were baiting us. Practically advertising their presence and we almost missed it.” 

“Care to fill the rest of us in?” Chris said. “Cult of Akroid doesn’t really ring any bells for me.”

“Me either,” Winona said, shaking her head, black locks swaying. 

That wasn’t totally surprising. The People of the Forest were all about knowing their place in the world and seeking unity with self and nature. The Cult of Akroid couldn’t be further from that. 

“Care to give us a rundown, Darlene?” I asked. 

“Sure,” she said. “The Cult is fairly widespread throughout the Hub. They have three different operations facilities and a corporate headquarters that they operate out of Gylfiholt Heights.” 

“Gylfiholt Heights... That’s predominately old Elven territory, right?” Sullivan asked. “Dökkálfar and the Ljósálfar.” 

“Dontcha know it,” Darlene said. “They’re primarily technomancers who specialize in high-tech body upgrades, mechanical retrofits, and—”

“They are heretics, is what they are,” Arch-Mage Borgstorm barked, slamming a fist against her desk. “They specialize in the obscene unities that lay at the intersection of technology, flesh, and magic. They’ve been on our radar for years. Pushing the boundaries at every occasion. Technically, what they do is not outlawed, but that was primarily because their technologies and innovations evolve faster than we can pass laws. That, and Black Jack Engelbrecht. He was always rather indulgent and lenient toward their cause. Likely because the Cult helped him after he lost most of one leg in a raid against Libya back in the ’90s. There was an uprising of Blemmyes that turned rather nasty.”

I whistled softly. 

Sullivan winced. “Austria, ’93,” he said.

As though I would ever forget that shit show. Iron Stan and Black Jack had tackled Libya, but around the same time, the Guild had dispatched me and Sullivan to a town in Austria that had a Blemmy problem of its own. Blemmys were a type of Anthropophage. Nasty, headless creatures with faces improbably located on their torsos. They were fast as hell, stronger than a grizzly, and smart as any human I’d ever met. Plus, they had a penchant for cannibalism.

“Hold on just a skoosh,” Darlene said, leaning forward. “I have administrative access to the Guild servers, and I’m pretty sure we still have a video we show to the newer judges...” Her fingers flew furiously across the keyboard, click-clacking like mad. “Ah, yeppers. Here it is. Just going to cast it up on the TV.”

There was a 42” plasma hanging against one of the walls, and it blinked to life a second later. A grainy, black-and-white man appeared on the screen. He had a chiseled jaw, slicked-back hair, and a sharp suit that screamed 1950s Cold War era propaganda video. Cheesy record music started playing and the words Technomancy and You flashed across the screen in bold gray letters. 

“Hi there, my name is Dick Rangel, Public Relations Manager for the Guild of the Staff, and if you’re watching this, it likely means that you’ve run afoul of the Technomancers of the Cult of Akroid. Chaotic and cryptic in nature, the Initiates of the Cult have been classified in the moderate threat level category, due to their large number of body modifications.” Dick Rangel paused, fished a cigarette from his pocket, and lit up on screen—something that would never fly in today’s world. “With that said, you need to keep your head on a swivel with this lot, since many of their members may have access to higher magics and powerful constructed artifacts.”

He stepped aside and images started flashing across the screen—pictures of halfies augmented with pipes and wires. Retrofitted with buzz saws, iron plates, brass rivets, and spidery metallic legs. Just like Harold the Mange, my occasional Hub-side information broker. There were pictures of operation gurneys and tables full of tools—pliers and saws, clamps and battery wires. It was uniformly horrifying. 

“The Cult has deep historical roots that trace back at least as far as the Crusades,” Dick Rangel said. “They were among the first to forge and create prosthetic limbs for war survivors and were on the forefront of armor innovation through the ages. Legend says the founder of the Cult, known as the Grand Techno-Architect, is still alive today. Pushing technology forward at, what some would say, an alarming rate. No one is sure who the Grand Techno-Architect is, but he or she is universally revered by those within the Cult itself. The stated goal of the Cult of Akroid is the perfect union of man and machine—integrating thaumaturgy, technology, and biology until only singularity remains.” 

Dick tipped his fedora and blew out a cloud of gray smoke. “Stay safe out there, Judges, and remember, you are the dividing line. The shepherds standing guard over the sheep.” The music blared and the screen flickered and faded. 

I couldn’t help but snort.  

“I’m sorry, this is what you still show Judges?” Ferraro choked out right behind me.

“Perhaps it is a little antiquated,” the arch-mage replied with a sniff, “but the information is still valid. The important part is the Cult is full of dangerous fanatics. I’ve always advocated for sanctions against them and their hideous technology,” Borgstorm said in a tight voice. “It’s unnatural what they do. But aside from the legal challenges, there were also a few other political complications.” 

I frowned. Political complications. That sounded like code word for dubious, unethical tit-for-tat bullshit. The very same kind of bullshit that had driven me away from the Guild after everything went south with Ailia and the Morrigan. The arch-mage had sided with the Tuatha De Danann instead of getting my back, because of political complications. 

“Care to elaborate,” I damn near growled.

She pursed her lips, thick lines at the corner of her mouth lengthening. “It’s classified.”

“Oh give over,” Sullivan said, throwing his hands up in the air. “You’re going to try to conceal this now? Under these circumstances?” He rolled his eyes. “What she doesn’t want to tell you is that we know who calls the shots over at the Cult of Akroid. The Elder Council has known who the Grand Techno-Architect is since the 1500s. If you dig deep enough, you’ll find rumors that say he is one of the Dökkálfar nobles. But that’s only a shadow of the truth. The fact is, he’s far more than just some noble. The Grand Techno-Architect is none other than Wayland the Smith, King of the Dark Elves.” 

My stomach dropped and my hand shot toward the butt of my pistol. 

“Yes,” Sullivan said with a nod. “That Wayland the Smith.”

“And you assholes wonder why I have trust issues with the Guild,” I said. I poured myself three fingers of bourbon from the liquor bar and slammed it. “This is why I left. This exact reason. Because of all the hypocritical garbage the Guild pulls.”

“Maybe it’s just because I’m the new guy here,” Chris said from across the room, “but I feel like that should mean something to us.” 

“Not just you,” Ferraro replied, shaking her head. “I’ve never heard of this Wayland the Smith guy either, although it doesn’t take a world-class detective to figure out that he runs and owns the firm working with the Morrigan.” 

“I’ve heard of him,” Levi grunted. “He’s not immortal, but he might as well be. Goes back a long way—certainly before the Crusades. Though back then, he was Wayland the Weaponsmith. Sometimes Wayland the Forge Master. Ran the World Forge deep beneath the earth, making some of the most potent weapons in history.”

“Still does,” I shot back, fishing out my immortal-slaying pistol and slamming it down on the liquor cabinet, glasses rattling from the impact. “He made this. And not just this. The Guild has employed Wayland for centuries. He’s responsible for at least half of the arsenal that the Judges have access to.”

There was an audible gasp around the room. 

“Yeah,” I said in response. “And here I find out he’s moonlighting as a cult leader. You assholes knew it and still did business with him. It’s pragmatic, and I get that. Hell, I can’t cast stones since I teamed up with a demon to save the world, but I also never pretended I was anything other than who I am. Your overwhelming hypocrisy never ceases to amaze me.” I ran a hand through my shaggy hair. “Maybe it’s a good thing the Guild is broken. Sometimes, it seems like we were worse than the monsters we were trying to stop.” 

“I will concede it was a questionable arrangement,” Borgstorm said after a beat. That was an actual shock. She didn’t ever concede or apologize about anything. In her mind, she was a paragon of virtue and a pillar of moral truth and certainty. “But now is not the time or the place to discuss this topic.” 

“She’s right, Yancy,” Greg said. “Leaving aside the ethics of it, we still have a mission to accomplish. The mission comes first, you know that.” 

I sighed, deflating a little. Fact was, I did know that. The mission was always the priority. If the Marine Corps had taught me anything, it was that.

“Fine,” I said begrudgingly, “you’re right. Now isn’t the time or place.” I stared daggers at the arch-mage and Sullivan in turns—he’d known about Wayland, too, I had to remind myself. “But this conversation isn’t over. We need to stop whatever the Morrigan has planned, but then we’re going to talk about the Guild.” I set my glass down and picked my pistol back up, sliding it home into its holster with the rasp of metal on leather. “For now, I think it’s high time we pay Wayland and the Cult a little visit. See if we can’t get to the bottom of this thing.” 

“Doesn’t sound like he’s gonna talk willingly,” Greg said, rubbing thoughtfully at his jaw. 

“Yeah, I wouldn’t count on it. And forcing him to talk isn’t going to be easy. It’s time to suit up.” I turned my gaze on the arch-mage. “We’re gonna need weapons, powerful ones. So if you have anything stashed away around this joint, now’s the time to trot them out...” 

The arch-mage went rigid, her jaw clenching. “Very well,” she finally said. “I’ll give you access to my private armory.” She stood with a swish of robes. “Follow me.”
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The Flesh Forge
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I PUSHED OPEN THE DOOR, stepped out of an ol’ timey buggy pulled by a skeletal horse, and stared up at the domineering headquarters of the Cult of Akroid, Hubside. It was a strangely lopsided building of lime-green stone, sporting thick power cables, towering antennas, and high-tech steel-shuttered windows and doors. Above it all, suspended on the top of a spindly metal tower, was the inverted triangle, marred by a red dot. But here, that dot looked suspiciously like an eye. The curving black horns hadn’t changed.

The carriage behind me let out a groaning squeak as Levi piled out, dressed, as always, as a Sunday churchgoer in some rural North Dakota town. Chris Fuller followed in short order, though unlike Levi he was decked out and looked ready for a brawl with an army of supernatural horrors. Black tactical cargo pants, a black flak jacket with a drop pouch at the side and a trio of grenade pouches—all full—adorning the MOLLE webbing. He was also packing heat. A service Glock, a K-Bar, and a sleek M4. 

The driver of the carriage, a gaunt, dead-eyed man with wispy white hair and a faded top hat, clicked his tongue and flicked the reins. The unearthly horse let out a soft wicker and rejoined the ebb and flow of onrushing Hub traffic. 

“This place definitely isn’t what I was expecting,” the young detective said while we waited patiently for the second cab—or what passed for cabs in the Hub, anyway—to arrive with the rest of our party. “I’m still new to all this stuff. Even after everything Winona’s shown me.” He paused and spun in a slow circle, taking in this section of the city. Like most of the Hub, the streets were packed with odd vehicles of one kind or another, and the buildings were grim and garish. 

In other ways, however, Gylfiholt Heights was different than other places in the Hub. Instead of plain concrete tenements and red brick hole-in-the-walls, most of the places here were built from gray stone or dirty white marble, decorated with swirls, spires, golden minarets, and intricate Nordic-style knot art, which harkened back to the old days of the Elvenkind. Sure, there were powerlines running from everywhere to everywhere, and neon signs were festooned on damned near every surface—advertising every sin, vice, and virtue—but it was all distinctly Elvish.

“It’s a lot different than Missoula, I can tell you that much.” He couldn’t keep the awe from his voice, though clearly he was trying. “I thought after fighting across a river of blood and hungry ghosts that nothing would surprise me, but this place always manages.” 

“A river of blood and hungry ghosts?” Levi asked, glancing back over his shoulder. “Don’t think I’ve seen that before.” 

“Just outside of Mictlan, past Earrach-Tir. Now that was a wild ride. Freyr the Green Man was definitely not what I was expecting.” He shuddered and grimaced. Couldn’t say I blamed him. I’d only met the Spring Monarch once and it still stuck with me. Twenty feet tall with the body of a monstrous elk, spikes of yellowed bone protruding through muddy fur. Guy was awful and terrifying to tangle with. The fact that Chris still had his sanity was pretty damned impressive, actually. 

“How in the hell did you get mixed up in all of this anyway?” I said, fishing a pack of Reds from my pocket. I pulled free a cigarette and lit up with a flicker of conjured flame, the nicotine easing my nerves. “You seem like a good kid. Smart. Getting mixed up with this bullshit is dumb as hell. So what gives?” 

He shrugged. “I didn’t seek it out, exactly. Just bad luck—or good luck, I guess, depending on your perspective. We had a couple of real nasty murders and I got stuck working the case. Ended up being something from your end of the pool. This demon woman. Winona called her Anukite Sharp-Elbows, the Double-Faced Woman. She was a piece of work and had these little cannibal dwarf things called—”

“Teihiihan,” Levi finished. “Mean, murderous things.” 

“You got that right,” he said with a nod. “If it wasn’t for Winona, I never would’ve survived it. This was after the Guild fell and you left,” he said, glancing at me. “Or whatever it was that happened to you. She never really did say.” 

“Not so much left as was possessed by the Horseman of War, got sent to Hell, and embarked on a six-month murder spree of Demonic royalty.” 

“Yeah, I can see why she left that part out,” he said, easy and offhanded. He was pretty unflappable, which you didn’t see a lot—not even in seasoned Venántium operators. 

“Well, you should know, Winona’s been busting her tail to help hold things together. Her and the People all have. The Chief was reluctant to intervene at first, but Winona has a way about her.” 

“Yeah,” I said with a grin, “you ain’t wrong there.” I ashed my smoke. 

The growl of a car arriving cut off our conversation as an old-school black limo pulled up to the curb and spilled out the remainder of our teammates for this trip into the belly of the techno-beast. The door swung open and Winona, in the guise of a human, stepped out. She was wearing jeans and flannel—not totally surprising since Kevlar wouldn’t do much to help her. 

Sullivan came next. Though he still carried his custom silver cane, he was decked out like Detective Fuller: military cargo pants, combat boots, and tactical vest strewn with pouches. I knew he had a small pistol riding at his ankle, but that was his only Rube weapon. The rest of his gear was magical in nature. A pair of circular vials containing an occlude liquid—one red the other green. A small ceramic figurine of a hound. And, most important of all, a withered hand with candlewicks protruding from each finger. It shouldn’t have surprised me even in the least that the arch-mage had a legendary Hand of Glory in her private collection. 

The door shut and the limo pulled away, leaving the five of us to our fate.

I felt a slight stab of regret that Ferraro wasn’t with me—having her along always made me feel better. But she’d taken a beating during our tussle with Firroth and she needed a little downtime before Morrigan’s shindig. Plus, it was nice knowing she was holding down the fort with Greg, who was manning the compound’s formidable security system. Necessary, since we were taking so many of the heavy hitters for this mission. There was still the Scion to think about, and as it stood, Darlene, the arch-mage, and Sir Gal were the only metaphysical muscle remaining behind.

That made me nervous as all hell, but the truth was, we needed every ounce of firepower we could get if it came down to a fight against the mad king of the Dark Elves.

“No point wasting any more time.” I flicked away my cigarette butt before doing a quick brass check on my own M-4. Unlike James, I’d come packing more than just magic—though I did have a few little surprise trinkets packed away in case things got real dicey. I lifted a fist to knock at the enormous steel doors, covered in wards and brass rivets, but before I could, they swung open on silent hinges. 

I licked my lips. Sweat was already beading on my forehead from the nerves. Shit, but I hated when the bad guys knew we were coming and were ready. That made everything about a thousand times worse. 

“Well, this should be fun,” Sullivan said, drawing his sword cane. 

We headed in, our boots clattering on the white linoleum flooring underfoot. Part of me had expected this place to look like a mash-up between Bladerunner and an Apple store, with a dash of the Manson Family thrown in for good measure. All sleek, edgy, and futuristic with blinking lights and artful streaks of cyberpunk neon. Instead everything was rather cold and antiseptic, more like a hospital than anything else. Buzzing halogen lighting overhead, white walls accented with chrome. Waiting rooms with posh couches and chromed-out tables. 

Surprisingly, there were quite a few people milling about in the rooms and halls, and they all seemed utterly normal. 

Too normal. 

Most appeared human, which was crazy, since actual, non-magical humans were a rarity in the Hub. Many sported white orderly uniforms, while a few others wore flowing cream robes, cinched at the waist with lengths of silver rope. Definitely cult vibes in spades with those folks. The halfies that were present looked to be visitors, all talking quietly and politely with the robe-wearing acolytes. The funny thing, though, is that no one tried to stop us. 

They smiled as we passed, staring at us with glossy, vacant eyes. A few nodded or waved, one even issued a neutral “Hello,” which set off a wave of warning bells and sent up a barrage of red flags. Wayland the Smith, who ran this place, knew who we were and he was obviously in cahoots with the Morrigan. And if that weren’t enough, we looked like paramilitary mercenaries about to bring down a world of destruction and pain. 

No one cared. Not one bit.

“I do not like this place,” Winona whispered softly. She was barefoot. She said shoes broke her connection to the earth, but I noticed she nearly visibly winced every time she put a foot down. “There is nothing natural in this place. The air reeks with perversion. A twisting of the order of things.” She clenched her stomach. “It is a rancid place.” 

“Which gives us all the more reason to get in and get the hell out quick,” I replied, picking up the pace. 

We hoofed it down the hallway, giving the orderly types and visitors some space until the hallway opened up into a circular room, with some sort of round help desk at the center. The whole thing looked like a roundabout, with hallways branching off from the left, right, and rear of the circle. Sitting at the desk was a petite blonde girl with a short pixie cut, big round baby blues, and dimples to die for. She was maybe five two, a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet, and as intimidating as a barbie doll. 

“Welcome, visitors,” she said, standing from her desk and beaming at us. “I’m Flesh Acolyte Kristi Roman—how can I help you today? Are you here to see a service representative? Find out about an upgrade or maybe read some of our literature on the singularity?” The whole spiel was delivered in machine gun rapid succession, and all as cheery as a Care Bear. 

“Not to be rude, Kristi,” I said, “but does it look like we’re here to speak with a service representative or get a consult?” I arched an eyebrow at her and motioned toward the combat rifle draped across my chest on a three-point sling. “We’re looking to talk with your head honcho. I think you guys call him the Grand Techno-Wizard or something like that.” 

“The Grand Techno-Architect,” she corrected cheerily. “Unfortunately, that just isn’t going to be possible at this time.” She clutched her hands together and looked genuinely crestfallen. “Visitors aren’t allowed to proceed beyond this service station. The rest of this building is for Initiates, Acolytes, onsite staff, and those undergoing transformative procedures. And it just isn’t possible to schedule a meeting with the Grand Techno-Architect. So sorry.” There was an oddly high-pitched whine as she said sorry. A mechanical sound like a broken whistle.

“Well, I’m pretty sure he’s gonna want to see us,” I replied. “I feel like he’s probably expecting us at this point.”

“Yes, seems like a reasonable assumption, old boy,” Sullivan agreed.

Kristi canted her head to the side, one eye twitching. 

“We know who you are, and the Architect has not approved your entry.” Her voice was less cheery now. Deeper. More guttural. “But if you’d like to speak with a service representative or set up an appointment for a consultation, I can help you with that. Otherwise, have a nice day.” 

“This is a waste of time,” Levi said, breaking left and heading around the curved desk dominating the room. 

“I would advise against that,” Kristi said. She was still smiling, but there was a dangerous gleam in her eye. 

“Or what?” Levi asked sourly.

“Or I’ll be forced to stop you and I’ve been authorized to use lethal force if necessary.” 

“I have a bad feeling about this, Yancy Lazarus,” Winona whispered in my ear. The sound startled me, because she’d been a good five feet away only seconds before. When they wanted to be, the Chiye-tanka could move like the wind. “I sense she is more than she seems.” 

“Maybe so,” I whispered back, “but we aren’t exactly spoiled for options. We have approximately one lead”—I thrust a finger into the air for emphasis—“and he’s in the building somewhere.”

“Sorry, Kristi,” I said with a sigh, “but looks like you’re just going to have to stop us.” Without warning, I broke right at a sprint, opposite of Levi, heading for the hallway marked Stairs. 

It all happened so fast.

One second the receptionist was standing there, head tilted, smiling. 

The next there was a whirl of gears, an electric crackle, and the wet sloosh of ripping flesh. 

Her face split, flawless pale skin creasing as her jaw unhinged and opened, revealing a gaping maw filled with an army of jagged teeth. Her body contorted, torso elongating, while her arms and legs lengthened into spidery appendages. Her chest cracked open—her orderly uniform ripping at the seams—and snaking mechanical limbs exploded out from her back, each one sharpened to a razor’s point. One hand shifted, her fingers flowing together, flesh melting and hardening, turning into a screaming buzz saw. With a screech, Kristi leapt onto the counter, landing on hound-like feet, reinforced with pistons and hydraulic tubing. 

The buzz saw flashed toward my head, just inches away from carving me open like a Thanksgiving turkey—

Something slammed into my side, hurling me away at the last moment. My feet left the ground and I slammed into the wall, head bouncing off of tile and chrome. The world spun and tilted drunkenly around me, but I was alive. Miraculously, alive. All thanks to Winona. The Sasquatch woman had one hand upraised, gripping Kristi’s buzz saw wrist. The techno-horror was trying her damnedest to bring the roaring blade down on the Sasquatch, but Winona was far too strong. 

She held the arm back with ease and launched a jab into Kristi’s unprotected chest.

Chris didn’t hesitate, but raised his M4, pressed his cheek to the buttstock, and sent rounds flying. Instead of targeting center mass or going for the head, he blasted through Kristi’s extended arm, putting round after well-placed round into the limb. 

He was less than ten feet away, but it was still a helluva good display of marksmanship considering the circumstances. 

With a roar, Winona drove her fist home again and again and again. Between Chris’s shooting and the pressure exerted by Winona’s inhuman strength, the weaponized limb tore away with a sickening squelch that would surely play as the soundtrack for my worst dreams for the next month or two.

Winona stumbled away, her fleshy prize gripped in one hand. 

I stuck one hand out, palm up, and conjured a javelin of wrist-thick molten flame, zigzagging the beam across her exposed body. I gagged as the scent of charbroiled meat sizzled in the air, but pressed on, not letting up for a second. The skin and muscle of one leg sloughed away and I caught a glimpse, not of bone, but of reinforced metal and rivets—like some kind of futuristic Terminator. But, you know, a perky office version named Kristi.

Levi leapt onto the desk, undergoing his own transformation in the process, then promptly sacked the receptionist turned death machine like a linebacker taking down the QB. I cut off the lance of flame as the pair of them tumbled from the desk and into the hallway in a tangle of limbs. Chrome tentacles slithered around Levi’s arms and throat, trying to strangle the life out of him. Thanks to their positioning, it was nearly impossible to take another shot at ol’ Kristi without hitting Levi in the process. The good news was, however, it didn’t look like Levi needed much help. 

He’d managed to flip Kristi over and was now straddling the freakish receptionist, bludgeoning the absolute shit out of her with wrecking ball fists covered in bits of obsidian glass. 

“Everyone, get to the doorway. Now!” he bellowed over the thuds of his hands. “I’ve got this.” 

Sullivan didn’t need to be asked twice. He promptly grabbed Chris by the cuff and hustled him around the central desk and toward the doorway standing guard over the stairs. Winona rushed toward me, offering me a hand up, then helped me limp over to the exit...

Which, of course, was locked. 

Under normal circumstances I would’ve tried to pick it, but this wasn’t your typical run-of-the-mill deadbolt—this was one of those fancy electronic key card readers and the door itself was crafted from half a foot of steel. Thing looked like a blast door, designed to survive a nuclear explosion. 

“We need a card key,” I hollered at Levi, who had one oversized mitt wrapped firmly around Kristi’s throat. I’d seen him pulverize stone with his bare hands, yet Kristi’s neck was holding up surprisingly well to the punishment. Winona had been right, she was definitely more than she seemed.

“Little busy,” he grunted, bringing his other hand crashing down into the side of Kristi’s head. I winced as her skull buckled inward. She wasn’t dead, though. Not even close.

“Look out!” Winona and I yelled at the same time as one of Kristi’s spear-tipped mechanical limbs rose up like a striking cobra and punched into Levi’s side, releasing a splash of golden ichor. 

Gruesome.

“Big mistake there,” Levi hissed. 

Levi released her neck long enough to shove his hand inside the gaping wound. After a moment of rooting around like a pig in mud, he pulled out a handful of sludgy golem blood, offered Kristi a feral grin, and slathered the nearby ground with the gore. Seconds later the floor rumbled and sleek spears of obsidian erupted from the tile, piercing the receptionist in a dozen different places—though catching Levi in a few as well. Aside from being stupid strong and having the ability to shapeshift, Levi also had a bizarre magic of his own. So long as he was willing to bleed, he could transmute just about anything—like turning tile into deadly earth spears, for example.

Levi grimaced but pushed through the pain. He pulled himself free from the spikes, reached over and plucked a keycard from the ruined blouse clinging to Kristi’s chest. 

“Don’t know how long that’ll last,” he wheezed, clutching one hand to his mangled side. He was a mess, and not just his ribs either. He was missing one finger on his left hand, and based on the golden smudge around Kristi’s cavernous mouth, it wasn’t hard to guess what had happened. “Best to be gone when she does get loose.” 

Sullivan nodded and swiped the keycard across the scanner pad.

It let out a beep followed by a click. 

With one last look back at the flailing receptionist, we pulled the door shut behind us and headed down a set of concrete stairs. Time to find Wayland the Smith and get some actual answers...
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Belly of the Cult
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THE ENTRY FLOOR HAD been cool and sterile—the public face of a ghastly company trying to seem less monstrous than it really was. In a lot of ways, that entry level was like receptionist Kristi, pre-transformation: smiling, professional, clinical. The second level did away with all pretense. It was receptionist Kristi, post-transformation: tubes and tentacles, teeth and buzz saws. The floors were still white linoleum, but the Cult’s symbol was emblazoned every few feet. The walls on this level were pale-green metal, the color of swamp moss, and covered in pipes, gauges, interlocking plates, and blinking lights. 

On instinct, I reached out and ran a hand over the walls. The green material was soft, almost spongy to the touch. Definitely not metal. Like nothing I had ever seen before.

Lines of purple neon tubing ran along the ceiling and baseboards, casting everything in a ghostly haze. Stranger still, snaking vines—all tangled green, black flowers, and purple leaves—worked their way through the pipes, winding along the valves, and entwining pressure releases. Levi trailed his fingers along the walls, crouching for a moment to inspect one of the odd flowers. A worried look briefly flashed over his face, here then gone. He stood and absently scrubbed one hand across his thigh, lips turned down into a frown. Whatever he was thinking, though, he kept to himself. 

We padded our way down the center hallway, following the hospital-like signs hanging overhead, which helped us navigate the sprawl of rooms and labyrinth of forking hallways. From the options listed on those signs, it was clear that this was where the bulk of the action happened. Bio-Engineering. Weapons Augmentations. Mobility Development. Genetic Sequencing and Integrations. Something simply labeled as the Splicer. We paused at a four-way junction, scanning our available options. Operations Wing and Lower Level Staff Quarters, left, Anesthesia and Machine Shop, right, Prep, R&D, and Radiology, straight ahead. 

“As much as I’d love to see what goes on in their R&D department,” Sullivan said drily, “I think Operations Wing and Staff Quarters is where we’re mostly likely to find our man.” 

“Seems like a safe bet to me,” I said with a nod.

We hooked a left and headed into a section of the building that was worse than everything else I’d seen so far. There were open operating suites, only partially obscured by hanging curtains. Those curtains didn’t do much to stop us from seeing what was going on behind the scenes. Scads of harsh lighting illuminated everything, casting away every shadow. The operating rooms were definitely something out of a horror flick—chains and pulleys hung down from the ceiling, hulking test tubes filled with limbs or whole bodies lined some walls, while tables covered with mechanical parts and bionic augmentations lined others. 

Not all the rooms were occupied, but at least a third of them were. 

Inhuman surgeons in long white smocks worked tirelessly on passed-out patients, all strapped down to chrome gurneys. They hacked and slashed, using tools that were better fit for a garage than a doctor’s office, while nurses in their white orderly uniforms bustled about the room. Suctioning away gore, fetching tools, or whisking away amputated bits of body. We moved quickly, not wanting to dwell too long. More than one surgeon and nurse glanced up at our passing, tracking our movements with haunted, vacant eyes. A third mechanical eye, red as an ember, regarded us from their foreheads. 

They made no move to stop us, though, instead carrying on with their grisly work with gusto.

“Why aren’t they attacking us?” Chris asked in a hushed voice, licking his lips nervously as he did a quick turn to make sure something nasty wasn’t sneaking up on us from behind. 

Honestly, I had the same question. 

“No idea,” Sullivan replied. “But that makes me even more nervous.” He pressed his lips into a thin line, hand tightening around his sword cane. “My guess is they aren’t attacking us because they think whatever is down below is so bad that we don’t stand a chance of surviving it.” 

“They might not be wrong,” Levi muttered up ahead as we rounded a corner and left the Operations Wing behind—thank God Almighty for small miracles. “I’ve seen this before. Or something close to it,” he said, trailing his fingers over the spongy walls. “Deep in the Sprawl. I can’t imagine how or why this is here, but if it’s what I’m thinking, we could be in trouble.” 

It took us another handful of minutes to locate another steel blast door, this one leading to a descending stairwell that connected to the Lower Level Staff Quarters. Molly’s card key granted us access to the door, though who knew how long that would work for. Sooner or later, someone would get wise and deactivate the credentials on the key. Unless, of course, James’s suspicions were right and they really didn’t give two shits about us trespassing. 

Guess we would find out soon enough. 

Since this was a cult, I half expected the staff quarters to be laid out like a Marine Corps squad bay. Bunks, lockers, open spaces with very little privacy—that kind of thing. Instead, though, their crash pad reminded me of an oversized beehive. The floors were made from a loamy black earth that squelched underfoot with each step—the exact opposite of sterile and high tech. The walls were that same spongy green metal, though laid out in a series of interconnecting hexagonal rooms. 

Those had to be the communal living spaces and sleeping quarters. 

The walls of each room were covered in more of the flowery vines and riddled with a series of honeycombed nooks and crannies, which reminded me of coffin racks aboard some of the smaller naval ships I’d seen. Sleeping quarters. Most were vacant, but a few of the pods were occupied with enormous cocoons, studded with wires and tubing. In the center of each room was a burbling pit of sludgy black goop, part tar pit part hot tub. I had no idea what they were for and I was perfectly happy in my bliss. Everything about this place was just friggin’ awful and I hated all of it. 

The sooner we could get gone, the better.

We met no resistance on this level either, which only amped up the tension another notch, and after about fifteen minutes of wandering we finally stumbled into the exit. Another steel blast door barred our way, though this one had a warning splashed across the front in bright red letters: Restricted Area, Third Order Magister Templi or Higher Only! James took a deep breath, crossed his fingers, and flashed the card over the scanner. We were met with a blaring beep and a flashing red light. Access denied. Looked like our luck had finally run its course.

Honestly, I was surprised we’d made it this far. 

“I should be able to—” James started.

“It’s okay,” Levi said, cracking his knuckles. “Let me see if I can’t pry it open.” He stomped forward on heavy feet, hands flattening and elongating, forming into a pair of hardened gray pry bars. He wedged the edge of his flat fingers into the crease of the door and heaved, muscles straining, arms trembling from the effort. The door groaned and squealed, but ultimately didn’t budge. He let out a disgruntled humph and backed away, shaking his head. “No good, we’ll have to find another way through—”

He fell silent as James padded forward, smug and satisfied, and pulled the Hand of Glory from his pocket. He waved the emaciated hand across the door lock and the light blinked green, the door popping open. 

“I thought it was a fake,” Levi said with a shrug. 

“What is it, exactly?” Chris asked, eyeing the gnarled hand askew. 

“Dark magic, is what it is,” I replied. “Hand of Glory. Incredibly hard to find. Most of the ones you see floating around in the wild are just cheap flea market knockoffs, purchased by suckers too dumb to know any better over at the Brokers of Isdarla Shopping Emporium.”

Thing was, Hands of Glory were like urban legends: everyone knew a guy, who knew a guy, who knew another guy who’d seen one. Or maybe owned one. But it was always bullshit, as urban legends so often are.

“But what does it do?” he pressed.

“A real Hand of Glory,” James said, tucking the Hand away, “will only shed light for the person holding it, but they are most valued because they can open any lock or door. Or, at least, so the stories go.” He offered us a lopsided smile. “I’ve never used one. I’m as surprised as the rest of you that it worked at all. Now, best if we don’t dawdle. We have other places to be, after all.” He stood aside, holding the door open, and ushered us through with a wave of his cane.  

Instead of a staircase, we headed down a sloping tunnel, the air growing warmer and more humid with every step. The walls here were more jungle vine than anything else, but that only served to highlight the metallic service panels and neon lighting fixtures that lit up the space. We must’ve descended a good fifty or sixty feet before the tunnel eventually deposited us in an earthen cavern with a domed ceiling and rough stone walls pockmarked with more of the honeycomb cells. Hundreds of them, all full to bursting with wriggling shapes obscured in shadow. 

Sleek chrome spires of varying sizes dotted the floor like a techno forest. 

Those spires were covered in arcane glyphs, power cables snaking away, connecting to the ground in places, or flying off to form a complex web of lines above the ground. Straight across from us, on the far side of the forest of metal, was some sort of control room with yet another of the strange reinforced doors barring our path. Every instinct I had told me that was where we would find Wayland the Smith. The problem was, standing between us and that doorway were the things already starting to skitter and stir within their honeycombed shelters. 

My hair stood at attention along the back of my neck, my breath caught in my throat, and chills raced along my arms and down my spine.

“Holy mother of God,” Chris whispered. He made a quick sign of the cross, which reminded me of Ferraro. 

“You can say that again,” Sullivan offered, sounding far from his usual unflappable self. 

“What is this place?” Winona asked, scooting closer to Chris, as though the small-town cop could somehow protect her from the horrors we were seeing. Or, more likely, as though he needed protecting and she intended to see him through this hellhole safely.

“This is a friggin’ hatchery is what it is,” I said, staring at the half-seen forms filling the insectile cells. 

“A hatchery for what?” Chris asked.

“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out,” I said quietly. “Though, I have a bad feeling whatever lives here isn’t gonna give us a pass. Best if we move quickly.” I paused, staring at each of them. “Quick but quiet, huh? Under the radar if we can. Maybe whatever is in here won’t notice us.” 

With grim faces and silent nods, we stole across the room. 

We made it all of fifteen feet before the first crooning shriek pierced the air. Others followed in short order, some gravelly and deep, others high pitched and keening. The cacophony of sound all communicated one very important truth, Intruders! Kill them! The floor trembled beneath me as shapes and figures emerged from the honeycombed walls. My stomach sank and suddenly I was missing dear sweet Kristi from the lobby. Was she a monstrous warning against the merging of humanity and technology, which would surely haunt my memories like a drunk, angry poltergeist? 

Yes. Obviously. But there was also only one of her. 

A tsunami of monstrous flesh and inhuman forms was rushing toward us from all sides, scampering down the walls with the grace and speed only an insect can manage. But these things were worse than any bug I’d ever seen, and I’d once fought a shapeshifting Metus disguised as a giant centipede version of myself. They scuttled forward on arachnoid appendages built from woven vines, cruel black thorns, and undulating purple blossoms. Those legs protruded from bulbous, sac-like bodies, and jutting up from their insect-like thoraxes were human torsos. 

Or humanoid, at any rate. 

Many were halfies with horns or wings or hooked fangs made for rending meat. And, like the friendly receptionist from above, those bodies were riddled with mechanical upgrades. Snaking tubes, metal plates welded into place, blipping lights, mechanical, augmented eyes and snaking limbs jutting from their backs. Worse, were the weapons. More buzz saws grafted into the ends of wrists, murder machetes, glowing sci-fi looking plasma cannons, and burning arc welders—so bright, they were painful to look at. And embedded into the center of each forehead was a malevolent red orb set against a tattooed, inverted triangle. 

A third eye, one of technology and magic, that perfectly resembled the Cult’s logo.

Say what you would about Wayland, but the guy understood branding. 

“Circle it up. Backs to the center,” I shouted, spinning on a heel so I faced the entryway we’d just come through. “Chris, I want you in the middle. You’re gonna be our eyes. Tell us when to move. Guide us to the exit! Everyone else, keep us alive.”

Levi was on my right, Winona on my left, and I couldn’t see Sullivan at all, which meant he was at my six. As much as I was still pissed at Sullivan for everything that had happened, there was honestly no one I’d rather have guarding my back. He and I had seen some shit, let me tell you, and with both Iron Stan and Black Jack Engelbrecht dead and gone, he probably had more supernatural combat experience than any other Mage alive. At this point, I was probably a close second. And I knew we would need every ounce of that ass-kicking power and experience, because holy shit were there a lot of these things. 

I pushed every thought to the side—every fear, worry, and anxiety. Those emotions were powerful things, but they couldn’t help me here. Wouldn’t serve me or save me. So instead I focused on the here and now, on the beating of my heart and the blood rushing through my veins. I inhaled and tapped into my full power, allowing it to sweep through me like an arctic blizzard and a flow of red-hot magma all at once. Vis and Nox, deliciously intoxicating in equal parts, swirled and churned inside me like a destructive tornado, and I soaked it in. Drawing more and more and more, until my body thrummed with energy and it seemed like I might just rip apart at the seams. 

When it felt like surely I couldn’t hold another drop, I rolled up my metaphorical sleeves and got my ass in gear. 

The plant-halfie centaurs—somehow both more and less than the sum of their grotesque parts—were closing the distance at record speed. If they hit us all at once, pouring in from every angle, no amount of power on the planet would save us. We’d be overwhelmed, crushed beneath the sheer weight of their bodies. There’s a saying that applied here: All the ants weigh more than all the elephants. Sometimes superior numbers were more important than superior firepower. But not today. Not if I could rearrange the game board in our favor.

I took a single step forward and thrust my hands out in a flourish.
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Thunderdome
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SPINNING IN A SLOW circle, I reached deep into the earth, feeling the sturdy power of the bedrock. Of ancient plate tectonics and stones unmoved in an age. I called forth earth like a snake charmer. Sweat poured down my face and my arms shook from the strain as I forced the ground to part, opening up into cavernous rifts that descended down in the dark heart of Outworld. Those enormous crevices swallowed more than a few of the encroaching horde, eating them and their inhuman squeals, while simultaneously forcing others into more unconventional paths. Elsewhere, rock walls and spits of razor-sharp stone jutted up, skewering fiends and transforming the room into a labyrinth of walls, spikes, and pits. 

I had enough foresight to leave a narrow, unobstructed path between our party and the exit out of this deathtrap. That was a risk, since it would create a funnel of sorts, but I had no doubt Sullivan could clear us a path. 

I finished my circle, back toward the group once more, and cut the flows of power raging through me with a knife of will. Without the power of two demons propping me up, pulling a construct like that off would’ve been impossible, and even with their help I felt like puking from the raw exertion. It felt like I’d just run a marathon while hauling a Big Rig with flat tires behind me. Now wasn’t the time for weakness, though, because even with the innumerable barriers littering the floor, the hybrid creatures were coming. An unrelentless force. Steeling my resolve, I lifted my M4, pressed it firmly into my shoulder pocket, and let loose. 

I picked my shots carefully, aiming for torsos and heads. Kill shots. After seeing the kind of damage that Kristi the receptionist had taken without batting an eye, I very much doubted I would be able to slow these things down with disabling shots. Plus, they had like six friggin’ legs made out of vines. Where would I even start? How do you kneecap an ambulatory lawn bush? 

The rifle barked, vomiting out light and lead. 

A maggot-skinned halfie without a nose let out an undulating shriek as a trio of bullets littered his throat and chewed through a waggling chin. Down he went, leafy limbs refusing to hold his weight. Another of the creatures, this one with the misshapen torso of a human woman, scampered over her fallen comrade without so much as a pause or a flinch. These things didn’t care about the dead or about dying themselves, it seemed. The recoil on the M4 was next to nothing, and the gun stayed remarkably level as I sighted in and turned the unsightly creature’s head into so much gory mist.

On my left Winona battled like a professional MMA fighter, throwing blazing round houses and brutal kicks that sent the creatures scattering like bowling pins. In my experience, she wasn’t pound for pound as strong as Levi, but she was damned close, and she was about a hundred times faster. Her arms and legs were a blur and anything unlikely enough to get inside her range paid for it. Levi, off to my right, was dishing out his fair share of punishment, though his strategy was less knock them away and more pulverize them into vegetable spread. He’d grown rocky quartz armor pockmarked with black obsidian spikes and was straight up smiting monsters with a combination of sledgehammer and meat cleaver. 

And when I say smiting, I mean laying down an ass whopping of epic, biblical proportions.

He was splattered in green plant gore and inky blue blood, and somehow he looked completely content. Like there was nowhere and nothing else he’d rather be doing.   

Chris occasionally poked the muzzle of his rifle through our ranks, plugging holes where he could and calling out commands. “Lazarus, incoming on the left... Winona, watch your right... Everyone, move toward Sullivan on three! One... Two... Three...” We moved in a herky-jerky fashion at his command, and whenever the swarm got a little too thick, he would hurl out frag grenades, opening pockets of space across the chamber floor. For being a Rube cop from Missoula, the kid had a remarkably good head on his shoulders.  

Slowly we worked our way along the narrow tunnel I’d crafted, Sullivan clearing the way like a snowplow through fresh powder. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I sure as hell could feel it like jags of static electricity rubbing against my nerves. Guy was slinging around some serious power. Weaves of air and fire as thick as a telephone pole. Bands of rotating magnetic energy, no doubt designed to short-circuit the vulnerable electronics festooned all over the goons. Enough ball lightning to power a small Wisconsin town for a year. 

I stuck to the M4 for the most part, only tapping into minimal flows of Vis and Nox when I needed to buy a handful of extra seconds to reload. Moving about twenty tons of earth had taken a toll and I wanted to save a little juice for our showdown with Wayland. It wouldn’t do much good to survive his inhuman army, only to be wrung out like a dishrag when it came time to kick Wayland’s teeth in. Besides, the M4 was doing just fine by me. The only problem was that I’d eventually run out. Hot brass rained down in a steady flow and empty mags slowly built up inside my drop pouch, while my supply of fresh rounds steadily dwindled to zero. 

“What the hell is taking so friggin’ long?” I called over one shoulder as my rifle finally ran dry with a dull click. Such a small, innocuous sound in its way, but one that sent chills racing along my spine. 

“We’re almost to the control room,” Chris screamed, poking the muzzle of his rifle out beside my shoulder and blasting an approaching vine-covered halfie. I glanced back over one shoulder. Sure, the distance looked short, but distances were deceptive in battle. In war, whole battles were fought over inches.  

There was a thunderous rattling shake as one of the mech spires toppled, followed by a wall of conjured earth folding like a bad hand of cards. 

Well shit, I thought, as the mother of all these freakshows burst into the open. 

Easily twenty-five feet tall, this thing was the ultimate display of Wayland’s madness. Instead of the scuttling of an oversized spider, this thing slithered forward like a giant centipede, propelled not by eight legs, but hundreds of them, all working in tandem. Its body swayed in the air as it moved, and its misshapen arms—cobbled together piecemeal from vines, flesh, and hydraulic cables—trailed almost to the floor. Its torso was likewise a tattered patchwork canvas of body parts. At least a dozen halfies, all stitched together, and kept alive through mechanical magic of the most twisted variety.

Of course it was a Frankenstein centipede. Because the universe hates me and likes to see me suffer at every possible opportunity. 

“We’d better hurry it along, because we’re running out of time here!” I yelled back, taking a quick look. “Sullivan, I could use a hand up here!” 

“On it,” he shot back, fishing the Hand of Glory from a pouch at his side and tossing it to Chris. 

“Get to that door and get it open,” I called out. “And I’m talking like yesterday. Only call us for help if you’re about to be bodily dismembered.” 

Sullivan posted up beside me, his face a grim mask of determination. Levi and Winona took positions right in front of us, forming a shield wall, ready to absorb the brunt of the assault. 

More of the smaller creatures were surging around the centipede behemoth like the waters of a raging river, and they were gaining on us with a quickness. I pulled the rifle off and tossed it to the side. As much as it pained me to do it, the M4 was just dead weight at this point. I opened myself up once more to the delicious power of creation and noxious power of death, and formed the weaves for potent hellfire. 

James dropped a hand on my arm and shook his head. “Save it for that thing, let me have a shot first. Might just be able to clear a bit of the rabble.” He offered me a lopsided, cocksure grin and gestured toward his tactical vest, strewn with pouches. “I brought a few little surprises, and now seems as opportune a moment as ever to use them, eh old boy.” He pulled free a pair of glass orbs, one green and one red. “These should buy us a little time, I imagine.” With a flick of his wrist, he sent the green-filled vial spinning through the air. With a simple flow of force, he shattered the glass high above the onrushing mass of creatures.

There couldn’t be more than a few ounces of liquid inside, but suddenly the substance expanded, transforming into a roiling neon cloud, which quickly shed fat green raindrops on everything below. The creatures faltered and howled as sizzling drops of acid landed on exposed skin and plant matter, eating through everything it touched with vicious, preternatural hunger. Puddles of the green water formed along the pathway and dissolved feet and ankles as the creatures continued to push forward. Those unfortunate few directly beneath the cloud stumbled and dropped, spasming as their bodies melted from the caustic substance.

“Corrosive Alkahest?” Levi murmured, sounding rather impressed. 

I’d literally summoned a city-burying sandstorm hurricane while in hell, and he’d barely noticed. But some stupid goop in a glass jar got his attention. Go figure.

“You aren’t the only one who knows his way around an Alchemy set,” Sullivan replied. “And you haven’t seen anything yet. He grabbed the red vial and tossed it high, breaking it with another minute effort of will. The red mist within dissipated in seconds, swept into the air, but the effect was instant. The sludgy green acidic goop erupted in crimson flames, forming an inferno wall hot enough to scorch my face even from twenty feet away. 

“Phoenix ash, mixed in a tincture of Solaris Flammans,” Levi said, this time in clear approval. I was pretty sure he was just making up words at this point, but Sullivan nodded in agreement. Alchemy was never really my bag, but apparently I should’ve done a little more studying because screw me sideways, but that was an impressive bit of destruction. Flash-bangs and grenades are great, sure, but I wouldn’t mind a few more acid rain bombs.

The fire burned hot and heavy but didn’t seem to be slowing down the ponderous and enormous nightmare centipede. The creature trundled onward, pushing through the flames, its hide immune to the heat and the acid alike. I thrust my hand out and unleashed a solid beam of purple flame, nearly pure Nox, but the tongues of death rolled off its skin like water off a duck’s back. 

“How the hell is it doing that?” I yelled over the din of battle and the screams of the dying.

“No idea!” Sullivan yelled, hurling ball lightning of his own, which the creature deflected with a slap of an oversized arm. 

“Probably internal sigil wards,” Levi said. “I’ve seen this kind of work before. Arcane protection sigils carved onto the reverse side of the skin. Profane, but effective. Now get that door open! I’ll hold it off.” 

He stole a sidelong glance at Winona and then the two of them were surging forward with some sort of unspoken command, throwing themselves headlong at the towering creature. Levi hit first and hammered away with blocky fists while Winona quickly went to work ripping off wriggling vine limbs. I wasn’t about to let them do all the heavy lifting. If Levi’s hunch was right, and this thing was protected by runes carved beneath its skin, then it meant this asshole was only magic proof on the outside. I just needed to make an opening. 

Knowing I was going to regret this badly, I sprinted forward anyway. “Winona, give me a boost!” 

She spun, crouched, and turned her hands into a cup. I planted my foot and pushed up at the same moment she heaved. Suddenly I was sailing, wind rushing past my face, legs kicking, arms flapping like a moron penguin trying to take to the air against all the laws of nature. My stomach fluttered as I crested and began the descent, landing on the backside of the Franken-pede. I pulled my K-Bar from the sheath at my belt, flipped the blade over, and slammed it down into oddly spongy skin and muscle. Several eyeballs in a variety of hues blinked lazily at me, which was disturbing for a thousand different reasons—though mostly because those eyes were on this thing’s back. 

Why did supernatural things need to be so gross?

Ignoring the army of accusing eyeballs, I grunted and cranked down, opening a nasty gash. The creature bucked and squealed beneath me, trying to shake me free, but I wasn’t having that shit. With a shout, I conjured my ethereal azure sword and jammed that puppy down all the way to the hilt, hanging on for dear life. Clinging to the sword with my left hand like an ice pick, I continued to use the K-bar with my right, carving a patch of skin away until gleaming pink muscle showed through. As much as it sickened me, I stole a look-see beneath the skin flap, and sure enough, there were silvery tattoos worked over every inch. 

This thing had suffered more than I could imagine and the best thing I could do was put it out of its misery. 

I pressed my palm down against the open wound and unleashed a javelin of hellfire—bright gold dancing with strands of purple. This time the fire didn’t harmlessly bounce off, but punched a hole clean through the monster’s body. When I finally cut the flows for my construct, there was a basketball-sized hole that I could see through. But somehow, this thing was still standing. Hell, more than that, it was still fighting. I gritted my teeth and prepared to pump some more arcane energy into this thing, when a leafy tentacle wrapped around my calf and hoisted me up into the air like a piñata. 

Shit. 

One of the smaller plant freaks—and by smaller, I mean still larger than me—had climbed up here, and now we were playing king of the hill. It also looked like it was going to win, since the damned thing was built like a gorilla, had the face of an orc, and had hands like a pair of ham hocks. I thrust my conjured sword forward, driving the blade into its pale throat. It barely so much as flinched, then laid into my stomach like Mike Tyson working over a heavy bag. At least one rib cracked from the impact and stars exploded across my vision. 

Screw this, I thought, fighting through the bright flare of pain. 

I dismissed the sword and sandblasted the dickhead in the face with a barrage of raw force. 

My magically conjured sucker punch did the trick, caving in jagged black teeth and pulping a bulbous pale nose. It also convinced the asshole to put me down. Unfortunately, it decided to put me down about thirty feet away by flicking me through the air with its tentacled limb. I flipped and careened, catching odd glimpses of the ceiling and floor in turns. I also happened to catch a glimpse of Chris wrestling with a mutated halfie not much bigger than a pug. Well, that explained what was taking so long to get that damned door open.  

I prepared flows of air to cushion my fall, but didn’t need them. Winona—reliable, trustworthy, and faster than Usain Bolt—plucked me from the air with impossible grace and ease before I broke my stupid neck. 

She zipped me back toward the control room, cradling me like a baby, before ever so gently setting me on my feet. Not very dignified, but in life and death battles dignity is way less important than survival. As I waited patiently for the world to stop reeling all around me, I surveyed the situation. Honestly, things were looking bad for us. Goliath centipede was less than ten feet away, and it didn’t seem much worse for the wear. I couldn’t say the same for our team. Winona was littered with scrapes, cuts, and bruises—looked like she’d just pulled herself out of a ten-car pileup. And Levi? The poor son of a bitch was missing an arm. An entire arm. Gone. 

Golden gore just streamed down his side.  

“Everyone behind me!” Sullivan roared as he frantically scratched out what looked like a rudimentary summoning circle with the tip of his sword cane. “I was hoping to save this for Wayland, but now seems like just as good a time as any.” He dropped to a knee and carved a barrier ward in front of us. Levi was studying his handiwork with great care, but it all looked like advanced calculus to me. My strong suits lay in raw Vis and metaphysical strength. This stuff here was old power, steeped in ancient tradition and folklore, spanning back a thousand years or more. 

I understood some of the theory behind it, but it wasn’t hoodoo I ever wanted to truck with. 

Finishing his work, Sullivan drew his last magical ace in the hole: a reddish-brown ceramic figure of a hound that fit inside the palm of his hand. 

“I’d back up a step or two, if I were you,” he said, placing the hound in the center of the arcane glyphs, muttering some ancient incantation under his breath. 

As he finished the quick and dirty ritual, he drew his silver sword cane along his forearm. A bright line of crimson welled along the gash and dribbled over the stone figurine. Power built in the air, rippling through the ethereal plane like some sort of unseen tsunami. Dark energy filled the hasty summoning circle, and I could sense an invisible presence seeping up from deep in the earth, called forth from its slumber by thick cables of earth and air, tied and bound with pillars of will. All reinforced with the Vim—the life force—that came from Sullivan’s shed blood. 

The summoning circle erupted in violet light, and a network of spidery hair-fine cracks spread across the figurine. A second later the hound statue exploded, and a forest of flailing black tentacles emerged from a hole in the fabric of reality like a Lovecraftian horror. More tentacles followed, pulling something impossibly large through that impossibly small hole. I had to look away, my mind struggling to comprehend what was happening. When I finally glanced back, a raven-black hound, bigger than a semi, stood facing the encroaching creature. 

An army of slick purple tentacles flailed and clawed at the air, each one covered in hundreds of suction pads and serrated hooks. 

“An eldritch luison,” James said, sounding as tired as I felt. “From South America. Notoriously dangerous. I captured that one after a killing spree in the tiny village of Caapucú. Paraguay, back in ’51, this was.” 

The creature lifted a sleek muzzle to the air, took one long whiff, then launched itself forward, loping along on oversized legs. It barreled through what remained of the smoldering fires and slammed into the centipede. Yellowed teeth clamped down on a forearm, while its tentacles whipped and slashed, carving away vines and pieces of skin and muscle with sickening ease. The centipede wasn’t giving up easy, though. It moaned and fought, barb-covered vines wrapping the wolf up while spear-tipped legs punched through fur, drawing inky blood. 

“Door’s open!” Chris called from behind. ’Bout friggin’ time.

Reluctantly, I pulled my eye away from the epic kaiju battle. 

Chris was covered in gore, the little mutated halfie dead near his feet. He waited with the door propped up, clutching the withered Hand of Glory close to his chest. Ahead was a winding set of stone steps, drilling down into the earth like a corkscrew. We hustled through without missing a beat. Once I was sure everyone was safe, present, and accounted for, I pulled the heavy metal door shut—its locks reengaging with a whirl and a click. There was a small glass window that peered back out into the hive cavern, and I couldn’t help but take one last look back. 

Tentacles flayed skin. Vines broke bone. Fangs flashed, and talons shredded. 

Better them than me. I turned away, more than content to let those monsters murder the ever-living crap out of each other while we tracked down the real monster behind this whole shitshow. It was high past time we found Wayland and got our answers.
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Wayland
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THE STAIRCASE DESCENDED down, down, down. Twenty feet, thirty feet, forty, fifty. The walk seemed to last forever. 

Eventually it let out into what I could only describe as the nave of a temple, equal parts gothic citadel and a pulp sci-fi laboratory. The walls were weathered gray stone, pitted with time and age, but they were covered by banks of blinking lights, floor-to-ceiling monitors, and huge burbling vats filled with things that only the most generous would call humanoid. Fluted pillars spanned a massive central chamber, supporting a gold-plated domed ceiling. Stained glass windows, illuminated by garish neon lighting, featured reverential images of man and machine merging together and grand, futuristic utopias.

The room had an air of the divine about it—this was a place of ritual and religion as surely as any church. But it was clear what they worshiped here: the end of humanity and the beginning of something else entirely. 

Instead of pews or confessionals, there were metal, rune-etched spires, stainless steel worktables, operation gurneys, and platters covered with scalpels, wrenches, soldering irons, and electric bone saws. But for every slick and shiny gadget, there was a touch of the arcane harkening back to a different, older, darker age. Stone bookcases were filled with esoteric tomes. Some of them I knew at a glance, the Picatrix, the Clavis Salomonis, Archidoxes Magica, while others were new to me. I spotted an iron maiden—and not the band, sadly—a hulking brass cauldron, an enchanter’s pedestal, and cabinets loaded down with otherworldly ingredients. Everything from Frenbite Scale to Catthistle Extract.

I squinted, straining to see the altar at the far end of the citadel, but it was lost in murky gloom up ahead. 

“Looks like there’s only one way to go,” I whispered, pulling free the monster killing pistol at my side. A quick brass check made sure I had rounds ready to fire. 

“That won’t be at all necessary,” floated a voice from out of the darkness. “The weapons, that is.” 

A moment later a harsh fluorescent light flicked on, revealing the rest of the sanctuary and the curved chancel, where the priest would typically deliver mass. 

Waiting for us were two figures. The first was a gangly asshole, eight or nine feet tall, gaunt as a skeleton. Not a single extra ounce of meat on him. He had inky dark skin—a purple so deep it was almost black—and pale white hair that cascaded down his shoulders. His ears were pointed, his eyes the color of fresh blood, and a third eye, suspended in a triangle, graced his forehead. He wore oversized boots, leather breeches, and a simple leather work apron that covered his emaciated ribs. Like many of his creations, spidery metal limbs protruded from his back, slowly curling and uncurling. 

He sat in a hulking throne of metal and neon, one leg crossed, his foot bouncing impatiently.   

Didn’t look like a guy spoiling for a fight and he wasn’t at all the monster I was expecting. Not after everything I’d seen in this place. The other thing more than made up for it, though. A crimson-skinned creature with jaws the size of a great white and a glut of eyes peppering its body hung from a metallic cross, suspended high above the floor. Vines and flowers entwined its form, reaching along gangly, claw-tipped arms, then driving upward into the temple ceiling. Protruding from the creature’s heart was an enormous violet flower with a single eyeball staring blankly onto the world. 

Levi stumbled and shook his head. “No. It can’t be... Siphonei?” he asked, voice wounded. Oddly gentle. 

“She can’t hear you,” the dark elf, who could only be Wayland, said. “She is only a shadow of what she was, I’m afraid. Though she does have her moments. Enough moments of lucidity to tell me about you, Levi Adams.” He reached up and tapped a thin, elegant finger against his pale blue bottom lip. “Hogg’s original homunculus. The things I could learn from you.” 

I shot a glance at Levi, but he only mouthed the word later at me.

“Look, pal,” I said, leveling my gun. “I don’t know what the hell that thing is or what kind of history you have with Levi. Frankly, I could give a shit less. I’m here—”

“For the Morrigan,” he finished. “Yes, I am more than aware. She warned me you would be coming, though I must say I doubted you would make it so far. I expected my Chimera to fare better, but then...” He paused, surveying each of us in turn. “But then I will admit, I wasn’t expecting such a robust team. The illustrious Lieutenant Sullivan, though I suppose you’ve been promoted with Iron Stan gone. I always liked him, Iron Stan. He helped me with a number of the weapons I designed for the Fist over the past hundred years. Including that little number you’re carrying, Lazarus.” He gestured toward the gun in my hand. 

“One of my favorite pieces of work, that.” He uncrossed his legs and hunched forward in the chair, forearms resting against his thighs as he peered at the weapon. “I track my weapons. You see, there’s a sliver of my magic in each one. A tiny portion of my soul. I love seeing what my terrible creations do in the world, and that revolver has carved quite the bloody path. Its impact is disproportionate to its power, which only goes to show that even a weak weapon in the right hands is more deadly than a powerful weapon in inept ones.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying the family reunion,” I said, cocking the hammer. “But this ain’t quite the same gun you built. It’s got some aftermarket upgrades, which I’d be happy to show you up close and personal if you so much as look at me funny.” 

He grinned and leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs once more. “Despite your run-ins with my Chimeras, I mean you no ill will. Your qualm is with the Morrigan, and I want no part in it.” He brushed his hands together.

“But your company is building a compound for her,” Sullivan said, eyes narrowing.

“Yeah. From where I’m standing,” I said, “it looks like you’re hip deep in this pool of bullshit.” 

“It’s all purely transactional, our relationship. The Morrigan and I have long had our own qualms. She is a relic, a creature stuck in the past, who doesn’t see the value or wisdom in the future—save for how it can return her to what she feels she once was. But”—he shrugged—“I often work for those with whom I deeply disagree.” He canted his head to the side. “I am Wayland the Smith, Mad King of the Dökkálfar. My purpose is to build. To forge the weapons of our destruction and salvation. I don’t particularly care what a client’s ideological bent is, so long as they can pay my price.” 

“So you’re purely a mercenary?” Sullivan said. “You do this”—he waved his cane at the chapel—“all of this for a paycheck?” 

“Hardly.” Wayland rolled his eyes and sighed. “I do it to fund my own ideological vision. And not with money. I don’t barter in something as common as gold or silver, I barter in power and oaths. Though I have no great love for the Morrigan, she offered me a deal that was simply too good to pass up. A fellow colleague of mine, who these days goes by the name of Arlen Hogg, reached out to me with a proposal on behalf of the Morrigan.”

“We know well of Hogg,” Winona said, all kindness gone from her voice. “He is a monster. A murderer. He invaded our lands, convinced my betrothed to turn his back on the way of the People, and kidnapped those most vulnerable in society so that he might experiment on them.” 

“That’s only the tip of the iceberg,” Levi growled. “His heinous ways go back further than that. He has a soul blacker than the heart of the ocean.” 

Wayland the Smith wrinkled his elfin nose. “Your pathetic moralities do not concern me in the least.” He waved away their contempt. “You people get so caught up in the minutiae and fail spectacularly to see the largest picture. Hogg, for all of his many failings, understands the grand scheme. He came to me a year ago with a bold plan. A revolutionary weapon designed to kill to a god. Or many. 

“Naturally, he needed someone with my skills and formidable expertise to accomplish the task. His plan was intriguing, I will admit.” He shrugged narrow shoulders. “But it required far too much time and far too many resources. I passed. Until, that is, he sweetened the pot, as your kind is wont to say.” He turned and gestured toward the hideous thing hanging from the cross.

“Wait,” I growled, “are you saying you agreed to help him build a weapon that can kill immortals for that thing? The creepy plant thing.” 

“This thing,” Wayland hissed, “is both the pinnacle and the last remaining remnant of the greatest civilization to ever exist. A civilization that realized that humanity’s final evolution was singularity.” He reached up and tapped at the electric eye jammed into his forehead. “Singularity of mind, of all consciousness, but also the singularity of magic and technology coming together to form something far more beautiful than the sum of their parts. This thing, Siphonei, is the revelation of that truth.” 

“She was a good woman, who a bunch of monsters with more power than sense experimented on,” Levi growled. “They trapped her in the godforsaken place out in the Sprawl and left her to die. Alone.” 

“Not monsters,” Wayland said. “Magi. There was a time,” he continued, eyeing me and Sullivan, “that your people didn’t cower, afraid of your own shadows. There was a time when they ruled the most powerful empire in the ancient world. And unlike you and your pitiful Guild of the Staff, they embraced the future. They reached for it, yearned for it. They realized that the fullest potential of men lay not only in magic, but in the perfect union of the arcane and the mechanical. And so Siphonei was born—a blend of magic and technomancy pilfered from the future.” 

“And their hubris destroyed them,” Levi said, stomping forward, his one remaining hand curling into a fist. “Their greed and lust for power drove their whole civilization to the bottom of the ocean floor.” 

“Yes, as Icarus flew too close to the sun, so too did they soar. Yet the lesson in that story is caution, not that we should avoid the skies altogether. What they pioneered I will perfect.”

“Even if that’s true,” Levi said, getting angrier by the second, “you really expect me to believe Hogg just waltzed in and gave her up? I know exactly how much hell he went through to build that thing.” 

“Ah yes,” Wayland replied, nodding, “I do forget just how closely you are tied to Hogg’s work. But he did indeed give the homunculus up.” He leaned forward. “He has a new vessel for his master, one that will serve even better than this last, though...” He paused, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Not so well as you, I imagine.” 

I was totally, utterly, and completely lost in the sauce. I had no idea who this Siphonei person was or how Levi knew her. Levi had admitted his connection to Hogg before—shit, he was helping us in order to get back at the mad scientist douchebag—but clearly their history went much deeper than that. I would have to ask later, but right now we needed to know about the Morrigan.  

“Fascinating,” I offered dryly, “but I’m not here for a history lesson, dickhead. I’m here for answers. The question is, are you gonna give them to me freely, or am I gonna have to strap you into that iron maiden”—I hooked a thumb at the metal coffin, studded with inward facing spikes—“before we have our little chat?”

Wayland stood, the motion so fast it was impossible to track with the eye. 

“I regularly deal with deities,” he said evenly. “Deities who desire weapons of immense power, which should tell you everything you need to know about their disposition toward violence. I haven’t survived this long by fighting. I’ve cultivated a persona for madness, for recklessness, but only as a cover. It is likely that I could destroy the lot of you, but perhaps not? You have thwarted the Morrigan at every turn, assassinated half the royalty in Pandæmonium, and managed to slay my greater Chimera. All impressive feats. Fighting you would be an unnecessary risk, especially when I want you to succeed.” 

That last bit caught me flat-footed. 

“Eh, maybe run that by me one more time,” I said. “Did you say you want us to succeed?” 

“Indeed I did. As I said, my business with the Morrigan is purely transactional—I am a freelancer, a contractor. Not some mindless drone in her army. As Mr. Sullivan should know, the Mad King doesn’t fight for any side. She paid, and I am happy to do the work, but she and I don’t see eye to eye on a great many things. Her vision for the future is oppositional to mine, in many crucial ways. I would not at all be sad to see her come to an end. 

“I will not actively help you, of course,” he continued, “but you have survived my attempts at discretion and forced your way into my inner sanctum. As I see it, I have done everything within reason to uphold my end of the bargain with the Morrigan. I will do no more. What you are seeking lies there.” He ushered toward an archway on his left. “Just behind those doors. I wish you neither luck nor ill will in your future endeavors.” 

“I’m not letting you take her,” Levi said, face contorting into a grimace. “Siphonei has suffered enough and I won’t see you abuse her anymore!” With a roar he broke into a lumbering run, beefy legs pumping as he charged the Mad King like an enraged bull. But before he’d gone more than a handful of feet, a blinding light as bright as the sun at noonday lit up the room. I recoiled from the flare, closed my eye, and pressed a hand up against my face. Even through my fingers and eyelid, I could see the glow. After a few seconds the light dimmed and died. 

When I finally worked up the courage to look again, Wayland was gone, vanished without a trace, and so was the creature, hanging from the cross moments before.
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Modern Architecture, Ancient History
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WE SEARCHED THE REST of the room just to be safe. Dealing with eldritch beings and ancient powers tended to make me more than a little paranoid. I mean, sure, Wayland said he wasn’t fully on board team Morrigan, but how the hell did I know that wasn’t just a bunch of lip service, designed to draw us into a false sense of security? Fae couldn’t outright lie, they had to couch everything in half-truths, but the Dökkálfar weren’t technically fae. Distant cousins, but that seemed like a lot of wiggle room to trust my life on. So first, we locked down the main chapel. 

We scoured the room, looking for traps, hidden doorways, and arcane wards that might summon some fiend or flood the room with acid. 

Once we were reasonably sure everything was as it seemed—disgusting but harmless—we hunkered down and took a few minutes to tend to our wounds. Everyone was in bad shape and there was no guarantee that the next room, blocked off by a pair of ornate cathedral-style doors, would hold answers and not monsters. Chris had broken out the med kit, and this wasn’t your standard first aid kit you stow under your sink or in some dusty drawer. Nope, this was a full-on Corpsman kit: a heavy-duty MOLLE pack, dotted with modularized pouches filled with assorted tools. 

He carefully sorted supplies on one of the steel-topped surgery trays, laying out everything and the kitchen sink. Pills, ointments, iodine, and bandages galore. He had gauze and medical tape, band-aids, ace bandages and even super glue—for those really heavy-duty jobs. He eyed one of the deeper gashes marring Winona’s shoulder—courtesy of Wayland’s Chimera—frowned, then added a curved needle and suture thread to the growing pile. We congregated around the supplies like parishioners, cataloging our wounds, then snagging what we needed to patch ourselves up. 

Chris helped Winona while Sullivan gave me a hand. Overall, Sullivan had a few dings and scrapes, but nothing like the myriad of deep gashes I had, most of which required at least a few stitches. My body healed a helluva lot faster these days thanks to my demonic buddies, but infection was still a worry, and roaming around this place with open wounds was just asking for a case of super dysentery. And I knew enough about Oregon Trail to know that super dysentery would get you in the end every time.

Levi ignored all the medical supplies, instead pulverizing a hunk of stone, turning it into a pile of gravel and sand. 

He plopped down against a wall, tore open the muddy scab covering his shoulder joint, then meticulously started packing the gaping hole with the mixture. Grinding the dirt and stone in. 

“Why do you do that?” Chris asked, though keeping his head down, using iodine to clean one of Winona’s many cuts. “I’ve seen you shapeshift. You can turn your arms into sledgehammers—why not just regrow the limb?” 

“It’s complicated,” he offered curtly, still mashing dirt and gravel into the hole. “This is my true form.” He gestured at his lumpy, misshapen body. “The golden stuff is my ichor and it suffuses the clay that makes up my body. It’s the ichor that allows me to shift. I can alter what’s there, but regrowing parts or healing wounds is tricky business. To do that, I need new material to convert.” 

He picked up another handful of pulverized stone and jammed it into a puncture wound the size of a golf ball in his leg. “My ichor, it saturates the earth and turns it into clay. Makes it a part of me with enough time. That’s how I heal. How I make new parts. Something small like this”—he pointed at the leg wound—“will only take a few minutes to patch. Regrowing an arm will likely take most of a day.”

“Winona has the most interesting friends,” Chris said with a thin smile. “Are there a lot of creatures like... whatever you are?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I sure would love to be able to fix bullet wounds with some shut-eye and a bit of dirt.” 

“No,” I said, before Levi could answer. “Levi’s a weirdo even by our standards. He’s a golem, powered by a piece of magic that shouldn’t exist. The Philosopher’s Stone. He was built back in the ’40s as part of some sort of Nazi research assignment.” 

There was a sharp intake of breath from Sullivan. Apparently, he didn’t know Levi’s backstory. Not surprising really. Levi was great in a pinch, but he wasn’t big on sharing or bonding. Shit, I’d fought beside him in the Flesh Colosseum and I barely knew his backstory. 

“Oh my god,” Sullivan said, staring at the golem with wide eyes. “It wasn’t just a rumor.” He shook his head. “Crimea, August 1942. The Guild dispatched me and a few other heavy hitters to investigate rumors circulating about Ahnenerbe SS officers, rounding up various”—he twirled his free hand through the air—“occult objects for the Reich. It was supposed to be a low-level recon assignment. Quick. Easy. In. Out. 

“Instead, we stumbled on a whole platoon of low-level spell-slingers working under the thumb of a demonic Katallani. The demon was taking its marching orders from someone highly placed in the regime, who was trying to construct a working Philosopher’s Stone. My team got pinned down in a week-long firefight behind enemy lines. Lost four good men in that engagement. Never did get to the bottom of that mess.” He stared at Levi, a new appraising light in his eyes. “But I guess they were successful after all.” 

“Goes even deeper than you know,” I said, wincing as Sullivan threaded a curved needle through my shoulder. “The guy running that little operation was our buddy Hogg. And speaking of,” I said, turning my gaze on the MudMan, “seems like maybe there’s a few details you’re not telling us. Care to fill us in on Siphonei? For starters, what in the hell is she and how does she tie into all this?” 

“It’s a complicated story,” Levi replied, focusing on his arm. “A while back I got my first good lead on Hogg after more than seventy years of searching and turning up nothing. He was working with the Kobock Nation in the Deep Downs—they were abducting people, trying to build a flesh homunculus.” 

“Sorry,” Chris said sheepishly, raising a hand. “I’ve heard about the Kobocks and the Deep Downs, but what exactly is a homunculus?” 

Levi waved the question away. “Just a fancy word for an empty vessel. A container capable of holding a powerful entity. Hogg is the last remaining member of an ancient cult dedicated to the worship of a murder deity. The first murder deity, really. Cain, brother of Abel and the first murderer. Some of the older texts refer to him as Dibeininax Ayosainondur Daimuyon, the Eternally Cursed One. After killing his brother, God cursed Cain, drove him from the land of his forebearers and into the outer regions, east of Eden. Sentenced him to a lifetime of endless wandering. 

“From what I’ve been able to glean, Cain eventually made his way to the land of Nod, which I reckon is an ancient term for Outworld. He passed into a different realm, one filled with a myriad of beasts and creatures. He fathered children there, the first Scions, and eventually stumbled into dark alchemy that allowed him to become both more and less human. He transmuted the boundaries and ascended to a twisted divinity. The process drove him insane and someone—no one seems to know who—locked him up in a pocket dimension. 

“That thing, Siphonei,” Levi continued, “was Cain’s warden. She stood guard over his prison, deep in the Sprawl, until Hogg broke him out. Originally, Hogg built me to house Cain. But a good man, Rabbi Yitzchak Tov Ganz, gave me this.” He reached up and traced a fat finger over a crude sword carved into his chest. “Turned me against Hogg and the Nazis before they could complete their work. Hogg didn’t give up though—he’s been working to build a new homunculus capable of containing his master ever since.”

“Maybe it is just me,” Winona said, face pensive, “but it seems very unlikely that this is a coincidence. Did not Wayland the Smith say that Hogg has found a new host?” 

“He sure as shit did,” I replied as Sullivan cut and tied off his suture work. “Might be I’m grasping at straws here, but Wayland is designing a weapon capable of killing immortals and now we have a murder god in the mix. How much you want to bet the two are related somehow?” 

“Let’s go find out,” Levi said, standing.

Finally patched up, we headed for the double doors, braced ourselves for an ambush, then pushed our way inward.

I let out a sigh of relief when nothing jumped out like a jack-in-the-box intent on eating our faces. It looked like Wayland’s private quarters. A single room with a sprawling bed, a sleek study, and a connecting bathroom with a tub big enough to accommodate the gangly weaponsmith. Honestly, it was hard to imagine the mad king of the dark elves lounging in a sudsy bubble bath after a long day designing magical weapons of mass destruction, but all signs pointed to yes. What we really wanted, though, was scattered across the study. A sprawling chrome table displayed a miniature scale model of the strange building down in South Africa, while a high-speed low-drag drafting table held a series of meticulously detailed blueprints.

There was also a slew of quickly jotted notes referencing a variety of esoteric texts filling a mahogany bookcase along the far wall. 

We crowded around the table, staring down at the model. The building was a work of modern art, a sphere of glass and steel and bloody red marble. I crouched down, glancing in through the miniature windows, taking in the graceful lines, beautiful curves, and interlocking spirals. Gorgeous, but also like modern art, the damned thing made no sense. Not as a building, at any rate. There were hallways that abruptly dead-ended, staircases that went nowhere, false walls, secret passageways, and sweeping arches that didn’t seem to have any discernable purpose. On top of that, the whole thing was an absolute warren of passageways that would be almost impossible to navigate without a detailed map. 

I couldn’t even begin to fathom why someone would spend six months building something so wildly impractical. 

Levi though, went stock-still, his eyes wide, his jaw hanging open in an expression of shock. Of recognition. 

“Impossible,” he whispered, creeping closer to the building. He trailed a finger along the model, the fat digit faltering as he traced the odd symbols engraved into the building. He straightened and ran that same finger over his chest, right where his heart would be if he had one. “I know what this is. And I know what they’re planning.” 

“All by just looking at the building?” Sullivan asked from the drafting table. 

“It’s not a building,” Levi said. “At least it’s a building in name only. And I know what it is because I’ve seen this a thousand times before in the mirror. It’s as similar as my own face.” With a grimace he dug his fingers into the clay covering his chest. With a grunt, gray skin and earthen muscle parted like the Red Sea, revealing an elegant crimson sphere filled with swirls of churning gold. If you stripped away the dining halls, furniture, and toilets, the building would’ve been an exact replica for the thing beating in Levi’s center. 

“It’s a scaled-up version of the Philosopher’s Stone.” He let the gray skin close and shook free the golden ichor marring his digits. “These markings,” he said, lightly touching the sigils decorating the model building, “are the ancient names of God. All three hundred sixteen of them.” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked. 

“The ancient names of God are more than just names—they’re the words he used to speak creation into existence. To set the foundations of the earth. To form the boundaries of the sea and put mankind in its place. His voice continues to echo throughout creation, and those names are the reverberation of the creation itself. The DNA of the universe. The Stone has the power to transmute because it has the power to reorder things through the echo of creation. With that, you can make lead to gold, and you can transmute the mortal to the immortal.” 

“Or vice versa,” Sullivan said.

“How would one power such a terrible ritual, though?” Winona asked, leaning forward to stare at the model. 

“By channeling the power of the immortals through their Scions,” I said, the pieces clicking together in my head. “Dagda told us. The Scions are links. Conduits. She’s going to use their own power to fuel the weapon that’ll kill them.”

“You’re not wrong,” Levi said. He trundled over to the blueprints, quickly skimming through the pages until he found what he was looking for. An intricate room with an enormous summoning circle etched onto the floor. “It’s not enough to have a working Philosopher’s Stone—there’s an equivalent exchange that needs to happen. The stone, it produces the ichor, and the ichor produces the transformation.” He tapped the center of the circle. “She needs equivalent exchange to strip away immortality. She needs a creature that is powered by death instead of life.” 

“Hogg intends to summon his master, Cain,” Winona said with a gasp. 

“It’s the only way the weapon would work,” Levi said. “If the Morrigan can get the fae lords and ladies of old into this contraption when that ritual finishes, Cain will be reborn through their immortality, and they, in turn, will wither away to mere husks. Consumed by the power of death and murder.” 

“And then the Morrigan will be able to install whatever puppets she wants. She and that brohole the Savage Prophet will run the show and with the New Wave in place, there won’t be anyone left to stop her from running roughshod over all of humanity.” 

“I think I’m going to need a stiff drink,” Sullivan said, running a hand through disheveled hair. “Come on, we’re wasting time. Round up everything we can. I want all the blueprints, and pictures of the model.” The damned thing was too big to take back, so photos would have to do. “Multiple angles. We need to get back and reconvene with the arch-mage. If anyone will know what to do here, it’s her. The faster we move, the better.”
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Aftermath
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WE WERE MET BY FIRE. 

Beaten and bloodied, we stared at the orange and yellow flames eating through the arch-mage’s safe house. A thick plume of smoke trailed up into the sky. To my frazzled mind, the gray cloud looked like a giant question mark. Fitting since I had so many questions about what in the hell had happened here. Heavy-duty metal safety shutters now covered the windows and doors, but they were all scorched to shit. The walls were pockmarked with bullet holes and at least one wing of the house was just... gone. Pulverized. Leaving only stony rubble, shattered glass, and charred boards behind.  

We were in a war zone. Hell, I’d seen actual war zones that looked less like war zones than this.

There should’ve been cops and fire trucks swarming all over the place, but the entire street was abandoned. Not a soul in sight. That, at least, I had an explanation for. Protruding from the yard was a Guild Beacon—looked a bit like a fancy silver tiki-torch with electric blue runes spiraling along the shaft and a fat blue gem embedded in the head. That gem pulsed with a gentle light, strobing on and off every few seconds. Guild Beacons were almost never authorized for public use since they relied on powerful mental glamours that tiptoed right on the line of compulsion. I could feel the suggestion radiating off it in waves. 

LEAVE THIS PLACE... ALL IS FINE... LEAVE THIS PLACE.... THERE IS NOTHING TO SEE HERE... LEAVE THIS PLACE...

Thanks to my mental wards, I barely felt its suggestion, but Winona had to physically restrain Chris to keep him from turning around and walking in the other direction. At least until we were safely inside the containment field.

The Beacons cast a wide net, forcing Rubes to stay away—to turn around and forget whatever it was they might have seen. It was some heavy-duty, Men in Black bullshit for sure, and the Guild only ever trotted them out for major damage control. Incidents that happened in major metropolitan areas, for example. It didn’t surprise me even one bit that the arch-mage just had one chilling in her broom closet. That seemed very consistent with her hypocrisy and utter willingness to twist the rules, so long as she was the one doing the twisting. But I could worry about all that later, after we figured out what had happened and whether my friends were okay.

I called to my power, embracing Vis and Nox, and wove my construct without a second thought. Enormous, swirling bands of air and water settled over the house like a heavy blanket, smothering the flames in the span of a few seconds. A great whoosh of steam and smoke billowed up, raining gray ash down on us in the process. We needed to look for our survivors, but I couldn’t let the fire spread. Enough damage had already been done. This was an old neighborhood, the houses all ancient with history. Some had probably seen the birth of America or at the very least the fall of the Confederacy. 

They’d survived war after war and endless years of hurricanes, but they hadn’t weathered the Guild’s civil war. 

“There’s a panic room in the cellar,” Sullivan said, setting a hand on my shoulder and gently pressing down. “I don’t care how tough the Morrigan is, there’s no way she killed everyone.” 

“This is my fault,” I said, shrugging off his reassuring hand. “I knew bringing as many people to the Cult as we did was a risk. They came for the Scion. The Scion was only here because I was stupid enough to take her from Firroth.” 

“Yancy, you couldn’t have known—”

“Stow it,” I snapped. “I’m not in the mood for excuses. Just get me to panic room.” 

“I know where it is,” Levi said, now back in his human form. 

I turned to Chris and Winona. “You two post up out here,” I said. “Stay together, but signal us if you see any movement.” 

Levi, Sullivan, and I headed up the short stairs and pushed through the steel-covered door, mangled and blasted halfway off the hinges. The interior was still filled with smoke, making it hard to see, but a gust of gale-force wind cleared that out in a hurry, giving us a clear line of sight and a view of the damage. More bullet holes. Part of a wall was missing from what looked like a grenade blast, based on the scorch marks on the floor and the shrapnel embedded in the plaster. Blood spatter also decorated everything. Up ahead was a body, facedown and badly burnt. Even at a glance, though, I could tell it wasn’t any of our people. 

The arms were disproportionately long, the skin sickly pale and riddled with creeping black veins. I got closer and kicked the corpse over with the toe of my boot. I recoiled when I saw the pointy ears and the hinged jaw, a fleshy tube-like tongue hanging out, ringed at the end with jagged teeth like broken glass. 

“No, can’t be,” Sullivan said from behind me. 

“What is it?” I asked. The fact that I genuinely didn’t know was alarming in its own way. I’ve been around for a good long while and though there were still a few things in the supernatural world I hadn’t squared off against, I prided myself on knowing what most of them were, at least. 

“Strigoi,” he said. “I’ve never seen one in the flesh, but I remember reading about them back when I was a probationary judge.”

“One of the five?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “This is a hatchling. Newly born. Likely turned in the last few weeks or so. Look at the eyes. Bright red. Blood vessels are blown. That happens during the turn, but eventually clears up. Hatchlings are unthinking, though. Nearly uncontrollable without guidance from an Overlord. Which means one of the five was likely a part of this raid...”

My blood ran cold as he trailed off. The implications were enormous. If the Morrigan was giving the Overlords a pass to start actively breeding again, then stopping her was more urgent than ever. The Overlords were as bad as the Morrigan in their own way, and though they might be playing nice with her at the moment, they would turn as soon as the opportunity presented itself. Once they did, it would be humanity that suffered the consequences.

Levi ushered us past more chaos and bloodshed, past the winding staircase that led to the second floor—where the war room and the bedrooms were—then down a small hallway and into what was probably once a sitting room. 

I whistled through my teeth. 

The air was thick with magic and the room was thoroughly trashed. Coffee table upended. Leather couches and sitting chair, smashed to pieces. Artwork torn from the walls. Oh, and there were bodies everywhere. Nearly a dozen of them, all sickly pale like the thing we’d found in the hallway. Bullet holes peppered faces and chests, leaving sprays of black blood across the horrid floral wallpaper. Others had been hacked to pieces, which was probably Sir Gal’s doing, and at least two of them had been ripped apart at the joints or charbroiled beyond recognition. That had to be the arch-mage. 

A brightly colored area rug was shoved into one corner, revealing a metal-topped cellar door set into the floor. The panic room. 

I hustled over to the metal door and knelt, brushing my fingers along the rivets. 

The damn thing thrummed with potent, unseen energy, which spoke to wards, painstakingly worked into the metal. My eye went out of focus and I let my preternatural, Vis-enhanced senses brush along the surface. Yep. Heavy-duty constructs, likely drawing energy from the formidable domicilium seal that filled this home with an arcane power of its own. The power of the mundane. The power of human life, invested a piece at a time as its inhabitants shuffled across the mortal coil, leaving bits and pieces of themselves behind like a static charge on the surface of a balloon.

There was no way we were getting through that thing.

I pounded on the surface with the side of my hand, thump-thump-thump, then called out, amplifying my voice so whoever was inside would be able to hear me. 

“Ferraro? Greg? Anyone? It’s Yancy. Anyone home down there?” 

For a long beat, nothing happened, then there was an audible clunk and the sound of whirling gears. 

“I’d stand back if I were you,” came the arch-mage’s muffled voice.

I shuffled back a few paces as the door groaned and hissed, swinging upward with the aid of a hydraulic piston. The arch-mage’s face was the first sight to greet me, her silver hair in disarray, her face smudged with a combination of soot and blood. She had a nasty cut running down her cheek and across her chin, which was telling. The arch-mage was a powerhouse, and if she’d been personally injured in the throw down, then it meant things were dire. 

“Everyone okay?” I asked, voice thin, chest tight. 

“No,” she replied curtly. “We have wounded.” She turned and headed down the steel steps, motioning for us to follow. 

“Levi, go get Chris and Winona, would you?” 

He shook his head. “If we have wounded, best if I have a look first. Might be able to help.” 

“I’m on it,” Sullivan said, slapping me on the shoulder. 

Levi and I followed the arch-mage down into a sparsely decorated room that looked like a steel walled bomb shelter. There were a couple of cots, a bank of surveillance monitors and computer equipment, and a small armory—swords, maces, guns of various makes and models, and enough ammo to supply the lot. A door led deeper into the panic room, presumably connecting to storage and a latrine. Darlene sat in an office chair, monitoring the surveillance system and clacking furiously away at a computer. 

I spotted Ferraro and Sir Gal at once, and though they both looked worse for the wear, they were alive. Spread out on one of the cots was Greg, his dark skin unusually pale, sweat beading on his forehead. His eyes were closed and for a second, I was sure he was dead. Then I saw his chest rattle and rise. Not dead, but dying. His breathing was labored. Sir Gal was applying a pressure dressing to his stomach and a tourniquet had been slipped around one of his legs, staunching the flow of blood from a ragged wound in his calf. Looked like a chunk of meat had been rudely ripped away with hungry teeth. 

Ferraro glanced up, offering me a tight smile, then went back to work, rigging an emergency IV. There was already a bag of saline suspended from a stainless-steel infusion rack, and she was adding a second line. A blood bag. 

“Is he okay?” I asked, the words feeling like sandpaper being forced through my throat. 

“He’s alive,” Ferraro replied. “For how long, I don’t know. The wound in his leg is nasty, but one of those vampire things carved up his stomach. We’ve got internal bleeding. He’s been in and out of consciousness for the past hour or so. We’ve been busy trying to stabilize him, but it’s not looking good.” 

Every single word hit like a hammer blow. Like a bomb blast.
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Rock Bottom
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MY KNEES BUCKLED, REFUSING to hold me up a second longer, and I collapsed to the floor. Not Greg. He couldn’t die. He was a rock. The guy had saved my ass, and more than once. He was my oldest friend, my best friend, and the one guy in the world I could count on being there for me if everything went sideways. He’d been with me since the start. He’d even been there in that damned temple deep in the sweltering jungles of ’Nam when Wrangle turned on us. When Rat had pulled the pin and burned himself alive with white phosphorus. 

He was going to outlive us all, Rube or not. 

“Give me room,” Levi said, marching across the floor and shouldering his way past Sir Gal. He dropped onto a knee and pulled the blood-drenched pressure dressing aside to reveal a ragged series of gashes running across Greg’s center. He’d been nearly disemboweled. “I can fix this,” Levi said. 

He went to work, transforming his remaining hand into his trademark meat cleaver, then slashing it across his chest without a thought, opening a deep gash, allowing golden ichor to well to the surface, shimmering softly in the overhead halogen lighting. I grimaced as I watched. He banished the meat cleaver and jammed his fingers into the cut, smearing golden blood across his fingertips. He traced his fat digits over the edge of Greg’s gut wound, liberally coating the torn flesh with his blood. Double dipping when he ran out. We waited in silence as seconds ticked into minutes. Finally, satisfied with his handiwork, Levi directed Ferraro to thread a curved needle with thread. 

“Aren’t you worried about infection?” Ferraro asked, brow knit in concern. “Or any internal bleeding.” 

“Not at all,” he replied curtly.

Even with one hand, he worked deftly, almost as though he’d done this a time or two before. Winona and Chris arrived, but we all remained quiet as Levi sewed, watching on in mute horror and fear as the golem stitched the gash closed. He had Ferraro tie off the thread, smeared more gold blood over the stitches, then applied a fresh pressure dressing, held in place with an ace bandage. The whole process was nasty and looked about as hygienic as a gas-station bathroom, but I had to admit, Greg already looked remarkably improved. His color was better, his breathing easier.

Levi wiped his bloody hand on his trousers, then fished a familiar silver flask from inside his jacket pocket. He unscrewed the cap and pressed it to Greg’s lips, forcing more of the sludgy ichor down the unconscious man’s throat. Greg was only too lucky to be passed out because that shit tasted just awful—something I knew from personal experience. Like spoiled milk and old pennies: bitter, rancid, and slightly metallic. Greg sputtered, rustling a little, then went still. 

“He’ll be touch and go for a bit,” Levi said, standing. “His leg will need work too, and I doubt it’ll be bearing weight any time soon. But, if we can keep up the fluid changes and blood transfusions, the ichor should do the rest. It’ll kill anything that isn’t supposed to be there and patch up everything that is.” 

“Fascinating,” the arch-mage said, tapping at her chin, a gleam in her eye. “And how exactly does that work? That blood of yours?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking my head. “Not now, anyway. What matters is what in the fuck happened here. And what about the Scion? Where is she?” 

“Gone, obviously,” the arch-mage said coolly. And the way she said it made me want to punch her right in the stupid face. 

“Gee, gone you say,” I shot back. “Huh, I must’ve missed that. Where is she and why is she gone?” 

“The Prophet hit us,” Ferraro said, offering the arch-mage a bitter glare. “About four hours after you left.” 

I did some quick mental calculations. Four hours would’ve been just about the time we headed into the Cult Headquarters... Shit on a brick. They’d been watching our movements. That asshole from Wayland and Smith had probably reached out to the Morrigan as soon as we left their Seattle headquarters. The Morrigan, in turn, must’ve known we would put the pieces together eventually—pieces that led us right to the Cult of Akroid. Hell, they’d practically spoon-fed us clues. Waved that damned symbol in our faces. They’d probably posted a lookout just outside of the Cult. 

That way they would know exactly who was with me and thus who was back at the safe house. And once we were inside that freakshow factory, we wouldn’t be in any kind of position to help out. The Morrigan hadn’t just played us like a fiddle, she’d played us like a friggin’ symphony. Dammit. 

“They were watching our movements,” I said, deflating from the sheer weight of it all. “Waited for us to get elbow deep into a shitstorm of our own, then kicked down the door.” 

“But how did they find us?” Ferraro asked, glancing subtly at James.

I waved away her suspicion. “That’s part of the Prophet’s superpower. On top of having Old Man Winter’s Mantle, the guy also has access to the Fifth Seal, which contains the essence of Orobas the Chrysós, Great Prince of Hell, and Deceiver of Humanity. The shithead demon’s an oracle spirit. He can glimpse portions of the Tapestry of Fate. It’s not a perfect ability, but he can use it to stack the deck in their favor. If he got a glimpse of this place through the Oracle, it wouldn’t be hard to match the house to the Big Easy—the architecture screams New Orleans.”  

“Well, however, they knew,” Ferraro said, “they came with a plan. The Prophet had someone else with him. Short guy, maybe only five two or five three. Middle Eastern complexion. Black hair. Large scar running down his cheek and onto his neck. Red eyes.” 

“Akiya of Assyria,” Sir Gal chipped in helpfully. “One of the five. He predates me by about two and a half thousand years or so. Used to be a king of Assyria. We have some history. All the Strigoi hatchlings are from his brood.” 

“It was a strategic strike,” the arch-mage said, folding her arms and clenching her jaw. “The Prophet hit us head-on. Mr. Chandler there”—she nodded toward Greg’s still form—“activated the security protocols, then he and Agent Ferraro immediately moved to secure the Scion and bring her down here.” 

“Problem was,” Ferraro said, “Akiya was waiting for us. He came in through the rear while the arch-mage and Darlene were dealing with the Prophet and all of those... those things. Greg and I threw everything we had at him. None of it worked. Bullets fell away. I OC sprayed him in the face. Tased him.” She paused, lips stretching into a thin line. “I even dosed him with Holy water for good measure, but he walked right through us. He would’ve finished Greg off, and probably me too if Gal hadn’t shown up.” 

“I felt his presence the second he arrived,” Gal offered somberly. “Like I said, Akiya and I have history. I also have sort of a sixth sense where the Overlords are concerned.” He paused and ran a hand through his golden hair. “One of the little perks of my job.”

The Scion was gone, but Gal had saved my friends. Every bad thought I’d ever had about the stupid, goody-two-shoes knight vanished—I had a debt to him I would never be able to repay. 

“Thank you,” I said, with a grim smile and a nod. “I owe you one.” I paused and glanced between Ferraro and Greg. “Scratch that. I owe you two.”

“So what about you guys? Hopefully you have better news than we do.” Ferraro eyed Levi, who was still missing an entire friggin’ arm. “Though, based on appearances, I’m going to guess we weren’t the only ones that had a rough go of things.” 

“Rough is painfully accurate,” I said. “Though we walked away with the prize.” I waved Sullivan forward.  

He slipped between us and unfurled the blueprints we’d pilfered from Wayland’s study.

“We managed to take these, which is something,” Sullivan said with an apologetic shrug.  

“And we also know what they’re up to,” Levi grunted. “How they plan to pull off the ritual and kill the Elder Fae.” 

Slowly we walked them through our trip into the mechanically beating heart of the Cult—starting with our tussle with Kristi the not-so-friendly receptionist and culminating in our heart-to-heart with the Mad King himself. From there, Levi dribbled out snatches of his own history before unspooling the details regarding the utterly unique design of the building. 

“So, the Philosopher’s Stone is not only real, but the Morrigan is creating a giant version capable of transmuting immortality itself,” the arch-mage said, sounding a bit dazed. “You know, the Elder Council used to meet quite frequently to discuss looming existential threats. We would sit around late at night, brooding, drinking copious amounts of wine while we discussed the things of nightmares.” 

She slumped forward, looking broken for the first time I could ever remember. “An Eldritch uprising, perhaps. Humanity awakening, en masse, to the realities of our world. Or some zealot releasing Fenrir from his slumber. Such were the things that haunted us...” She trailed off, eyes hazy and distant. “The truth is so much worse than anything we could’ve imagined.” 

I looked around the bunker and saw that same defeat mirrored in the faces and postures of everyone else present. And why not? We had a day to figure out a way to stop the Morrigan from forever changing the face of the world and we had nothing going for us. Sure, we had a when, where, and a how, but we had no way to throw a wrench into her plans, and now she had the Scion—the last piece of the puzzle to kick-start her ritual. She also had all of the resources of the Guild, an impenetrable fortress, and a literal army of supernatural muscle on her side. We had a handful of plucky rebels, who’d been beaten into the ground over and over again. 

It was easy to look at things and see defeat. This was rock bottom. The dark night of the soul. 

Truthfully, it would be damned easy to throw in the towel and call it quits. And if someone didn’t do something to pull us out of this death spiral, we would give up. Thing was, I’d been here before. I’d tasted the worst the world had to offer—I’m a connoisseur of pain, grief, and hardship. I’d lived through the death of my friends, driven mad and turned against each other in the heart of a bloody war zone by a supernatural power no one understood. I’d survived the death of my marriage, the loss of my love, the betrayal of the Guild, and the possession of my soul by a demonic entity. 

These were dark valleys, but I was an expert navigator. 

“Welcome to my world,” I said, standing. “A world where you are constantly tangling with horrors outside your weight class. One where the odds are always stacked against you. Where you’re operating under a shot clock and even the tiniest slipup spells disaster. Where everything is on the line and the situation feels hopelessly bigger than you. I know how things look. How bad things are. But I’ve been here before, and if there’s one truth I’ve learned from a lifetime of suffering, it’s this. The only enemy that can put you down for good is you. We might lose and we might die, no matter what we do. But if we quit? If we quit, I can guarantee it.”

“But where do we even start?” Winona asked, glancing up, eyes haunted. 

“We start by picking ourselves up and dusting ourselves off,” I replied. “We start by fixing our minds and reminding ourselves that the Morrigan hasn’t won yet. She has the precautions she does because she’s scared of us. She made a deal with some of the most dangerous things in Outworld to stop us—you don’t do that unless it’s possible to be stopped. And here’s the thing about that. This building”—I waved to the blueprints—“this is some pretty complicated shit. Give me ten lifetimes and I still wouldn’t be smart enough to build something like this or pull off this ritual of hers. But we don’t need to build it. We just need to break it. And that? That we can do. There’s a weak point somewhere, and so long as we don’t give up, we’ll find it.” 

“I’m all for a good rousing speech, ol’ boy,” James replied, “but words aren’t going to stop the Morrigan. We need a plan. One with action steps.”

“You’re not wrong,” I conceded, thinking for a beat. “Well, the first thing to do is get the hell outta here. Clearly, we aren’t safe here anymore, if we ever were. I have a bolt-hole of my own, out in Gunnison. The Farm. It’s not much, but it has everything we need. Food, medical supplies, weapons, and most importantly enough heavy-duty wards to keep even an ass-clown like the Prophet away. At least for a little while. The rest of you can hole up there and regroup. Ferraro can show you the way, and she has a key to get past the wards.” 

“The rest of us?” Ferraro said, confusion evident on her face. “But what about you?” 

“That shitheel the Savage Prophet can glimpse the future, and I’m guessing he’s been using that against us. But he’s not the only one who has access to the Tapestry of Fate.” I shot a look a Sir Gal. “I think it’s time you and I paid a little visit to your boss, Lady Wyrd.” 

“But Yancy,” Gal said in all seriousness, “you’ve already visited her realm twice.” He stuck two fingers into the air. “No mortal is permitted to visit more than three times and live. One of those big cosmic rules, meant to prevent mortals from unduly intervening in the events of Fate. Maybe it’s best if I go alone.” 

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Yeah, like I’m gonna trust you with that.” I shook my head. “The Lady Fate owes me answers and I intend to collect. Besides, if there’s a better time than now to talk with the Lady who knows everything, I can’t imagine it.” 

Gal’s lips pursed into a thin line as he considered my request. “Fine,” he finally conceded. “I’ll take you, but you won’t be able to play this card again.” 

Yet another ending, I mused.

“If we don’t get help, I doubt I’ll be alive long enough for that to matter,” I said. “Let’s get our asses in gear and get some answers.”
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Lady Wyrd
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GAL EXTENDED HIS HAND and I swear to God what looked like a golden eye blinked open from the center of his palm. An unearthly light blossomed in front of us, a thin horizontal razor slit in the fabric of reality that rotated and stretched until a shimmering doorway hung in the air. He wasn’t using a runic transport stone like the one Lady Fate had given to me so long ago—this was some other power, and it was awesome. Lady Luck could do something similar, and I’d seen the Crook of Winter pull off the same trick while in my possession, but that didn’t mean opening a portal like this was commonplace. 

Far from it. 

“Neat trick,” I said, “especially for someone who isn’t a mage. Care to teach me how that works?” 

“You might find out sooner than you think,” Gal replied with a tired smile. 

He clapped me on the shoulder and ushered me through the doorway between dimensions and directly into the yawning cave that served as the Wyrd’s personal living room. The walls were gray rock, the stone smooth and polished through eons, and a few pieces of needlework hung in yellowing frames. There was a quaint wooden table with a trio of stools, a well-worn rocking chair in one corner, a closed cupboard, and a great stone fireplace with a tremendous kettle resting over a cold fire. Place looked like the Twilight Zone version of Little House on the Prairie.

The first time I’d paid the Wyrd a visit, she’d been waiting for me in that rocking chair, but this time, like last, she was nowhere to be seen.

“Where is she?” I asked, looking around. 

“She almost never uses the entry room,” Gal said as the golden portal snapped shut behind us with a whisper of power. “This place is for theatrics. Most visitors have a certain image of the Wyrd. In their minds she is this ancient deity who deals with matters of fate and prophecy. This whole aesthetic”—he waved at the spartan, rocky cavern—“reinforces that image. It fills people with awe and uncertainty. Puts them on their toes.” He offered me an easy smile filled with perfectly white teeth. “Plus, the Lady Fate has a flair for the dramatic. The reality of everyday life here is very different.”

He headed deeper into the huge cave, walking with the sure confidence of a man who’d been this way a thousand times before. There was a cleft in the far wall, concealed by inky shadow almost indistinguishable from the surrounding rock. Gal slipped into the fissure and was quickly swallowed by the dark. Fortuna had brought me this way once before, but there was still something rather intimidating about wading into the dark, the sound of my heart pounding in my ears, while I felt my way through the snaking passageway, running my hands along the stone.

The tunnel turned and weaved, but after about a minute of steady trekking, the gloom gave way to a spectral cerulean glow. At first the light was faint, but it grew brighter by the step, seeping from the stonework itself, cast by veins of deep blue crystal embedded within the rocky walls. Those branching lines of blue reminded me of actual veins, lying just under the surface of stone skin. 

“Shouldn’t be too much further,” Gal called back over his shoulder, boots clicking as he walked.

The crevice opened up into a proper tunnelway with dark corridors branching off in every direction. The last time I’d visited, Fortuna had guided me past a variety of rooms that showcased landscapes that existed on no world I was familiar with. Majestic places with sweeping mountain ranges and unnatural jungles filled with hungry monsters and slumbering horrors. This time, however, Gal hooked a right and guided me toward a suite with a more mundane nature. We walked past dreary office spaces, manned by a small platoon of ashen-skinned men and women with huge spidery hands and luminescent green eyes.

Goblins, at least I thought that’s what they were. Although these were dressed in gray suits and pencil skirts. They clacked away on ol’ fashioned typewriters and scurried around, sending messages zipping along through an elaborate series of pneumatic tubes. There were other rooms filled with blinking screens and frazzled looking goblins working furiously away at enormous switchboards. Mostly, they ignored our presence, methodically going about their tasks. A few, strolling through the halls, offered us polite, though eerie smiles and informal bows or curtseys to Gal.

“Don’t worry about them,” Gal said over his shoulder. “The Trow get a bad rep because of how they look, but they are some of the friendliest, hardest working folk I have ever had the privilege of serving with.” 

We rounded a corner and Gal’s face lit up when it landed on a sparkplug of a Trow sipping on a cup of joe and chain-smoking cigarettes. He was balding, bleary eyed, and had a small pile of butts accumulating next to him. 

“Zachmo!” Gal crowed, angling for the break room with its laminate-topped tables, microwave, and percolating coffee machine. 

“You should grab a cup of coffee,” Gal said to me as an aside, waving toward the pot. “The Trow make the meanest cup of coffee you’ve ever tasted.” 

“We need it,” the dumpy Goblin, Zachmo, said. “Lady Wyrd has us up for twenty-hour shifts at a time. My guys are this close”—he held up a spidery thumb and forefinger—“to breaking from the workload.” He grunted, shook his head, and took another deep drag of his cigarette. “I’m telling you what, Gal, when this is over and done with, we unionize. I know the fate of the world is in the balance, yada, yada, yada, but I deserve more vacation time, dammit!”

“Zachmo is the head foreman for the Archivists,” Gal explained as I pulled out the pot and poured myself a Styrofoam cup full of piping hot coffee that smelled like jet fuel and Heaven in equal measure. I took a sip and felt a jolt of energy race down my spine and along my limbs like a bolt of lightning. 

“Holy crap, what the hell do you guys doctor this stuff with?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Ground Lamia Talon,” Zachmo replied in all seriousness. “Hits hard, but it’s one helluva pick-me-up.” 

I winced and took another swig. Tasted like a combination of hot tar and burning gasoline, but he wasn’t wrong about the extra pep in my step. 

“Mind if I bum a cigarette?” I asked. 

He sniffed, nodded, and slowly fished a Camel from the pack. Not Reds, but it would do. I popped it into my mouth and conjured a flicker of flame, just above my thumb. A few deep inhales and the cherry was burning like a falling star, filling me up with hope and delicious nicotine. 

“Been pretty bad around here, huh?” Gal asked, leaning up against the countertop and folding his arms. 

“Bad. Bad is such an insufficient word,” Zachmo replied. “Bad is running late, stubbing your toe, and spilling hot coffee down the front of a clean shirt. This? Oh, this is a grade A clusterfuck. This is running late, pile driving your car into the side of a semi, catapulting through the windshield, and landing in pile of rusty nails.” He humphed and rubbed at his temples. “It’s bullshit is what it is. The whole thing.” 

“Man can I relate,” I said, alternating between the cigarette and the joe. “That sounds exactly like my past couple of days.” 

“Yeah, no shit,” the grouchy creature growled. “Who do you think is making all the extra work for us, huh? You and your friends, that’s who. The future is flickering like a TV with bad reception.” 

“Could be worse,” I said, taking another deep puff. 

“Don’t see how,” he replied with a frown.

“Well, you have all your limbs,” I said, thinking of Levi, “so there’s that. And a Vampire Overlord didn’t play surgeon with your guts.” 

“I suppose,” he admitted begrudgingly. “Though, I gotta say, if you think a Vampire Overlord playing surgeon with your guts is bad, you should probably stop drinking the coffee. Just a word of warning.”  

I couldn’t help but grin as I took another slug. “So what exactly do Archivists do?” I asked, eyeing the little critter askew. 

“Eh. How to explain.” He grimaced and seesawed his head. “Lady Wyrd, she sees the future, right? But all of them all at once. A great big jumble of shit. She codifies her visions and sends them down to us through the tubes. We catalogue ’em, sort ’em, and search for deviations and flag major variances for the Analysts to deal with. Data entry, but of all the information on the planet, sorted by historic importance and continuity relevance.” 

“You’re Google,” I said, ashing my smoke with a flick of my fingers. 

“Eh. That’s a close enough explanation for government work. Usually our job is time intensive but straightforward. Not like the Analysts’ or the Agents’. Usually, the future is reliable. Ish. I mean there are deviations, sure, but mostly people follow the loop and go with the flow of history future. The most probable future has a sorta weight to it—it exerts pressure backward that compels people to conform. At least in the big things. But now everything is in flux.” He wobbled a hand back and forth. “You and your pals broke the system. It’s a cataloguing nightmare.”

“Well, we appreciate the work,” Gal said, giving the Trow a nod. “Best if we get out of your hair. Don’t suppose you know where we can find the Lady?” 

“Where do you think she is? And Gal? Maybe sort this shit out, huh? I miss watching Monday night football.” He rounded on me, one spidery hand planted on his hip, the other clutching his mug. “You... You stop fucking around with the fate of the world.” 

With that he turned and trundled back down the hall, not even offering us a backward glance. Honestly, it was one of the most pleasant interactions I’d ever had with a supernatural entity. Usually they were pretentious, power-tripping assbags, but that guy was no-nonsense and knew the score. I had a pretty limited experience with the Trow, but if Zachmo was in any way representative of the species then maybe they really did get a bad rap. 

I killed my joe with one last gulp and tossed the cup along with my spent cigarette butt. 

Gal and I set off in the opposite direction of the grumpy Archivist Foreman, passing more workspaces, which slowly gave way to formidable storage facilities filled with just about everything you could think of. Historic furniture. A warehouse filled with cars and motorcycles from every conceivable time period. Everything from the OG Ford Model T to a sleek silver Rolls-Royce Phantom. My steps faltered and I let out a low whistle as my eye drank up the sights. ’65 Porsche 356 Speedster, ’29 Bentley Blower—matte green, spare tire fixed to the side, and a great big ol’ Union Jack on the hood—a sleek cheery-red Mini, a souped-up ’67 GTO. 

God, these assholes even had a McLaren. I mean, it was a little flashy for my tastes—nothing like an understated El Camino with a custom camper shell—but it was still a friggin’ McLaren. 

“What the hell do you need all these cars for?” I asked as Gal coaxed me back into motion. 

“Most of them are for me,” he said, somehow managing to not sound smug about it. “Or for some of the other agents. Never know where in the timeline we’ll have to go to fix things, and we can’t go around hotwiring cars. The Lady takes care of us.” 

We passed another warehouse, or maybe, more accurately, an armory, bristling with weapons. All the weapons.

Gleaming blades in every shape and variety neatly lined a wall—Japanese katanas, curved Moorish scimitars, European bastard swords, Roman gladiuses, nimble rapiers with elaborate basket hilts, inward curving falcatas. Next to them sat battle-axes, maces, various polearms, and war hammers. But there was also a huge array of modern armaments. Shelves and shelves full of ’em. Civil War era muzzle-loaded muskets propped up against M4s and AKs. A table full of frag grenades and flash-bangs brushing shoulders with German stalk grenades from WWI. And handguns galore. Enough to arm a battalion of troops.

Not to mention bigger caliber behemoths that I would literally kill to get my hands on. Browning .50 caliber heavy machine guns. Beefy chain guns. A Milkor MGL lightweight automatic grenade launcher. And sitting in the back of the room, like the bad boy in the class, was a M777 Howitzer. 

Another room on the right was identical to the armory, but instead filled with body armor ranging from segmented metal Roman lorica to modern tactical Kevlar.

“I’m guessing that goes for all that shit too, huh?” I asked, hooking a thumb toward the armaments. 

“What can I say, Lady Wyrd makes sure we have the right equipment for the right job,” he replied with a shrug. 

“Yeah, wish someone would’ve let me in on that fact,” I muttered as the room disappeared. “I don’t suppose she would let me take the Rolls out for a spin, huh? Could be wrong, but I think having a Phantom might just be mission critical.” 

Gal chuckled. “It’s going to be a hard sell. Lady Wyrd is mostly allowed to influence past and future—so long as it keeps the timeline straight—but her ability to influence the present is limited to mortal champions. She only has so much leeway.” 

“Well that sounds like a bunch of bullshit to me.” 

“It has to do with free will,” he said, glancing back over one shoulder. “The past already is—that which must be. No free will to subvert. And the future is but a shadow of that which might be. You cannot unduly influence that which is not yet. But the present is the stage where free will plays out, and the White King has firmly decreed that we can only do so much in that arena. It’s part of the reason I have to tread carefully with my involvement. Especially since I’m acting as stand-in for Lady Fortuna.” 

“Speaking of,” I said. “Any idea where she is? Or if she’s okay. Seems like a goddess, even a lower one, going missing can’t be a good sign.” 

“You’re right there,” he said with a grim nod. “That’s part of the reason things have been so chaotic. As for whether she’s okay...” He spread his hands wide. “We don’t know. Best guess, she’s lost somewhere in the Mists of Fate. Perhaps stranded in a future timeline?”

That explanation didn’t sit easy with me. 

Lady Fortuna was tough, she had about two thousand years’ worth of experience to draw from, and she had some serious powers of her own. Not least of which was the ability to influence Luck. As far as I knew, she couldn’t make the improbable happen—that was the arena of Fate itself—but luck was inexplicably intertwined with Fate. A little luck could be the difference between a bullet hitting your shoulder instead of your heart. Luck was a drunk driver zipping through a red light and narrowly missing a kid in the intersection. That was Fortuna’s work at play. Tweaking and influencing the little things.

But I’ve learned through years of harsh experience that enough little things over time can lead to big changes.  

“Okay, but what would have the power to hold someone like Lady Fortuna against her will?” I asked more for myself than anyone else. “I mean, have you met her? She is scary good at her job. It would take some sort of major power to tangle with her.” 

“Can’t argue with you,” Gal replied, falling into an uneasy silence. 

“There’s something you’re not telling me,” I said after a long beat. “I can read you like a book. What is it?”

“Some things are best left unknown,” he said with a tightlipped smile. “We’re here.”

Straight ahead was a drawn gate, preventing us from going further. It was a towering thing of dark wood, ancient brass fixtures, and runic symbols gleaming like radiant moonlight. “Welcome to the Archive proper.” 

“Not my first rodeo,” I said with an eye roll, “and we don’t have any more time for the melodrama.” I marched past him without waiting for a reply and walked headlong into the gate. A sizzle like the static from a high energy line washed over me, goosebumps racing along my arms. In an eyeblink, I passed from the hallway and onto a rough stone platform hanging over a massive chasm. An unending abyss stretched out in every direction and huge boulders of craggy stone—some the size of small mountains—hung suspended in the air, completely unsupported. Defying every law of physics.

Running between the boulders like delicate spider webbing was radiant spun silk. The Tapestry of Fate, indecipherable to all save the Spinner of Fate itself, Lady Wyrd the Three-Faced Hag. Well, her and those like the Prophet who could glimpse bits and pieces of the majestic tangle. 

“Ah,” came a crooning voice from high above the mass of webs. “One of my wayward children has returned, and not a moment too soon. Welcome, Yancy Lazarus, my Hand of Fate...”
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Gate Seal
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I GLANCED UP AND MY stomach roiled inside my belly as an enormous creature descended toward us on a thread of gold as thick as my wrist. Like most supernatural beings of Outworld, the Three-Faced Hag could look more or less human when she wanted to, but this was her true form, and though this wasn’t my first time seeing her in the flesh, it was just as shocking and disturbing the second time around. A spider, big as an M1A1 tank, touched down in front of us, perched on spindly legs of gold and red, studded with razor-sharp black hairs. Her throat was neon green and spotted with brilliant crimson spots. 

And her head... I repressed the sudden urge to vomit because, as a general rule, it’s super rude to vomit when you see someone. But damn. It was a battle as ferocious as the one we’d waged against the nightmares in the Cult of Akroid. 

She had a giant maw with fangs the size of short curved swords, but instead of the customary arachnid eyes, the creature had three human faces bulging out. The same three faces she wore even while in human form: A young woman with creamy skin, high cheekbones, and flawless lips. A middle-aged woman, cheeks too thin and hollow, worry wrinkles sprouting across her forehead, around her eyes, and at the corners of her mouth. The last a wrinkled hag, a crone, with a horribly disfigured mouth, lopsided by stroke on one side. Naturally, none of the faces had eyes, just empty sockets, dark as the grave and murky as the future. 

“Out of Hell in one piece,” the old woman cackled. “I never doubted, not for a moment!” 

“Oh don’t give us that, Matron,” scolded the haggard middle-aged face. “None of us knew if the golem would be up to handling the task. Levi is almost as much of a wild card as our own Hand, here.” 

“I knew you would make it,” the younger face said, fluttering her eyelashes—super disturbing without eyes. “I knew because my heart simply couldn’t handle the loss of one so pretty as you.” 

Ah. Right. How could I have possibly forgotten the younger one was holding a flame for me as big the Statue of Liberty’s torch. 

“Glad to see you, too,” I said, offering her a weak smile. Certainly not an inviting smile, though. I felt crystal clear boundaries were probably a good idea.

“Regardless, you bickering hens,” the matronly grandmother said, “he is here. Alive. Two Seals in hand—”

“So to speak,” the middle-aged woman said. 

“—and,” the matron continued without pause, “he has unraveled the Morrigan’s scheme. Most of it anyway.” 

“More of it than we’ve managed,” the younger one said sourly. 

“Indeed,” the matron conceded. 

“Wait, hold up,” I said, raising my hands to slow the onslaught. “What do you mean more than you’ve managed? How is it possible I know more than you? You’re the Lady Fate. You have all this.” I gestured toward the intricate, endless web. “You literally have access to the future.” 

“A corrupt future,” the middle-aged face said in disgust. 

“It is true,” the matron agreed. “Look closely at the webs. I know your eyesight is somewhat lacking”—sick burn, but not exactly wrong—“but observe the black spots riddling the webs.” 

I squinted and peered at the golden strands. Even at a distance it wasn’t hard to see creeping patches of black dotting the webs. Thin in places, almost a light dusting, while terribly thick in others—whole swaths of the web eaten by the black holes. This was only my second visit, so I wasn’t an expert on what the Tapestry of Fate was supposed to look like. With that said, I had to begrudgingly admit it looked like decay. Like something rotten had invaded the threads, spreading slowly and surely.

“It’s exactly what you think,” the matron said. “We have dead spots nearly everywhere your string overlaps with the greater pattern. And not just you. The Morrigan. The Prophet. Levi Adams. Arch-Mage Borgstorm. Our own Sir Gal. At this point, even your human companions have become fulcrums, folding points for the pattern. There”—a spidery leg swept out toward a section of pattern, pockmarked with black spots—“that is in regards to your friend Mr. Chandler. Three inches to the left and he would be dead.” 

She paused, the corner of her mouth drooping, her forehead furrowing in concern. “That way lies a terrible future. And one that is becoming stronger by the hour, I fear. The death of any of your companions could lead to that dark place.”

“What future? What happens?” I insisted, balling my hands into fists. 

A mix of emotions washed over the maiden’s porcelain face and for a long beat I thought she was going to spill the beans. 

“No,” the matron thundered. “It is not for him to know. Not now. Not until the choice is made for good or ill.” 

“I agree,” Gal said. “Knowing could influence him in all the wrong ways.” 

I shot a nasty gram at the knight. So, he knew what my potential future might be and was holding out on me too. Dickwad. But, he was a dickwad that had saved my friends, I reminded myself, so I guess I could give him a little grace. 

“Fine.” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “Got it, you all have some big secret you don’t want to share. Fine. That’s fine. It’s not like I’m trying to save the world or anything. Well, let me ask this, is there anything you can tell me? Like, I dunno, useful information that might help us not die terribly?” 

“He’s spirited, I’ll give him that,” the stern middle-aged face said. “Fortuna chose wisely enough, I suppose.” 

“Indeed,” the matron said slowly. “Sadly, there are a great many uncertainties on the horizon. Should the Morrigan succeed in her endeavor the world will not perish, but it will be forever changed for the worse. The New Wave will rise and with them Eldritch beings, long banished to the shadows. Should she win, there will be a new dark age. Humanity at the mercy of forces greater than themselves—even their technology shall be turned against them by the Mad King. Fail and there is no hope left.” 

“Cool, so go kick her in the teeth and call it a day, right?” 

“Wrong,” the matron said sharply. “A victory is, in its way, more perilous. Should you defeat her, it is possible to maintain the balance of the world. But a victory also sets the stage for the future of endless tyranny. And the difference between the two is like dancing on the edge of a feather.” She paused. Hesitating. “But we believe in you, Yancy Lazarus. And so, we shall place our trust in you once more. We will do what we can.

“There are many things we do not yet know,” she continued softly, “but we do know this. The Third Seal, Famine, has been brought into play. Pazuzu the Lord of all Fevers and Plagues, Great Prince of Hell, Grinning Dark Angel of the Four Wings, stirs once more. The Morrigan has slain the former champion and oddly enough, the Seal now resides in the body of a creature you fought once before. Achak Kinslayer.” 

“Wait, the Wendigo?” I asked, feeling genuinely confused. “I thought I killed that son of a bitch?”

Once upon a time, Achak had been a peace-loving Sasquatch, and engaged to Winona no less. Right up until he made some very poor life choices, sold his soul to a hunger demon called a Guttur Belua, and cozied up with Hogg. And, by proxy, the Morrigan. We’d gone toe-to-toe inside my mindscape, Achak trapped inside of a towering Blobzilla of fat, me piloting a sixty-foot-tall, Voltron-inspired robot built out of my El-Camino. 

God, but my life was weird.

“Not dead,” Gal said from beside me. “Brain dead. After Sullivan’s untimely betrayal, Hogg took the body. Up until now we couldn’t figure out why... To be perfectly honest, we still aren’t entirely certain why. But clearly the Wendigo has a role to play yet in their schemes.” 

“Okay,” I said. “So that accounts for Seals one through five.” I blew out my cheeks and ran my hand through my hair. “Screw me sideways, but five demons in play. That’s a nightmare. I suppose it could be worse, though. At least all seven Seals aren’t hanging around.” 

“That’s not true either,” Gal admitted sheepishly.

“We know the whereabouts of both the Sixth and Seventh Seals,” the matron said. “They were entrusted to our care more than two thousand years ago and we have kept them hidden for all that time. Six, the Creation Seal, is currently secreted away inside the Mist of Fates. Buried deep in an alternate future. It is arguably the most powerful of all the Seals, since it allows the wielder to tap into the echoes of creation. The Philosopher’s Stone is but a pale imitation of the Creation Seal, and with it even the laws of time and nature are mutable. It is still secure for the moment, but we have good reason to believe the Morrigan has agents scouring the Mists in search of the correct timeline. As for the Seventh Seal, the Gate Seal, it is standing beside you.” 

I turned slowly, starting at Gal. 

“No. No way,” I said, shaking my head. “You mean to tell me that Goody Two-shoes here is part demon?” I snorted and rolled my eyes. 

“No, no. Not at all. The Sixth and Seventh Seals are angelic in nature,” the matron said sagely. “For even the grand heralds of the host have a role to play in the end of the world. After all, it wouldn’t do to entrust the Keys of the Abyss with a demon, now would it?” She cackled and a chill raced along my spine. 

“The Keys to Hell?” 

“Aye,” the matron replied. “The Gate Seal allows the Bearer to open any lock including the Gates of Hell. With it, you could let the great Lords of the Abyss walk upon the face of the earth. Them and all the terrors that dwell within the nine circles.” Images of gangly Flesh Eaters flashed through my mind and I shuddered. 

I wanted to avoid that at all possible costs, but the notion of having a permanent Hand of Glory didn’t sound too shabby. 

“The Gate Seal also has one other pragmatic effect—it allows the user to travel from anywhere to anywhere in the manner of angels.” The golden light in the center of Gal’s hand, the strange eye that had allowed him to bring us here. That was the power of the Gate Seal?

“Holy shit! This could be the answer to everything. Why the hell didn’t you say something earlier?” I rounded on Gal. “If you can transport us anywhere, why not just open a portal right inside the Morrigan’s party? We waltz out, blow some shit up, the rest is history.” 

“I’m afraid the Morrigan knows about the power of the Seal and has planned accordingly,” he said with a grimace. “I’ve tried to use the portal to get a closer look, but she has ward dampeners around the entire complex. Her building is designed not only to perform the ritual transmutation, but specifically to keep portals from opening or closing within the premises. And I’m afraid there is no back door to speak of—one way in, one way out. The Gate Seal will drop you within fifty miles or so of the location, but you’ll still have to find a way to get inside. Nothing’s changed about that, I’m afraid.”

I faltered, my mind relaying his words in slow motion. You. It will get you within fifty miles or so of the location. That’s what he’d said. 

“Am I missing something? Are you not coming with us?” 

“Yes. Well. I’m afraid not,” he said with a sad half smile. “My time as the Seal Bearer has come to an end.” 

“We have foreseen this, Yancy Lazarus,” the matron intoned solemnly. “It is distinctly possible that should we entrust you with the Gate Seal, you will bring about the end of the world. But, as such visions go, it is a double-edged sword, for without the Seal you are doomed to failure. Without the power of the Gate, you will never stop the Morrigan and the world is likely to die all the same—albeit by a different hand.” 

“Great. Perfect. So, I get a fancy new seal and an ominous prophecy about potential consequences. But you still haven’t told me the one thing I actually need to know... How will this help me? I mean, cool, travel in the manner of angels. But if I can’t use it to get inside, how do I use it to stop the Morrigan?” 

There was a long tight pause, pregnant with tension. 

“We don’t know,” the maiden giggled. “Which is frightful for us, of course, since we always know. But like Grandmother said, we believe in you. If we give you the tools, you’ll find the way to use them.”

The Wyrd extended a spidery limb and the ground shook and groaned as a pair of slabs, which reminded me way too much of the surgical gurneys at the Cult, emerged from the ground. 

Sir Gal moved without speaking, pulling off his shirt, then climbing onto the slab and lying flat on his back, staring up at the massive labyrinth of golden webs and floating rocks. He looked rather serene about the whole process—like some terrible weight was about to be lifted from his shoulders. Which sucked donkey balls for me, since that meant I was about to get saddled with whatever weight he’d been lugging around. As if I didn’t have enough bullshit to deal with already. Sometimes, though, there was nothing for it but to grit your teeth and bite the friggin’ bullet. So, begrudgingly, I removed my jacket and holster, pulled my black T off, and dropped it in a pile. 

Sweat beading on my forehead, I climbed up onto the cool stone slab and lay flat, my heart thumping away like a jackhammer. 

There were only three ways to get ahold of one of the end times seals, none of them pleasant. 

Option one, the damned things could be inherited—passed down from one generation to the next like an unfortunate genetic heart condition waiting to sideswipe you when you least expected it. Option two, you could take a seal through force... By defeating a bearer in open combat and literally eating the beating heart from their chest. Which is exactly as gross as it sounds—something I knew from experience, since that’s how I’d picked up the Fourth Seal, Buné the Chloros, Grand Duke of Hell, the Dragon-headed Lord of the Grave. 

I still had PTSD about that. 

And the third option wasn’t much better. You could accept a seal from a willing bearer, which is how I’d managed to pick up my good buddy Azazel the Purros, Grigori of Old, Scourge of Mankind, Maker of War, and Lord of Dark Magicks. Winona’s father, Chief Chankoowashtay—though I just called him Kong, because duh, giant Sasquatch with an anger issue—had passed it on to me before my first throw down with the Wendigo, Achak. Unfortunately, that method came with a hefty price tag of its own. One involving knives, pain, and being cracked open like a Thanksgiving turkey.

Lady Fate loomed above me like a nightmare given life and raised a razor-tipped leg, posed just above my chest. She was a surgeon preparing to make the first cut and all without anesthesia. Yay for my life. 

“Prepare to speak the words, Yancy Lazarus,” the matron intoned, serious and grim faced. “Prepare to receive the Seventh Seal and the Mantle of Hadraniel, Holy Watcher, Gatekeeper of the Second Heaven, and Guardian over the Keys of the Abyss.” 

“Hit me,” I growled, balling up my fists and clenching every muscle in my body as the Wyrd’s leg descended and the world around me dissolved in pain.
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Angelic Mantle
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I FELL THROUGH THE darkness, wind rushing past me, ruffling my hair, slapping at my skin, and tugging at my clothes. I flailed and thrashed as I plummeted into a hole with no bottom, chased down by excruciating present pain, sharp and bright, and the bitter dull edge of past pain, always lingering in the back of my mind. For a second it was Lady Fate looming over me, her knife-edged leg slicing through skin and sinew and muscle, sawing through bone, to get at my heart. The next moment, the Hag was gone and it was Fast Hands Steve, the snake-faced halfie, who’d come closer to killing me than just about anyone else on earth.

I watched as Fast Hands pulled aside my jacket lapel, pressed a beefy pistol into the meat of my left shoulder, and pulled the trigger. Bone and muscle flew apart in a bolt of agony, and a fine warm spray of pink misted my face. Then the snake man wavered, blurring on the edges, until he transformed into Pa Beauvoir, towering above me, a wicked grin spreading across his face like a jagged knife wound. The Voodoo Daddy had corpse paint smeared across his graveyard dark skin, his top hat canted on his head at a rakish angle. 

Suddenly, I was in the bleak basement of an of old brick building, lit with harsh fluorescents, nestled deep in the center of Cité Soleil. Ge-Rouge, Beauvoir’s shitty nightclub. Rough hands rudely transferred me from the inside of a wooden coffin to the cold steel tabletop. Muted music floated through the ceiling, a manic blend of sounds like the spawn of a voodoo ceremony, New Orleans blues, and Caribbean reggae. A quartet of horn players—trumpet, trombone, sax, and French horn—blared out beautiful frills, an octave apart from the rest of the band. The sound of their brassy instruments called up images of hot, sweaty nights down in the Big Easy. 

The whole while, Beauvoir carved away, his hand rock steady while the surgical scalpel did its grisly work. The pain in my chest was fire and death—a sensation that some part of me instinctively knew was Lady Fate’s handiwork—but all I could see was the Voodoo Daddy. He dipped a hand into a grimy mason jar and scooped out a handful of tar-black goop, thick as molasses, which he splatted onto the wound. He massaged the stain deep into the army of lacerations covering my skin while he taunted me, knowing that I could hear but was unable to speak, thanks to the zombie powder flowing through my veins. 

“I’m almost done wit’ the work,” Beauvoir drawled in his thick Haitian accent. He set aside the jar and wiped his greasy palms on a dirty rag. “But I want to make sure I get my eye while you still have the soul and mind to appreciate the pain.” He pulled out a silver melon baller with a rubber handle—the kind of thing you make fruit salad with—and a Zippo, slick silver with a tacky skull on the front. With a flick of his hand, he coaxed a flame from the lighter, then positioned the melon baller directly above the orange blaze, rotating and turning the tool until it glowed a bright, angry red.

The scoop descended like an avenging angel swooping down from the heavens, but thankfully, mercifully, vanished before reaching my face. 

Whispered words floated through my head, the pain won’t last forever, Champion of mine. 

Those words, like a strong summer gale, blew Beauvoir away, and when I blinked again, I was no longer stretched out on a gurney in Ge-Rouge. Rather, I found myself on a narrow street, lined on either side by two-story buildings with balconies jutting out over the wide sidewalks. Bourbon Street, smack-dab in the French Quarter. My hands trembled and my stomach clenched at the thought of Beauvoir and his melon baller. I’d experienced a lot of hurt and pain in my lifetime, but my time with the Voodoo Daddy would haunt my footsteps until the day I finally died, and maybe beyond. 

I took a deep breath to steady myself and calm my frayed nerves, then turned in a slow circle, taking in what I knew to be my mindscape. I was pleasantly surprised to hear the gentle squeal of music floating in the air, drifting up from some underground club in the distance. The street was still littered with garbage and rubble but everything else was in better shape than the last time I’d visited. Several of the buildings were leaning drunkenly on their foundations, but most of the broken windows had been replaced, the lights worked again, and the creeping vines and invading plant life looked like they had been beaten back with a machete.

This place represented both my mind and soul. Azazel the Purros, the Horseman of War, had done a number on both, as was evident by the destruction all around me. And what Azazel hadn’t destroyed, Levi had mostly leveled with his exorcism ritual, designed to lock that demonic shitheel into a magical cell not even he could get out of. Things were looking better. I mean, still not good—not by any sane person’s definition—but better. Last time I’d come calling, my poor mindscape had resembled the immediate aftermath of a category 5 hurricane; reminded me of the devastation after Katrina. 

“Making progress, am I right?” said a voice from behind me. 

I swiveled, hand instinctively darting toward the place where my pistol should’ve been but wasn’t. 

I let out a ragged sigh of relief. 

In front of me was Cassius Aquinas, my inner man. He was an Undine, a creature of water and spirit, permanently grafted into a piece of my soul. Undines were by nature reflections, mimicking the form of those around them, so he’d become a mirror version of myself, with his short-cropped hair and unremarkable height. The sea-blue skin and shimmering emerald eyes, though, made him look like something out of a James Cameron movie. 

He and I had parted on not-so-good terms after my last visit, due mostly to the fact that I’d been a colossal asshole. I’d let a pair of demons take up residency inside my soul and Cassius had been the one to suffer as a result, acting as reluctant warden against the corruptive power of the damned.

I whistled through my teeth and appraised him through a fresh lens. Like the cityscape around me, he’d undergone some changes since the last time I poked around. 

He wore dark blue BDUs with heavy-duty tactical riot gear strapped in place. “WARDEN” was stenciled across his chest, the letters glowing the color of hot coals. More glowing runes and sigils, each offering a small inferno of light, ran over his shoulder pads, forearm protectors, and down his shin guards. The runes pulsed in time to the beating of his heart. A tactical shotgun, glowing with spectral-green light, was slung across his back, while an otherworldly handgun—an ethereal mirror of my own Frankenstein pistol—sat in a holster on his hip. 

He’d lost an arm to Azazel at some point, but the limb had been replaced with a golden prosthetic that blazed like the friggin’ sun. In his other hand he held a broadsword, its blade wreathed in golden flames that cast no heat, but radiated a potent power. Silver white wings, covered in the swirling blue writing of the angels, protruded from his back, the feathers trailing all the way down to the ground. 

“Holy shit,” I said, folding my arms and nodding in approval. “Look at you. Got yourself a few upgrades, huh?” 

“Right?” He gave a twirl, flexing his formidable wings. “Can you believe these things?”

“Yeah, where the hell did those come from?” 

He pointed a finger skyward. “Heaven actually. Like the old broad said, the Gate Seal isn’t a trapped angel so much as it is the mantle of an angel—its power.” He raised a hand and the tactical vest covering his chest disappeared, revealing blue skin beneath. Right in the center of his chest was a circular golden mark, burning with divine power. “It just sorta glommed onto me, honestly. For about half a second, I thought about hurling you into a vat of acid for inviting something else to crash here, but then poof.” He snapped his fingers. “Energy. I feel better than I ever have before. I mean, sure, Azazel and Buné are still locked up tighter than Fort Knox, but I’d like to see them dick around with me now. I’d shove this fiery sword right up ol’ Azazel’s burnt red ass.” 

“Glad to see you’re doing better,” I offered with a grin, rubbing at the back of my neck. “So listen, about last time... Well, I know things have sort of been a living hell around here for a while now, and I don’t think I’ve ever really apologized for it.” I paused and glanced down. I was shit with saying sorry, always had been. But I’d been an ass and I knew it. “Anyway. Sorry.” I looked up and extended a hand, an olive branch. 

He slapped my hand aside and pulled me into a hug. “I know you never meant for things to turn out this way, Yancy. I was just pissed. Bitter.” He pulled away and held me at arm’s length. “But I know you were just trying to do the right thing, even if you didn’t really think through all the consequences. That’s not exactly new, though. Thinking through the consequences isn’t exactly your strong suit.” 

“Dick,” I muttered, though there was no heat in my voice. 

“Hey, I’m not complaining,” he replied. “If you thought things through, I probably wouldn’t be here in the first place. Sometimes you gotta take the good with the bad.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Now how’s about you get me a drink. I’m about knee deep in shit and could really use some advice.” 

“Nothing new there either.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and blinked. 

Instantly, we were standing on a balcony jutting out over Bourbon Street, a pair of leather club chairs behind us. He nodded to a seat and summoned a lowball glass filled with Pappy Van Winkle—seemed like this stuff was harder to get your hands on in real life than an authentic Hand of Glory. I was more than happy to taste it in here, even if it was only in my imagination. I sat with a woof of expelled air, took a long slow slug of the bourbon, savoring the burn of caramel and cream, then summoned a fat cigar to my other hand. A celebration smoke. 

“So, we have the power of an angel,” I mused. “Any idea how we use this Gate Seal to get around?” I asked before taking a puff of the cigar, letting the smoke fill up my nose and mouth. 

“Surprisingly yes,” Cassius said, tapping at the side of his head. “Like I said, the Seventh Seal isn’t really a being so much as it is the power of a being. No idea how you would process the information on your own, but thankfully you have me. I bind with things and absorb pieces of their essence. So I just know shit, understand?” 

I nodded and took another drink. 

“Well, the Gate Seal has some quirks, but it’s pretty intuitive. You remember using the Crook of Winter?”

“Yeah,” I said, recalling how the staff could rip holes through dimensions like a hot knife through a pad of butter. “Just think and point?” 

“Just think and point,” he agreed. “Well, more or less.”

I nodded and took another drink, letting the Pappy roll over my tongue. “Okay, I can get behind that. The real question, though, is how do we use this thing to stop the Morrigan before she murders the assorted rulers of Outworld?” I paused to take another drag from the cigar, letting my mind turn the problem over and over. “Lady Fate said the Morrigan has her fancy new place all warded up so we can’t use this thing to bust in, but there has to be some way to use this to our advantage, right?” 

“Hell yeah there is,” Cassius said with a sharp grin. “I’ve been working on a way to get us into that party for days, and I think I finally have a solution. Twinning.” 

I grimaced and shook my head. “Twinning? The hell is that?” 

He rolled his eyes. “God, but I’ve failed you. You literally have an Undine living in your soul and you still don’t understand twinning. It’s how we Undines get around. We use water magic to twin, or pair bodies of water, so that we can slip from one lake to another, even over vast distances. It’s also the same process I used to bind to your soul and the reason why we share such an uncanny resemblance. Because I twinned part of your soul.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving away his comments. “I get that, I just don’t see how it helps us. I’m not an Undine and neither is anyone else on our team, so there’s no way for us to slip from puddle to puddle.” 

“No shit, Sherlock,” he said, exasperated, “but in bygone times ye olden magi figured out their own way to travel by twinning. Instead of twinning water, though, they used a different reflective surface...” 

“Traveling mirrors?” I said, scrunching up my forehead. “But they’re a myth.” 

He snorted. “Not a myth. They were real enough, and I know because the principle behind them was all based on Undine magic. They were all the rage in the late 1500s. But eventually the Guild suppressed the knowledge behind their creation because they were dangerous.” 

“Dangerous how?” 

“Dangerous, because there isn’t a way to ward against them. The only solution was to either have no mirrors or to cover them so they cast no reflection. No reflection, no twinning.” 

“Okay.” I nodded, feeling a thrum of hope build inside my chest. “So how do I make one?” 

He shook his head. “Making them isn’t like baking a fresh loaf of bread—I’m not even sure anyone alive still knows how to make one, but I’d bet your soul that the Guild has one locked away somewhere inside the Vault.” 

“Yeah, but how would we even get in...” I trailed off, finally picking up what the Undine was laying down. 

“Oh shit.” 

“Yeah,” he said with a grin. “Oh shit.” 

I shot to my feet and threw back the rest of the Pappy in one long gulp. I couldn’t see it go to waste even if we were on a time crunch. “I owe you one, Cassius.” 

“Phft. You owe me about a thousand, but who’s counting? Now get out of here and go kick some ass.”
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Mirror-Mirror
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THE CROONING SOUND of crickets serenaded me awake. I pushed myself up onto my hands, leaning against my palms. It was early morning and grass swayed around me. Straight ahead was the shadowed form of a dilapidated looking barn framed by a thicket of dying trees. It was a ghoulish place that promised untold horrors for those who entered. If there was ever a place for a monster wielding a chainsaw to lurk, that barn was it. But I grinned, because this place, the Farm, was the closest thing I had to a home. The bad juju radiating from it in waves was just a powerful glamour meant to keep locals and drunk teens from getting too close. 

“Glad you made it out in one piece,” a voice said from beside me. I startled and glanced right. Sir Gal was sitting beside me, his knees propped up, absently twirling a piece of grass between his fingers. 

“Sweet Jesus, but you almost gave me a heart attack,” I grumbled. 

“I’m sure you’ll survive. You’ve lived through much worse than that,” he offered with a smile. 

“Yeah well, this shit’s bound to catch up with me sooner or later.” I paused and glanced at the knight. “Kinda surprised to see you. Sort of expected you to jump ship back there. You change your mind or what?” 

“Sorry,” he replied with a sigh. “Just a quick pit stop, I’m afraid.”

“It’d be a lot cooler if you had reconsidered,” I said. “You’re sort of a douche, but you’re not too shabby in a fight.” 

“You know, sort of a douche is one of the nicest things I think you’ve ever said about me. But as much as I’d like to help, I’m afraid I have other places to be.” 

“Other places to be?” I asked, dumbstruck. “What in the hell could be more important than helping us stop the Morrigan? We’re about to wade into a fight against the War Walker, Old Man Winter, and the Army of Five—if we ever needed all hands on deck, it’s now.” 

He sighed again, shook his head, and flicked the piece of grass away. “The future is precarious, now more than ever. It teeters on the edge of a great precipice.” He lifted a palm and rocked it back and forth. “Now that the Seventh Seal is with you, the Creation Seal is the only one left. It’s stashed away in the future, which is where I need to be. But Lady Fate wanted me to send you a message.” 

“What?” I asked, scowling. 

He hesitated for a second, then leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek. “That’s from the maiden,” he said totally straight-faced. “She wanted me to tell you she’s going to miss how much you flirt with her.” 

I blanched at the very thought.

“The mother was completely indifferent—”

“No surprise there,” I muttered.

“But the matron offers her best wishes. She wanted you to know that you were her favorite Hand of Fate since Bailshar, Lord of the Red Dawn. She regrets that she won’t have a chance to see you again.” The words were sad, as though he knew some secret I didn’t. He stood and offered me a hand. I accepted and let him pull me to my feet. “I’m not sure how this is all going to play out,” he said, staring up at the fiery clouds overhead. “But I do know it’s all riding on you. I wanted to tell you that you’re better than you think. Wanted you to know that when the time comes, I believe you’ll make the right choice.” 

“I have no friggin’ clue what you’re talking about,” I replied, then paused. “But thank you.”

“It is what it is,” he replied, spreading his hands. “Now, I have places to go and timelines to save. Mind giving me a ride? I could use a lift now that I don’t have the Gate Seal anymore. Though a word to the wise, since you are new to the Seal. Mastering it can be a tricky thing. The better you know a place the more accurate your cast will be, but early on it will be a bit more like a claymore mine than a sniper rifle if you get my drift. And visiting someplace you’ve never been is next to impossible, at least in the beginning.” He offered me a lopsided smile. “I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it. Only took me about five hundred years, give or take.”

I grunted and nodded. “Where to?” 

“Where else?” he asked as though it should be self-evident. “Seattle. I should be able to make my way from there. 

Of course. Seemed like all roads led back to Seattle and a nightmare future we couldn’t quite shake. I lifted a hand, palm out, and focused my will, picturing the narrow alleyway just off Cherry Street—the same alleyway the Hub let out onto. I envisioned the red brick walls of the posh skyscrapers, the reek of moldering trash, the honk of horns and the hum of engines as cars zipped past. Power stirred deep inside my chest, not Vis and not Nox, but something else. The air shimmered and a vertical slit appeared, rotating and stretching until a doorway between worlds hung suspended before us.

I’d open a portal across the street from my intended location and about fifteen feet from the ground, but it was still a damned cool trick.

Gal adjusted his coat, brushed dirt-covered palms along his pants, and stepped through the portal, landing on an empty side street below. He glanced up, gave me a final wave, then turned and headed for Cherry Street. 

“See you in the future,” he called back. 

“Let’s hope so,” I grumbled, letting the gateway snap shut with a hiss of power and the subtle scent of ozone drifting in the air. The smell that followed a lightning storm. 

I lingered for a long while, staring at the place where Gal had been a second before. Everything was changing. Ending. I didn’t even really like the knight, but there was a big part of me that knew I might not ever see him again. And that was the last time I’d ever come face-to-face with Lady Fate. I glanced up at the barn and wondered if this was another last. This place, snuggled away in the back hills of Colorado, had always been a haven—a net to catch me if things ever went south. But now this location was compromised, just like everything else in my life. Too many people knew about it, including the arch-mage. 

If we survived this shitshow, I’d need to establish a new hidey-hole and burn this place to the ground. 

I shoved those black thoughts to the back of my mind. No point dwelling on things I couldn’t change. And I could wax poetic about beginnings and endings after I’d saved the world from the fresh hell the Morrigan was planning to unleash on everyone. I pulled my spelled leather jacket tight against the chill of the morning air and headed into the barn. 

The interior wasn’t anything special, but it certainly wasn’t as dilapidated as the outside would lead you to believe. A dirt-covered floor with some old hay strewn around. A workbench along the far wall with some ancient hand tools hanging on mounted brackets. There was a loft overhead, which looked appropriately ominous and foreboding, but which was really just an empty storage space. A wheelbarrow sat in one corner amidst some digging equipment—a couple of shovels, an old pitchfork, and a rusted pickaxe. 

I felt a faint pang of regret as I glanced at the place where my vintage ’43 Indian Bobber should’ve been, but wasn’t. I’d lost the black-and-silver cruiser somewhere deep in Outworld. It was probably gathering dust and rust alongside the moldering bodies of dead Garuda. More pieces of my life, gone. My feet carried me over to an old hutch in the back, its shelves filled with assorted knickknacks, old work gloves, a beat-up spade, a random length of black tubing. A shelving unit full of random, useless shit. The kind of place every garage seems to have for the odds and ends you just don’t know what else to do with.

I pulled open a drawer near the bottom, empty save for a small carving gouged deep in the wood. I wove a complicated pattern of earth and fire, which looped and twirled back in on itself—the weave had no practical application, but when I dropped the construct into the carved design, it flared to life with a flash of gold. The hutch shifted and groaned, sliding back and disappearing into the wall. Below was a steel hatch. I flipped open the cover, revealing a set of narrow steps that sank down into the ground, into my underground bunker and fallout shelter. 

My own personal version of the Fortress of Solitude.

I headed down the stairs, boots ringing off the metal, and shortly found myself on the business end of a shotgun, pointed squarely at my face. 

“Just me,” I said, readying the weaves for a friction shield in case someone had an itchy trigger finger. It turned out to be Ferraro behind the shottie, but that only made me feel marginally better. Sure, she had great fire discipline, but she also had the itchiest trigger finger around. When it came to the supernatural, she had a tendency to shoot first and ask questions second—one of her best qualities, actually. 

She let out a grunt but didn’t drop the barrel. “You sound like Yancy, but I’ve seen some very weird things in the last couple of days. You have about ten seconds to convince me before I let the shotgun start talking.” 

“Well you’re definitely Ferraro,” I replied, raising my hands so she could see they were empty. 

“Oh, give over,” Sullivan said, putting his hand on the barrel and pushing it aside. “It’s him. The smell alone should give it away. Besides, there’s no doppelganger in the world who would dress so poorly. Only the original can pull off that rumpled, wandering hobo look.” 

“Ass,” I said, cramming into the rather cramped living quarters of the bunker. 

The place was large enough as fallout shelters go, but it was never meant to house eight people—nine counting me. Winona and Chris occupied the small couch, while the others loitered around the quaint dinette set between the living room and the kitchen proper. Darlene had her laptop set up, hardwired into the outlet so she could get signal, and the arch-mage leaned against a wall, which now had photos and locations taped into place. A makeshift mission board to replace the one we’d lost in the war room. 

“Where’s Greg?” I asked, searching the faces for any sign of my buddy. 

“In the back room, recovering.” Ferraro stashed the shotgun in the corner. “He’s doing better, but still not completely out of the woods yet.” 

“I’ve been keeping a watchful eye on your friend, Yancy Lazarus,” the bigfoot said. “The People are known for our many healing remedies. My magicks fill him now. Sustaining him.”

“Between that and my ichor,” Levi said from his spot in the doorway that connected to the armory, “I think he’ll pull through.” He paused. “Though I doubt he’ll be back on his feet in time to help us sort this mess out. Even with supernatural aid, he’s got a couple of weeks hard recovery before he’ll be up and about.” 

It would suck ass not having Greg at my six, but tension eased out of my shoulders at the realization that he would pull through. I’d had enough endings for a while, and the thought of losing Greg was one pain I didn’t care to deal with. 

“Well, don’t keep us waiting in suspense, Mage Lazarus,” the arch-mage said with a sniff. “We are all hoping you have some good news. We could certainly use it,” she said. 

“Damn straight. We’ve been spinning in circles,” Sullivan said, dropping onto a chair then absently picking imaginary lint from his slacks. “Racking our brains to figure out how we might be able to get inside.” 

“Best we can come up with,” Levi offered, “is that I disguise myself and head in alone. I’m fairly sure I can get past the guards with Sullivan’s invitation. But me against the Morrigan and every other nightmare she’s assembled isn’t exactly good odds.” 

Everyone else nodded in silent agreement, and from the looks tattooed on their faces and the mood loitering in the air like a storm cloud, I could tell they’d pretty much given up. A handful of empty bourbon bottles scattered around the floor told me they’d probably also had a few too many drinks. It was hard to fault them. Things sure as hell seemed hopeless, and at the moment, crawling into the bottom of a bottle and riding out the apocalypse seemed like a pretty decent plan.

“Hey, we’ve come too far to give up now,” I said, pulling every eye toward me. 

“Does that mean the Lady Wyrd had a plan?” Ferraro asked, hopeful.

I grimaced and shook my head. “Not so much. Hate to say it, but apparently the future is as uncertain to her as it is to the rest of us. But she did give me something else.” I raised my right hand, palm out, and conjured the golden light—effortlessly slicing through the fabric of reality and conjuring a portal just outside the barn. Early Colorado sunshine streamed in for a beat, along with a gust of cool air, before I cut the weaves and dismissed the angelic construct.

Sullivan whistled through his teeth appraisingly. “Good God, old boy, and just what the hell is that?” Sullivan asked, eyes squinted as he studied the golden light filling my palm.

“The power of the Seventh Seal, is what.”

There was an audible gasp as though I’d managed to suck all the air out of the room with the pronouncement.

Slowly I explained to them what little information Lady Fate had passed on to me. That the Third Seal, Famine, was in play and currently residing in the body of Achak Kinslayer, the Wendigo. That piece of info hit Winona like a bomb blast, and she folded in on herself, curling her frail-looking human shoulders into a ball. I felt like an asshole for spilling the news, but it had to be done. I explained Gal’s absence—back to the future to keep the Creation Seal safe—though I conveniently left out Lady Fate’s cryptic remarks that I might accidently destroy all of humanity. 

Figured that wouldn’t play well with the arch-mage, who still didn’t entirely trust me. 

When I told them about the Gate Seal, the tension in the room seemed to melt away. I could see hope burning in their eyes for the first time in a long time. This was the answer to all our problems. Sure, we still had to face down some of the nastiest monsters in Outworld, but at least now we could slip through the back door instead of trying to storm the gates. That glimmer of optimism lasted right until I explained that the Morrigan had put preventative measures in place specifically to keep us from just teleporting in and kicking over her diabolic sandcastle. 

“Well that’s it then,” Levi said. “Right back to square one.” 

“Not exactly,” I said before everyone could spiral down into a pit of utter despair. “While I was under the knife, getting the ol’ Gate Seal installed beneath the hood, I had a chance to catch up with Cassius. Now, Lady Wyrd may not have had a plan, but he did. It’s a long shot, but it could work. All depends on you, though, Arch-Mage.” I fixed her firmly in my sights.

“I’m listening,” she said, though she seemed extremely unamused. 

“We need access to the Guild’s Vault.” 

Another audible hiss. Boy, sure was racking up a lot of those today. 

“Out of the question,” she shot back, crossing her arms. “The artifacts in that Vault are beyond dangerous. And even if I consented, the only access point is the Cubiculi ex Ostia in Moorchester, which is firmly under the control of the New Wave. There’s no way we could even get access to—”

“We sure as hell could,” I said, cutting her off. “This Gate Seal might not get us into the Morrigan’s party, and maybe we can’t access the Vault directly since it’s warded to the gills and I’ve never been inside before, but it can absolutely get us deep into Moorchester. And from there, I have no doubt that you”—I jabbed a finger at her—“can get us through the Chamber of Doors and into the Vault.” 

She glowered at me, forehead scrunching, the cogs in her head spinning like mad. “Let’s say you’re right,” she finally conceded. “Even if this mad scheme of yours got us to the Vault—which it might not—how would that help us stop whatever the Morrigan is planning?” 

“Could be I’m wrong, but my buddy Cassius seems to think you have a traveling mirror stashed away inside the ol’ reliquary.” 

Sullivan snorted and threw his hands up. “A traveling mirror? That’s your big reveal? You want us to risk everything on an object that is a proven myth?” 

“Not a myth,” I said, eyeing Borgstorm, searching for a tell. “Cassius says they’re real—apparently, they use an Undine principle called twinning to link reflective surfaces.” 

“He’s wrong,” Sullivan said flatly. “Tell him, Arch-Mage...” 

Except she didn’t tell me. 

I could read it plain on her face. I’d hit pay dirt. 

She sniffed and absently smoothed out the folds of her robes. “He isn’t entirely wrong,” she said after a beat. “The Guild may have launched a disinformation campaign back in the late 1700s to discredit the idea of traveling mirrors. We wanted to suppress the reality of their existence. The art of their construction has been lost to the pages of history and most of the mirrors destroyed. All save one.” 

“Wait, I’m sorry,” Sullivan said, sounding flabbergasted. “You’re saying he’s right? Why wasn’t I told? I’ve been the Lieutenant Commander of the Fist for fifty years!” 

“It was need to know,” she replied coolly, “and you didn’t.”  

“See, it sure sucks a bag full of ass when they keep stuff from you, huh?” I goaded, trying not to sound too smug. A little smug, sure, but I didn’t want to be petty. 

“The mirrors are dangerous, Sullivan,” the arch-mage continued. “We captured the last one just before you joined the Guild. May of 1909, this was. The Traveling Mirror of Mary. We worked to destroy it, but whatever constructs the countess used in its construction were beyond our ability, so it was stored in the Vault.” 

“Whoa now. Let’s slow down a sec,” I said, raising my hands. “The Traveling Mirror of Mary? Are we talking Mary, Mary here? Like Bloody Mary?” 

“Just so,” the arch-mage replied. “Countess Elizabeth Bathory Nadasdy was what the Guild classified as a Mirror Witch. It’s a complicated story, but the long and short of it is that she would use a relic known as a traveling mirror to step through dimensions and attack those who summoned her, savaging them and stealing their Vim to perpetuate her youth indefinitely. A grisly affair, which led to the Bloody Mary of myth and legend. Obviously, the Guild hunted her down and executed her for her crimes. The mirror, however, disappeared for nearly a hundred years, before finally turning up in Austria—and in the hands of a rogue mage, using it for the same purposes as the original countess.” 

“And just so that I’m on the same page, you’re saying we could use this mirror to get inside another mirror within the Morrigan’s compound?” Ferraro asked, excitement buzzing beneath her words. “Are you sure she even has mirrors?” 

“Any mirrored surface will work,” the arch-mage said. 

“Well shit,” I replied, “sixty percent of the place is glass or mirrored stone.”

“So this is our ticket in?” Ferraro asked again. 

“If we could get to Vault then, in theory, yes,” Borgstorm said. “Traveling mirrors can’t be blocked or warded against, which is why we suppressed them so vigorously.” 

“But if this is Mary’s Mirror we’re talking about,” Sullivan said, already pacing back and forth through the narrow confines of the bunker, “then we’d still need someone to summon us from inside the premises.” He fell silent and turned his gaze on Levi. “If you really can smuggle yourself into the party, old boy, we might just have a chance at putting a stop to this thing yet.”

Levi was quiet for a moment, mulling it over. “Won’t be easy, but I can get it done. And it’s not like we have many options.”

Sullivan rubbed his hands together. “Well, well, well, sounds like we might be back in business after all.”

“Yep,” I said, brushing past Levi and into the armory. My storehouse might not have held a candle to the goodies the Guild held within the Vault, but I had some other nasty little surprises stashed away—including a full reloading station, enough ammo to stage a small-scale war, and just about every gun imaginable. “Let’s get suited up—we don’t have a second to waste...”
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Moorchester
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IT WAS TWILIGHT—LESS than six hours until the Morrigan completed her ritual—when we stepped through the portal from the Farm and into a gloomy graveyard inside Moorchester. Slabs of granite poked up from the green earth all around us like blunt stone teeth. Against all odds, we’d managed to make the five-thousand-mile trek in the span of an eyeblink. I could sure as hell get used to traveling “in the manner of angels” as the Wyrd put it. No more hoofing it through the Hub, fighting with manic taxi drivers, or contending with gateway locations. It was a dream come true. 

The sky was gray, thick with cloud cover, though the dipping sun did cast faint traces of pink and purple across quaint houses of cobblestone. The others had come through first and were already crouched behind the grave markers of those who had perished in service to the Guild of the Staff. A glance around showed there were more than a few new tombstones, the ground freshly turned, brown where the grass hadn’t grown back in yet. I idly wondered if one of those plots belonged to Black Jack—a man I’d considered to be a mentor, only to find out he’d been working with the Morrigan the whole time. 

Undermining all of my efforts like the world-class asshole he turned out to be. 

The fresh graves weren’t the only changes, either. Not so long ago, Moorchester had been a quaint, beautiful little hamlet, owned entirely by the Guild. A place tucked safely away from the eyes of broader humanity, where mages and monsters from across Outworld could exist out in the open without fear of discovery. Quaint, quiet, and pastoral—the kind of hidden gem marketing companies slapped on the front of English postcards. Greetings from Rural Moorchester!

Not so much these days. 

Apparently, the New Wave didn’t have two shits to give about tradition or history. The fact that I’d been advocating to modernize for years was a bitter irony. If that lying dickhead Black Jack could be believed, a lot of these changes were because of me. Before I’d killed him during my battle with Ong, he’d told me in no uncertain terms that many of the junior mages—mages who now fleshed out the ranks of the New Wave—had been big fans of mine. Even if the Senior Council hadn’t been listening to me, the others had, and these changes were at least partly my doing. 

Ahead, a row of razor-edged C-Wire ran along the top of the ancient graveyard retaining wall. The cobblestone houses and shops, with their thick glass and wood-slated roofs, had been mostly left untouched, but new metal-sided Quonset huts had been erected where grassy fields and unobstructed views had been before. There were checkpoints and guard shacks, silhouetted in the fading light, and not far off was a fenced-in motor pool with rows of neatly parked military vehicles. Armored Humvees, 7-ton troop haulers with their oversized wheels, sporty matte green Jeeps. They even had an enormous tan MRAP—mine-resistant, ambush protected vehicle—which EOD techs used when responding to bomb threats. 

The New Wave might have been a bunch of malicious douche noodles planning a supernatural coup to help subjugate humanity, but damn did they have excellent taste. 

I dropped into a crouch as the hum of an engine caught my ear and twin amber headlights cut through the encroaching dark like a knife. The dirt road running in front of the graveyard had been widened and paved, now large enough to accommodate the Humvee that cruised by, quickly disappearing around a bend in the road.

“You couldn’t have gotten us any closer?” the arch-mage asked in a whisper, her tone cool and judgmental. Or maybe that was just the way she always sounded. Hard to tell with her. “We’re nearly two miles from the Chamber of Doors. And trying to cover that distance without sounding an alarm is going to be no easy task.” 

“Hey, two miles is a helluva lot better than five thousand,” I shot back with a scowl. “Besides, cut me a break, huh? I’m a rookie with this thing—Gal told me it would be more like a claymore mine than a sniper rifle.”

“Well, I’m just grateful we got in at all,” Darlene said, scooting up beside us. She was wearing a pair of black BDU bottoms, combat boots, and a black tactical flak jacket that she’d picked up from my armory. She refused to carry a gun, but she had a collapsible baton hanging from one hip and a can of pepper spray at the other. Honestly, she was a terrible field agent and about as intimidating as a Maltese in a spiked collar, but we needed every edge we could get. Plus, she knew Moorchester better than just about anyone—especially since she was still able to access the New Wave’s computer system.

“Honestly,” Sullivan muttered over one shoulder, “we’re probably lucky we landed here instead of inside one of those Quonset huts. Could’ve been much worse.” 

“You’re not wrong,” Ferraro said, “but we still need to figure out what our plan here is.” Her lips pursed into a thin line as she scanned the roadway for any more incoming vehicles. “They have some serious security protocols in place.”

“And that’s just the human measures,” Sullivan muttered. “Can’t forget about the Gwyllgi.” 

I shuddered and absently ran my fingers along my left forearm—still tattered with the scars from the last time I’d tangled with the shade-walking doom-wargs who called Moorchester home.  

“No one’s forgetting about the Gwyllgi,” I said. “And sitting around here, twiddling our thumbs, ain’t gonna help. Now let’s move and pray that no one sees us.” 

“But what if they do?” Ferraro asked, brow furrowing. 

“We try to take ’em out without sounding an alarm. And no pulling punches.” I glanced at the last member of our expedition, Winona. We’d left Chris behind to tend to Greg, and Levi was thousands of miles away, trying to slip into the Morrigan’s party through the front door, which meant the bigfoot was our tank. She could hit like a wrecking ball, move like a Ferrari, and was as vicious as a rabid bear when you backed her into a corner. But the People were, by nature, peaceful and avoided harming others unless there was truly no other choice.

“I will do my duty,” she said solemnly. “It is the fate of all the world we fight for, no sacrifice is too big.” 

“Good answer, kid,” I replied. 

We stole forward through the graveyard on silent feet, keeping low to avoid any potential eyes. We made it all the way to the stone retaining wall before our plans fell apart, because of course they did. Sirens rang out, their cries sharp and angry, while search lights blazed to life. I froze as Quonset hut doors flew open and thugs, wearing their own tactical gear, poured out, shouting frantic instructions to each other. Calls of “spread out,” “find them,” and “hostiles on the premises,” added their noise to the squawking klaxons.

“Oh no,” Darlene said, “what do we do now?” 

My mind whirled, racing through options in the space of a heartbeat. We had two miles to cover and everyone was actively looking for us, but if we could get to the Chamber of Doors, we’d be safe. There was no way we were going to cover two miles without getting caught, and in a way that simplified things. If the stealth option was out anyway, might as well go big, guns blazing. 

“New plan,” I said. “Chaos is my jam. Just follow my lead and get ready to move your asses.” 

I stood, drawing in a torrent of power, letting Vis and Nox flood my body and reinforce my muscles with strength and life and purpose. I extended a hand and unleashed a construct, equal parts force and earth, blasting through the stone retaining wall and the razor wire barring our path. Without giving any further explanation, I took off at a sprint, tearing across the road and through the grass, beelining for the motor pool. The motor pool was enclosed by a chain-link fence with spools of barbed wire strung across the top, and there was only one entry point, presided over by a concrete guard hut big enough to hold two men. 

I charged the fence and conjured purple flame, carving through the flimsy wire with a band of violet energy as thick as my wrist. The fence never stood a chance. Wire melted to slag on contact, leaving a gap big enough for even Winona to easily slip through. The drawback was that I’d basically just lit a flare that even a blind squirrel could see from a mile off. 

“You’re going to bring every single mage in Moorchester down on our heads!” the arch-mage yelled, her robes swishing as she fought to keep up with me. 

She was right. Already I could hear the braying of hounds closing in on our position. 

“Yep. Better get ready to sling some magic,” I yelled back over one shoulder as my feet hit the freshly laid asphalt. 

Off to the left, the guard hut doors burst open and a pair of lookouts wearing black Kevlar and carrying M4s rushed out.

“Stop where you are!” They raised their rifles to the ready.

“On it,” Sullivan said, wheeling in place and conjuring a shimmering shield seconds before muzzle flashes lit up the night. Rounds ricocheted off Sullivan’s summoned barrier with flares of electric blue light, and before they could do jack shit else, Sullivan let loose a column of silvered force and swatted the pair of diabolic shitheads away. They flipped through the air like a pair of rag dolls, slamming into the chain-link fence, then crumpling into motionless heaps. 

“If I didn’t know any better,” Sullivan shouted, already catching up, “I’d say those two weren’t mages.” 

“Makes sense,” I shouted as we tore past a Humvee, then hooked a right, cutting between a pair of 7-tons before finally stopping in front of the bulky MRAP. The vehicle was a thing of beauty. Covered in tan armor and bulletproof glass, the MRAP looked like the bastard child of a Humvee and an Amphibious Assault Vehicle. As far as I was concerned, this was a first-class ticket right to the Chamber of Doors. 

“How does that make any sense?” the arch-mage asked as I threw the door open. 

“It’s not like the Guild was ever spoiled for recruits,” I said, clambering into the cab, “and with the whole Civil War thing going on, I’m guessing their numbers aren’t so hot. Better than ours, sure, but I’m betting they aren’t bursting at the seams with Junior Mages. But look at all these buildings. No way do they have that many new recruits. Which means these buildings are holding Rubes. Probably some kinda black-ops group. I wouldn’t put it past the Morrigan to cut a deal like that.” 

“But the Morrigan hates humanity,” Darlene said. “I thought that was the whole point of her coup.” 

“Yeah, but she’s a pragmatist like me,” I replied. “She might hate humanity, but she would have no problem hiring a bunch of Rubes to act as cannon fodder—especially since she’ll likely need all the magical muscle she can get her hands on for her ritual tonight. Could be the New Wave only has a ghost crew hanging around here at the moment. Ferraro,” I said, shooting a glance at the FBI agent, “can you handle this beast?” 

“Sure as hell can.” She pushed past the arch-mage and hopped into the driver’s seat. “It’s not so different than what I used to drive back in Iraq. The MRAPs were just coming out when we were leaving country.” Aside from being an utterly badass federal agent, Ferraro was also a former Marine—a logistics officer who’d served on a West Pack with the fifteenth MEU. She’d run a truck company during OIF and had a pair of combat tours over in the sandbox. 

“Surely, we can’t just take this,” the arch-mage said. “I’m certain they aren’t stupid enough to just leave the keys in the ignition.” 

Ferraro and I shared a quick look and a smile. 

“Sure they don’t, Arch-Mage,” I said. “Maybe we can look for some blinker fluid while we’re searching for ’em.” 

Ferraro snorted. “Military vehicles don’t have keys,” she explained at the arch-mage’s obvious confusion. She pressed a button and the engine roared to life.

I slipped up into the steel-encased turret positioned on top of the cab. I felt like laughing when I spotted the .50 Cal sitting in the cradle, a box of ammo perched off to the side. Now that was just lazy. There was nothing you could do about the vehicles not having keys, but leaving heavy machine guns just lying around instead of returning them to the armory? Now that was the kind of thing that got people court-martialed for. I was more than happy to exploit their laziness, though.  

“Darlene,” I called down, “you’re in the cab next to Ferraro. You’re our navigator. Sullivan, up here in the turret with me. Arch-Mage, I want you in the back of the carrier. There should be a firing port near the back. You’ve got our six. Winona.” I shot a look at the bigfoot in her frail-looking human form. That was an illusion, I reminded myself. Although she might’ve looked fragile, she was anything but. “Can you keep up with this thing on foot?” 

“Does the wind struggle to outfly the tortoise?” she asked.

“Weird saying,” I replied, squinting, “but I’m picking up what you’re laying down. How’s about you toss up a glamour, pace us, and make sure nothing hits our flanks.” 

“As you say.” There was a shimmer of violet magic and the woman vanished in a swirl of power. Those Sasquatch folk might not be able to throw around fireballs, but their own brand of magic was damned potent. And Winona was scary good at it.

“Head on a swivel,” Ferraro yelled down from in the cab. “We’ve got incoming!” 

Sure enough, a patrol of guards, all decked out in combat gear, was rushing past the guardhouse, M4s and AKs at the ready. But they weren’t our only visitors. Nope. Slipping through the mangled fence surrounding the motor pool was a pack of humanoid creatures in tattered outfits hanging from sickly frames. There were ten of ’em, black veins standing out even through their skin. They moved on all fours, their arms too long and spidery thin. Fleshy tube-tongues waggled from between oversized jaws. 

“Those are the things that ambushed us back at the safe house,” Ferraro called up. 

“Strigoi,” Sullivan said from beside me. “Hatchlings. Which means there’s probably an Overlord lurking around here someplace.” 

“Better haul ass then,” I shouted down into the cab while simultaneously feeding the ammo belt into the .50 Cal feed tray.
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Car Chase Chaos
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FERRARO WASTED NO TIME in putting pedal to the metal. The armored vehicle lurched forward with a roar. 

“You take care of the human thugs,” I yelled at Sullivan to be heard over the deep rumble of the MRAP’s engine. “Let’s see how a bunch of baby Vamps deal with some modern-day firepower.” 

“Just don’t miss, eh old boy,” he said with a grin. He sounded excited. 

Even though this was a clusterfuck of epic proportions, Sullivan was a veteran of a thousand battles, and he’d gone head-to-head with some of the worst monsters the supernatural world had to offer—this battle probably wouldn’t even make it into his top ten most interesting missions. He repositioned his body so he had a clear line of fire on the encroaching mercenaries and unloaded with a barrage of force lances and ball lightning, bowling the mercs from their feet. Assault rifles barked in response, but he dissolved the incoming rounds with a flick of his wrist and a casual friction shield. 

I put him and the mercs out of mind, racking the charging handle back, chambering the first round, then sighting in on the hatchlings scampering toward us like plague rats. Ferraro was playing chicken with them, driving straight toward ’em like a woman with no fear, but they didn’t seem inclined to back down. But then, from everything I’d ever heard about Strigoi Hatchlings, they would be too damned dumb to know any better. They were creatures of hunger and death, driven by rage and the need to feed. They had no higher impulse. 

I squeezed the dual triggers and the machine gun bucked and screamed, its muzzle flashes blindingly bright. Bullets chewed into the dirt, sending up plumes of debris, and I quickly walked the barrel up a hair. The Hatchlings didn’t even flinch, not even when the enormous rounds landed with devastating results. Body parts vanished in chunks of meat and a mist of dark gore. These things may have been fast and strong, but they weren’t bulletproof—not by a long shot. They didn’t stop, though. Even without legs, several of the creatures continued to crawl toward us, pulling themselves along the ground with lanky arms, no concern for the fact that they were basically torsos. 

Head shots ended them, though, and for those who somehow survived the initial onslaught of rounds, the enormous wheels of the MRAP finished the job. The truck barely even jostled beneath me as Ferraro drove them down, leaving bloody smears in our wake. 

The vehicle plowed through the hole in the fence I’d made while coming in, and a hard left brought us onto the newly paved road, which ran through the sleepy village. Though not so sleepy at the moment. I glanced back and saw more mercs had piled into Humvees and hard-topped Jeeps and were rolling our way in a wash of headlights and shouts of chaos and commotion. The engine growled and the tires screeched as Ferraro turned hard right, hooking past a small copse of trees. We zipped past a squat building made of worn brick and stone with a massive sign that read The Twisted Oak. 

I’d had a hundred beers in there and that was also the same place I’d met Darlene. Right after the Guild had tried me for treason. Fun times. 

More of the Strigoi Hatchlings poured out from in between the quiet, old-world buildings, frantically trying to clog the roadway and overwhelm our vehicle. Nothing short of a tank was going to slow down the MRAP, however, and I still had more than enough rounds left in the Ma Deuce. Fire and fury filled the night; brass shell casings rained down in a stream as the weapon chewed through the ammo belt. Heads exploded and bodies blew apart, lanky, vein-covered limbs somersaulting away. 

Something hit the hood with a thud followed by the sound of claws scrambling over steel. I turned and found myself face-to-face with one of the nasty vampire bastards—its long rubbery tongue stretched toward me, hungry for a meal. More of the shitheads were airborne, leaping from the rooftops lining the roadway. My hand shot out with a will of its own, latching onto the fleshy tube before its spike teeth could open my carotid. With a snarl, I pulled free my K-Bar and slammed it hilt deep into the creature’s temple. It let out a gargled screech, eyes rolling back into its head. I let the knife go, releasing its tongue, and blasted it with a javelin of flame. 

Its blazing form toppled, the stench of burning meat tickling my nostrils. 

No time to celebrate. There were half a dozen more of the Hatchlings darting along the sides of the vehicle like overgrown leeches. Sullivan was leaning outside the turret, clinging on to a steel handhold while he swept the creatures off with waves of flame. In front of us, Hatchlings from the street were skittering onto the hood, even while others fell beneath the churning MRAP wheels, turned into reeking vampiric meat paste. I blasted three more of the long-tongued freaks from the hood with a burst of fire, but we were getting swamped. 

I stuck my head into the turret. “We need to get away from the main roads,” I shouted. “They’re coming at us from the rooftops. Get us out into the country where we can open up some distance.” 

“We’re on it,” Darlene chirped. She had a printed-out map of the compound unfolded on her lap. “Hook a right, just past that next house, then drive north and east.” 

Ferraro applied the air brake with a hiss and spun the wheel, piloting us through a narrow space between two stone-sided houses, bulldozing a picket fence in the process. The MRAP jostled wildly as we hit grass, and Ferraro punched it again. We lurched up the side of the hill, engine groaning from the effort. James was still dealing with the few hangers-on clinging to the vehicle, but without the buildings to slow us down, these things weren’t fast enough to compete. 

Unfortunately, we’d only replaced one set of enemies for another. 

Two actually. 

“We’ve got a pack of Gwyllgi closing in on the right!” Sullivan shouted, swatting off the last Hatchling with a simple force blast that sent the creature tumbling into the night. 

Appearing out of nowhere like malevolent shadows were Moorchester’s resident shadow hounds. Trained, supernatural attack dogs that roamed the premises, constantly on the hunt for interlopers. Although they looked a bit like wolves, they were damn near the size of male lions. Pitch-black skin the texture of wet tar covered ropy muscle and sinew. Flickering shadow—emitting a faint, spectral blue light—rose from their backs like steam, wavering and dancing as they ran. Coarse ebony hair bordered their ass-ugly faces, reinforcing the image of supernatural big cats. 

“Looks like those mercenary boys finally caught our scent as well.” Sullivan hooked a thumb toward a trio of Humvees tearing ass across the grassy hills, quickly closing on us. 

The MRAP was a powerhouse, but it weighed fifteen tons, and that was without all of the added steel plating or the two-inch-thick bulletproof glass. It wasn’t built for raw speed, and the Humvees would catch us in time. As for the Gwyllgi, they ran like cheetahs strung out on meth, so there was no conceivable way we could outpace them. Worse, they could phase through solid walls. I’d tangled with them the last time I’d been in Moorchester, and I’d damn near lost an arm for my trouble. If one of those things managed to get inside the MRAP cab it would be a slaughter. 

“Hang on,” I said, swiveling the turret until the barrel of the .50 Cal was tracking on the incoming Humvees. “Handle the Wargs, I’ll deal with these dick baskets.” 

I squeezed the trigger again, the rat-tat-tat deafening as rounds slammed into the engine block of the lead vehicle. Most of those vehicles had armored doors and undercarriages, meant to protect against IED blasts, but the hoods were carbon fiber and light enough that mechanics could easily run routine maintenance. The heavy-duty rounds punched through with ease, and plumes of choking smoke wafted up as the vehicle sputtered and died. I swiveled again, unloading the remaining rounds into the next vehicle. This time, though, a shimmering blue dome burst into existence, deflecting the incoming bullets. 

Well shit. That meant at least one of those Humvees had a mage on board. 

But I wasn’t too worried—pound for pound, there wasn’t a human mage on the planet that had my raw strength. Sure, I wanted to conserve my energy for the fight against the Morrigan, but I would do what needed doing. I thrust one hand out, the weaves for a lance of earth forming on my fingertips—

Before I could cast my working, a forest of obsidian spikes erupted from the ground, jutting up at an angle like a wall of pikes. One of the two remaining Humvees swerved, narrowly avoiding the earthen spikes, but the other plowed head-on into the barrier of rock. Lances of earth shredded the front tires and impaled the vehicle like a marshmallow on a stick. That had to be the arch-mage’s work. Two down, one to go. A bolt of sizzling red power streaked through the dark and slammed into the side of our MRAP, rocking us to the side. Instead of dissipating, the tendrils of red power crawled across the siding, eating holes in the metal. 

Check, the rogue mage was in the last vehicle.

I glanced left—Sullivan was busy hurling spits of ice at the Gwyllgi, keeping the pack at bay, which meant the mage was my problem to deal with. Taking a page out of the arch-mage’s book, I reached into the earth and conjured a forest of spikes directly in front of the Humvee. But a wave of raw, silvered force smashed through my hasty construct like a crowbar before they could damage the vehicle. Another bolt of red energy streaked directly at me, but I swatted it down with a blue force shield, then offered a return javelin of fire. 

The enemy spell-slinger, hiding behind thick steel armor, responded with a shield. Standard move. Which I’d been counting on. I’d reinforced my construct with bands of toxic, purple Nox. The otherworldly power of un-life blasted through the frail protective dome and washed over the side of the Humvee, setting the hood on fire, though failing to stop the vehicle outright. What can I say, Humvees are tough sons of bitches, custom made to sustain a helluva lot of damage and keep on trucking. 

There was a flash of violet just out of the corner of my eye. 

Winona appeared in a glimmer, pacing the Humvee then rudely slamming into it with her shoulder. The Humvee swerved drunkenly. I unleashed a wave of silver fog, tendrils of my power swooping beneath the vehicle. I clenched my fist and the fog responded to my will, jerking upward, flipping the Humvee into the air. It crashed-landed with a groan, wheels skyward, spinning madly. Winona offered me a smile and a wave, then vanished again in a wink of magic. 

“I see it!” Ferraro called from below as we crested a slight rise. “We’re almost there.” 

Dead ahead was a rectangular structure of ancient brick and stone standing among a thicket of trees. The place was completely windowless, with gray marble pillars marching across the front like soldiers standing in formation. If you didn’t know any better, you might think it was a family mausoleum, and you’d be partially right, since it had served that purpose a thousand years ago. The building, like most buildings in Moorchester, had been repurposed. Now the eerie crypt served as the Cubiculi ex Ostia. The Chamber of Doors. One of the Guild’s greatest secrets. 

Buried deep inside, heavily guarded and in a fortified pocket dimension, was the Guild Vault—the repository for all the dangerous weapons the Guild had accumulated over the years. But that wasn’t its only purpose. Nope. If you knew how to navigate the Chamber, you could effectively find a Way—an interdimensional portal—to just about any-damn-where you could possibly need to go. Even inside the Guild, the Chamber’s existence, and its abilities, weren’t widely known. Hell, even those in the know avoided the Cubiculi ex Ostia unless great need dictated otherwise. 

Navigating the Chamber was tricky. Dangerous. 

True, you could use the Chamber to travel anywhere—Inworld or Out—but if you didn’t know your shit, you could just as easily end up wandering aimlessly in the void space between the worlds. Well, you’d wander aimlessly until one of the eldritch beings lurking in the ether turned you into meat paste and used your remains as floss. And, even if you avoided that unfortunate fate, you still might find yourself in some backwater stretch of Outworld: 

An endless ocean filled with unseen horrors. 

Or a realm bursting with toxic gas that’d choke the life from your body. 

Or maybe one of the circles of Gehenna, where the air burned with sulfurous hellfire hot enough to boil the blood in your veins.

The Chamber was bad news bears, and it was also our only hope. 

“The Gwyllgi are falling back!” Sullivan hollered, sounding both pleased and slightly mystified at the turn of events. Sure enough, the creatures had stopped pursuing us, even though they continued to watch our escape with electric blue eyes filled with absolute malice. 

Just as I felt like celebrating, something smashed into the side of the MRAP and the world reeled and inverted. Air rushed past me as my feet went up and my head angled toward the ground. There was a screech of fiberglass ripping apart, the clang of metal, and the sound of screams. Using the Vis pumping through my body, I wove a complex construct of air and water, infused with the strength and suppleness of willow.

A shimmering dome of shifting green—emerald to pine to jade, and back again—encompassed me in a tight globe. Seconds later, I slammed into one of the pillars out front of the repurposed mausoleum. Thankfully, my shield was elastic, absorbing the force of the impact while exerting a steady pressure on me, pushing at me, saving me from a broken back or a smashed skull. I landed in a huff of exhaled air, the bubble finally dissipating. The construct had saved me from any serious damage, but it still felt like someone had worked me over with a tube sock filled with doorknobs.

I pushed myself up on my hands and shook my head, trying to get my bearings.  

The MRAP was on one side and the other looked like it had been T-boned by a friggin’ freight train. Just what in the hell had hit us? I hadn’t sensed a lick of power, which meant it probably wasn’t the mage from the Humvee—best guess, all that damage had been done by raw physical force. But what in the hell could hit like that? Winona was as strong as a raging bull and not even she could pack a wallop to rival that. 

Sullivan had also been knocked free from the turret, but he was already up and moving around, though looking dazed as hell. I gained my feet, stealing furtive glances all around, and made for the downed vehicle. Winona beat me to it, appearing in a cloud of purple smoke as she lightly leapt onto the vehicle and pried the door open. 

“Winona, any idea what in the hell just happened?” 

“That would be me,” came a voice from behind me. 

I spun on my heels, hand darting to my pistol. 

Standing not fifteen feet away with hands folded behind his back like he didn’t have a care in the world, was a Middle Eastern man with a swath of jet-black hair and a large scar running down his cheek and onto his neck. He was short, just a hair over five foot, but he had the presence of a giant. He wore an expensive looking suit, steel gray, and a silky black shirt that complemented his hair. 

“That is the man who attacked us back at the safe house,” Winona said, her voice tight, a hint of panic lingering under the words.

Akiya of Assyria. One of the five. An Overlord.
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Overlord

[image: image]


“WINONA,” I SAID, NEVER taking my eyes off the newcomer. “Get everyone into the Chamber. I’ll deal with this clown.” 

“Bold words, coming from—” the Overlord started to say. 

I didn’t let him finish. 

I called up a geyser of flame to rival Ol’ Faithful from beneath his feet. I wasn’t in the mood for bad villain monologuing. Especially not from the assbag that had sliced Greg up and left him for dead. The fire was hot enough to melt steel given a little time, but a second later a form emerged from the flames, suit gone—burned to ash. The dude stepped forward, butt ass naked, and not fazed in the least. A smirk played across his lips, his red eyes glinting. He was confident, I could give him that much.

“As I was saying—”

Nope. Still not falling for the monologue. 

I hit him again, this time conjuring a web of golden light, equal parts fire, air, and spirit. The construct wrapped around him like a net and burned with the power of a falling star, and the golden lines of energy flared as I pumped more and more power into the construct. The Strigoi howled in agony as the lines of raw Vis bit into skin and chewed through the muscle beneath. Good. I had no patience for people who hurt my friends, and this guy was about as bad as they came. I threw all of my will into the working, but some equal and opposite force hit back like a sledgehammer. 

Suddenly, it felt like I was trying to push an enormous boulder up the side of Mount Everest. An indomitable will strained against me, prying my construct apart at the seams, and it was all I could do to hold my magic together. I reached for more power, drawing deeply on the Nox flowing through my soul, but sweat ran down my face and into my eyes and my limbs struggled under the effort. Holy crap, but this guy was strong. Still, I had the power of two demons at my disposal, not to mention the mantle of an angelic being and the raw determination of an angry Marine. 

In an instant the battle shifted. 

My golden net of inferno power imploded in a cloud of white smoke and a railroad spike of pain stabbed me in the guts. 

I dropped to my knees, fingers clutching at my stomach, my power momentarily forgotten. Something stepped out of the bank of white smoke—something that wasn’t even remotely human. A creature with faded gray skin, riddled with black veins. Stunted wings, with spikes protruding from the end, jutted from its shoulder blades. Deep-set crimson eyes regarded me from above something that was less mouth and more army of curling tentacles, like some kind of Cthulhu reject. Large bat ears, curling horns, and raven-black talons completed the look.

This thing was a Vampire Lord in all its infernal glory. 

It stalked toward me—a lion leisurely closing in to kill wounded prey—and I felt a mental weight bear down on me like a foot on the windpipe. Psychic fingers pried into my mind and soul, and it was everything I could do to keep this thing from cracking open my brain like an egg. 

“Your power is nothing to me, mortal,” the creature sneered, the psychic force of his presence increasing until it was nearly unbearable. “Even with the power of angels at your back, you are a pale imitation of true power.” 

I wanted to shoot back a snappy retort, but I couldn’t move a muscle, and staying conscious at this point was a chore. 

He took another step, less than ten feet now, when an orb of blue-white lightning sideswiped the Overlord from the left. Sullivan. The construct rocked the vampire to one side, though somehow he managed to keep his feet. Before he could respond, a bolt of green goop smashed into the staggered Overlord from the opposite side, quickly congealing and morphing into a soupy mush which further hardened into a blob of lime-colored Jell-O. Darlene. She might not have been one of the best field agents the Guild had at its disposal, but when push came to shove, she was willing to fight. 

Sullivan appeared on my left, stepping out from behind a glamour, and Darlene appeared on my right, her palms outthrust, her jaw clenched. The arch-mage was the last to arrive, banishing the impressive glamour with a wave of her hand. She looked a little worse for the wear, a deep cut running across her forehead, blood coating one cheek like war paint. Had to say, she looked far less like the stuffy bureaucrat I’d always imagined her to be and more like some mystical war goddess come to life.

She positioned herself directly in front of me, shoulders square, feet planted wide.

“You caught me unprepared at the safe house, Akiya,” she said. She spoke his name with familiarity—these two had some history. “But not this time.” She began to chant, hands moving through a series of complex movements, fingers flashing and curling as she called on massive streams of earth and air and fire, weaving them together in a tapestry of power a thousand times more complex than anything I could manage, even with the help of Azazel. The arch-mage wasn’t even near my raw power level, but her finesse and control was out of this world. 

The Overlord hissed and struggled to free himself from Darlene’s quick-drying goo. “I’ll find you again, Lacey,” he growled, beady red eyes boring into the arch-mage. “You couldn’t stop me then and you won’t stop me now.” 

“Perhaps,” she replied coolly, hands still flowing through their practiced motions, “but then I don’t need to stop you—just stall you.” She offered him a feral smile and slammed her palms together. A peal of thunder rang out like a church bell, and spectral silver chains of power exploded from the ground, wrapping themselves around his arms and legs. Entwining his body. Gripping at his throat. She sagged visibly from the effort and Sullivan was suddenly by her side. He slipped beneath her arm and helped steady her. 

“I’ll be fine,” she grunted, shaking her head. “But we should hurry. That”—she nodded toward the silvery chains—“will buy us a minute at most. Hopefully long enough to get through the doors. Winona, please get Mage Lazarus into the vault.”

The bigfoot appeared beside me, Ferraro already slung over one shoulder. My throat constricted and for a beat I saw Greg, sprawled out on the floor with his guts hanging out. A thousand worst-case scenarios sprinted through my head. What if she was dead? Or permanently injured? This was exactly what I’d been worried about. Ferraro was a capable woman and a badass without equal, but she was also human, trading blows with things that were so far outside her weight class that she didn’t even move the needle on the scale. She was a mouse fighting a tiger, and for a second, I was sure that things had finally caught up with her. 

But then she stirred. Out cold, but alive. I let out a ragged breath I hadn’t even been aware I was holding.

“She is fine,” Winona assured me as she scooped me up in her other arm and slung me over her other shoulder like a misbehaving toddler. It was humiliating, of course, but I also deeply appreciated the help. The Overlord’s psychic pressure wasn’t currently grinding me into the dirt under a metaphysical bootheel, but the knife-spike of pain in my stomach still hadn’t vanished. “Her vitals are strong,” Winona continued, reassuringly. “She suffered a minor head injury when the vehicle rolled.”

I felt a flash of relief and nodded in reply, unable to speak.

While the Overlord howled and fought against his conjured bindings, Sullivan and Darlene helped the arch-mage hobble toward the entrance into the Cubiculi ex Ostia. The heavy wooden doors barring our way slammed open, the sound echoing in the unnatural stillness. The Chamber hadn’t been used as a crypt in a thousand years or more, but it still held the feel of a tomb. Cold. Dank. Dark. Dead. There was a power in the air, an unseen force that rejected our intrusion into this place, as though our presence was somehow profane. Sacrilegious.

The room itself was sixty feet long, all weathered granite and ancient marble, filled with an unnatural gloom. A living murk that pressed at us, fighting to submerge us into darkness. Marble columns, like those positioned out front, lined the room on either side. The columns offered a feeble illumination to ward off the gloom—each pillar was inscribed with a single, long, looping line of text, running from the top of the column to its bottom, circling down in a tight spiral. Thirteen doors lined the left wall and thirteen more lined the right. Hulking sentinels of black obsidian with no markings, no hinges, no handles. More like polished stone than actual doorways. 

Sullivan wheeled and slammed the entryway doors shut, but that only muted the blood-curdling howl that chased us. 

“He’s almost broken through the ward,” the arch-mage said, voice trembling from strain, “and I won’t be able to pull that trick off again. Quickly now. Third door on the right.”

“Will he be able to track us into the doors?” I asked as Winona gently set me down onto my feet. 

The arch-mage paused, a thoughtful look flashing across her face. “Let us hope not,” she finally replied. “Stay close and do as I do, the tether be damned.” Without any further explanation, she ushered us toward the correct door. 

Navigating through the doors was dangerous work and getting to the Vault was the next best thing to impossible—at least it would’ve been without her help. The arch-mage went first, since she’d have to lead the way. Darlene, Winona, and Ferraro followed, while Sullivan and I went last—holding down the fort just in case that ass clown vampire Overlord came calling. 

When it was finally my turn, I pressed one hand against the featureless chunk of obsidian, spreading my fingers and conjuring a thin stream of Vis, which I fed into the night-dark slab of rock. The door quivered under my palm, began to hum and vibrate, the steady thrum of a generator kicking to life. I’d done this a handful of times before, but that didn’t banish the butterflies flailing around in the pit of my stomach like a bunch of drunken college kids. Going through the doors was a thoroughly unpleasant experience. 

The hum increased, cycling faster and faster until the noise was a high-pitched whine that vibrated in my teeth. Aside from the terrible, bone-shaking buzz, however, the door itself looked completely unchanged. Towering, black, unmarred. You couldn’t see through it, couldn’t tell what lay on the other side, but the Way was open. I wasn’t exactly sure of the why or how, but I knew each plane of existence vibrated on a certain pitch—each reality existing at a different wavelength, often overlapping. When opened, the doors vibrated at the pitch of whatever world lay beyond, and they allowed you to vibrate at the same frequency. For a time. 

A second later my hand slipped through the door, everything from the wrist down, gone. An awfully freaky sight. But even though I couldn’t see my hand, I could feel it. A cool numbness filled my fingertips with pinpricks.

I shuddered, my stomach roiling, vertigo overtaking me as I passed through the door and into a world that was as hot as the inside of an oven. I wobbled for a second, pressing my eyes shut tight, waiting for the effects of the resonance shift to pass. Traveling like this definitely wasn’t as pleasant as skipping through an angelic portal.  

I took a deep breath, steeling my nerves, and opened my eyes. We were inside a volcano, rough mountainous walls rising up around us in a jagged ring. A hundred feet or more below us was a pool of red and yellow magma, churning and burbling, ribbons of steam wafting up. We were on a four-foot-wide spit of earthen bridge that arched gracefully across the pit below. An ethereal golden cord, no thicker than a pencil and invisible to any but a mage, snaked its way across the bridge, connecting to a door, identical to the one we’d just come through, set into the rocky surface of the wall. 

The tether bound one door to the next, linked by a strand of Vis like two tin cans connected by a length of twine. The golden rule of traveling the doors was that you never left the path and never lost the tether. No matter what. Step away for even a second and that thin trail would dissipate, poof gone, never to be seen again. If you lost the tether, you lost the next door, and your ass would be indefinitely stranded. You also had to move quick, because the link fizzled and died within minutes. The arch-mage was already halfway across the bridge, but she’d stopped, her toes right on the edge of the stone walkway. 

She was peering down into the lava far below. 

“This is the first departure point,” she said, waving toward a burbling pit below. I glanced down and noticed there was a small rune etched into the rocky floor—looked a little like a tiny pair of wings, so faint you would never see it if you didn’t know to look. “The way forward is a leap of faith.” She nodded, face stony and serious, then stepped from the edge of the cliff, plummeting over the side. 

Slack-jawed, I watched her disappear into the lava, gone in a flash of light and a wave of heat. 

“What the hell?” I asked mechanically, staring down into the lava flow. You never left the path, never abandoned the tether. It was like rule number one. Oh yeah, and also not jumping into a friggin’ volcano was up there too. 

“Not as bad as it looks,” Sullivan said, bracing himself then taking the plunge. 

I tiptoed right up to the edge and licked my lips, anxious sweat beading on my face and rolling down my chest. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but neither was I wholly comfortable jumping a hundred feet into magma. This was insane. Darlene stood nearby, whimpering, her eyes as wide as teacups, her frame shaking like a leaf in a strong gale. Winona looked uncertain, eyes squinted, staring down at the slowly churning magma. She still had Ferraro slung over a shoulder and I was glad for the FBI agent that she was down for the count. This was one decision I didn’t want to make. 

A second later a screech echoed through the volcano, raising the hairs along my arms and sending a chill racing across my skin despite the heat. Oh shit, Akiya had broken free of the arch-mage’s spell and had somehow managed to track us through the first door. The sight of him on the narrow stone bridge decided Winona, who gritted her teeth, readjusted Ferraro into a cradle position, then leaped without another moment of hesitation. 

“Come on,” I yelled at Darlene. “We gotta go, and I mean yesterday.” 

She just shook her head, trembling like a leaf caught in a stiff breeze. “I can’t. This is too much. I... This is... No, no, no.”

“We don’t have a lot of options,” I said, extending my hand. “Whatever he is going to do to us will be worse than a little steam bath in a pool of molten earth.” 

“But what if we die?” she said, the words barely a whisper. 

“At least if we die, it’ll be quick,” I said, grabbing her hand in mine, then coaxing her toward the edge. “And you won’t be alone.” 

I glanced over my shoulder—Akiya was sprinting toward us, powerful, gray legs eating up the distance at an alarming speed. 

“On three!” I shouted. “One... Two...” 

I didn’t wait.

I thrust one hand out, unleashing a column of fire as thick as a telephone pole at the incoming horror while simultaneously jerking Darlene from the ledge. She shrieked, but the wind stole the words from her mouth as we plummeted. Fifteen feet... Ten feet... Five... I braced for impact, preparing for the pain that was sure to follow. Except it never came. Instead Darlene and I slammed into a lush field, willowy crimson grass cushioning our fall. The others were standing around, dusting themselves off from the tumble. Enormous red trees, easily the size of skyscrapers, rose up all around us, but the arch-mage ignored them completely. 

“This way,” she said matter-of-factly, gesturing toward a narrow dirt trail that wound its way through the sea of swaying blood grass and deeper into the impossible woods. “I doubt Akiya will follow us, but I wouldn’t put it beyond him. He is a cunning creature, and his sense of smell is impeccable. The more doors we can put between us the better off we’ll be.” 

She wheeled around, her cloak billowing out in a flourish, and conjured a simple construct of light as she forged along the path. We’d broken rule number one—we’d left the path and abandoned the tether—and I had absolutely no idea where we were, so there was nothing left to do but follow. I helped Darlene to her feet and offered her a reassuring smile. There were tear streaks running down her face and her eyes were red, but she nodded and ran a hand along her cheek. 

“Thank you,” she mumbled in between sniffles.

“Anytime,” I said, offering her my hand. She took it and gave my palm a reassuring squeeze.

For the next twenty minutes we silently trekked through foreign, otherworldly landscapes and twisted cityscapes that led lus from one freestanding door to another. 

We passed through marshy lands with huge trees, hung with streamers of gray moss that looked like human entrails. 

Daunting deserts with towering burnt orange dunes and endless sapphire skies. 

Dark alleyways flanked by skyscrapers, which could’ve belonged in any major metropolitan city. Except the buildings seemed to shift and blur on the edges, and I occasionally caught glimpses of pale-skinned denizens with eyeless faces. 

By the time we passed through the third iteration of the Chamber of Doors—a mirror version of the original, which offered more connection points—the arch-mage seemed to relax just a hair, anxiety draining from her frame. She was certain the Overlord wouldn’t be able to follow our path this far. I also breathed a sigh of relief because that was about the same time Ferraro came to. She was groggy, disoriented, and undoubtedly concussed, but Sullivan was kind enough to drop a little healing construct on her, which seemed to straighten her out alright. I filled her in on what had happened while the arch-mage ushered us through an increasingly odd assortment of connections. 

It wasn’t so much that the worlds themselves were odd—though that was certainly true—but rather, it was how she flaunted and broke the rules. She regularly abandoned the tether, following clues, runes, and hidden directions that only she seemed to see, but which somehow always led to another door. Doors that shouldn’t exist, but somehow did. Finally, in the heart of a snowcapped mountain pass that looked like it belonged in a Lord of the Rings sequel, she guided us through a fissure in the mountainside and into a wide chamber with a vaulted ceiling. Stern-faced statues of ancient looking men and women stared at us from either side of the hall. 

One of them resembled the arch-mage. 

“All the former Arch-Mages of the Guild, leading back to Merlin himself.” She gestured toward a towering figure near the front of the cavern. He was not the wispy, frail-looking wizard who was commonly portrayed in movies. The dude was jacked and looked more like Conan the Barbarian than Gandalf the Gray. He had long braided hair, a gnarled Viking-esque beard, and thick hide armor. “And that.” She nodded toward a set of steel doors at the end of the hall. “Is the Vault of the Guild. The reliquary that holds our most dangerous artifacts.” She thrust out a hand, muttering words in some ancient language, and the doors parted like the Red Sea.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




The Vault
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A COLUMN OF LIGHT SPILLED out onto the floor and the breath caught in my chest.

This wasn’t your plain Jane U-Haul storage facility with boxy cubbyholes for your old sofa or that TV you were never going to use again but couldn’t quite let go of. Nope, not even close. Hanging in the air was a dizzying array of thick metal crates—most as big as shipping containers—covered in thick rivets and glimmering runes. I couldn’t help but whistle at both the scope and skill so readily on display. All of these containers were suspended entirely by constructs of Vis—great beams and columns of air, force, and magnetism. 

It had to be the work of a hundred lifetimes and at least as many magi. 

“The Vault certainly has a way of putting things into perspective,” Sullivan said. “I’ve only visited a dozen times or so, but each is a sobering experience.” 

“No shit,” I said as we moved out onto a wide bridge of steel and brass that extended out over an endless chasm stretching out below us. “This place puts my little vault system back at the Farm to shame.” 

“Yancy,” Sullivan said, looking at me earnestly, “that’s like comparing a toddler’s first finger painting to the Mona Lisa.” 

Insulting, but he wasn’t wrong. Hell, I’d even seen the inside of Harold the Mange’s private storeroom, and it was nothing compared to this. Harold was widely considered to be one of the most prolific private collectors of magical artifacts, and he didn’t have even a fraction of the shit in here. 

“I cannot even believe such magics are possible,” Winona said, staring at the containers in openmouthed wonder. “And there are so many of them. Hundreds.”

“Thousands, actually” the arch-mage corrected, the sound of her boots clicking on tile. “Each containment vault is specially designed to negate the effects of the objects within. Sometimes items of a like nature are stored together, while some objects must be stored alone. In its way, this is much like an upscale version of a bank’s lockbox system.” 

The hallway ended at a circular platform with an enormous brass-and-gold clockwork machine protruding from the center. It was a behemoth of gears and gems that vaguely reminded me of one of those ol’ timey brass orreries that depicted the movements of the planets. But the enormous gems suspended overhead didn’t represent our solar system or any other one I could think of. The arch-mage ushered us up a short set of steps and onto a wide raised dais that overlooked the otherworldly machine. Padded benches ran along one side of the platform and a control panel poked up from the floor on the other side. 

“How do you access the contents of the boxes?” Ferraro asked, scanning the room for a ladder or some other way to reach the containers. 

“That was what this contraption is for,” she replied. “Another work of art from our dear Wayland the Smith.” 

I folded my arms. Man did that guy get around. 

“You see,” she said, “even if someone unauthorized were to gain access to the Vault—as unlikely as that seems—this is a second failsafe mechanism.” She moved up to the panel and placed her hand on a pair of brass pads, studded with blue gems, patterned into an intricate geometric mandala. “This machine acts as both the Vault catalog and the retrieval mechanism.” Her fingers flew across the odd gem-studded controls. In front of her, an enormous cloudy eye blinked to life, runes scrolling across the surface of the orb. 

As her fingers danced along the indecipherable keys, the machine in the center of the platform whirred to life. Cogs churned, pistons pumped, and the metal arms supporting the enormous gems spun and danced, changing positions like planets in orbit. A terrible buzz filled the air like a swarm of bees a million strong, and the metal crates began to move overhead. Not one or two, but all of them. Thousands of ’em. They shifted in a complex configuration that was too mystifying to even begin to comprehend, and a moment later a box winked onto the center of the metallic platform below and the gears fell silent. 

“It’s like a giant conveyor belt,” Ferraro marveled. 

“Not wrong, Agent,” the arch-mage replied. “The most elaborate conveyor belt in existence and powered by some of the most formidable constructs known to our kind—but still a conveyor belt in essence.” She pried her hands from the metal plate with a wince and headed down the stairs, waving for us to remain where we were. She fiddled with another lock, then pulled open the door on silent hinges and retrieved the sole object contained within: a gilt-edged upright mirror, the surface polished, dust free, and without so much as a streak marring it. She used bands of air to help lift the mirror, bringing it up onto the platform. 

“The Traveling Mirror of Mary,” she said without preamble. She set it down and leaned it against the wall. She paused, thoughtfully searching our faces one by one. “I’ve also been giving some thought to a few additional items that might be worth retrieving.” 

Sullivan grinned ear to ear. “Surely you’re not thinking of breaking protocol,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “These are the most dangerous artifacts in existence, after all. I remember being chastised more than once for using items without proper authorization.” 

“Yes, well.” She shifted uncomfortably and needlessly straightened her robes. “That little encounter with Akiya reminded me exactly what we are up against. Admittedly, it has been a good long while since I was in the field.” She paused and shifted from foot to foot. “It is easy to forget exactly how difficult it is to act wisely when life and death hang so precariously in the balance—especially where old pain is concerned.” A look of hurt flashed across her face. I had no idea what had transpired between the arch-mage and that Overlord, but there were definitely deep feelings there. 

“All of that is to say, I may have misjudged some of you.” She glanced at me. “Been too harsh on others.” A quick look at Ferraro. “Not trusted you when I should have. Seeing you fight for each other, to risk everything for a world that hates you as often as it loves you, reminded me of what the Guild is supposed to be about. All organizations move toward bureaucracy over time, but I am firmly reminded that we do what we do for the good of the world. Yes, this is against protocol, but if ever there were a time to break protocol, it would be now. How can I expect you to wade into danger, knowing there are tools here that might help us win? Now, unless anyone else has an objection?”

Darlene looked like she might have a thing or two to say about breaching protocol even during an apocalypse and even with the approval of the arch-mage, but she’d learned to read the room well enough to know now wasn’t the time or place for a fight. Without any objections, Borgstorm repositioned herself back at the console and once more coaxed the machine to life, summoning container after container. The first item she gave to Winona—a double-headed battle-axe, the handle made from gleaming white bone. The femur of a frost jotnar that still thrummed with potent magic. It looked like the weapon of a Mongolian Warlord, not the tool of a petite woman with the build of a cheerleader.

“That weapon has seen the rise and fall of nations.” The arch-mage carefully placed the weapon into Winona’s outstretched hands. “Forged by Brokkr himself and wielded by Freydis Eiríksdóttir, daughter of Erik the Red, and one of the most powerful magi to ever live. Its blade will never dull, its handle will never break, and its icy touch leaves utter devastation in its wake.” 

Winona bowed, turning the weapon over and over in her hands. “It is a treasure,” she said, voice soft. “I will carry it proudly into battle.” 

Sullivan received a thin rapier with an elegant basket handle. Nothing fancy—no runes or wards, no gems or gold—just plain functional steel. But like so many items of power, looks could be deceiving. According to the arch-mage, the sword had once belonged to Georg Andreas Helwing, a seventeenth-century Lutheran priest and scientist and the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s vampire hunter, Van Helsing. And that was because Helwing actually was a vampire hunter—an original badass who’d stood with the Guild during the hundred-year Vampire War. He’d done more than any other human to wipe the scourge of Strigoi from the face of the planet, and that was before he went on to found the Venántium.

The sword, though simply forged, was a relic of faith and hell on wheels against any dirty, blood-sucking shit weasel Vamp that ended up on the pointy end. 

Darlene ended up on the receiving end of the Pendant Shield, a blue gem inset into a golden casing not much larger than a silver dollar. The arch-mage leaned over and whispered something into the coin then tossed it into the air with a flourish. Burning blue energy exploded outward from the golden coin in a ring, forming into a formidable tower shield that hovered in the air with a will of its own. It looked like a barrier construct, but when the arch-mage moved, the shield moved too, shadowing her. 

“Throw a construct at me,” she insisted in what I would almost call a playful manner. Except that couldn’t be because she was a frigid husk of a human being. Sullivan was good enough to oblige her, though, and sent a javelin of ice racing toward the arch-mage. The floating shield zipped around, intercepting the projectile in a flare of power. 

“A complicated piece of equipment, this one,” the arch-mage informed us. “Forged by Reziko the Tower, the very first Commander of the Fist of the Staff. Reziko was a master arcanist. He bound a Sylph of Glimmer-Tir to the gem, then imbued it with a force script generator. He was always worried about a knife in the back—not with this.” She paused and canted her head to the side. “Sadly, it was poison in his chalice that got him in the end.” Her fingers flicked through a series of quick motions and the shield vanished as the pendant returned to her hand. She tossed it to Darlene with a thin smile. “Let it serve you well.” 

After rotating another iron storage container into view, she approached Ferraro. 

“I must admit, Agent, that when I first heard about your involvement in these events, I was...” She paused, her features unreadable. “Let us say dismayed. That Lazarus would bring a human into the affairs of gods and principalities of old was reckless. Unthinkable, even. And yet, I have found you may be the best of us. You stood by my side and fought when all seemed lost. I have witnessed you contend against creatures of unimaginable horror with nothing but grit, determination, and human ingenuity—and I have seen you prevail time and time again.” 

She pulled a metallic rod from behind her back. It had a heavy spiked mace head on the end, carved to resemble a stern-faced man. Darlene flinched and recoiled. “The Willeater?” she asked. 

“Just so,” the arch-mage said, nodding her head. Carefully, she extended the mace to Ferraro. “Commissioned in 1478 by King Ferdinand of Spain, Willeater was given to a Dominican monk named Miguel de Morillo. A wickedly evil man and the first of the Spanish Inquisitors. It is not widely known, but the Church and the Guild waged war against each other for a time. Armed with Willeater, de Morillo was an oddly effective human assassin.” The arch-mage extended a hand and conjured a barrier. “Attack me, if you would.” 

Ferraro hesitated for a thin minute before finally taking a swing. 

I’d used barrier shields like the one the arch-mage was conjuring a thousand times to stop everything from swords and machine gun fire to ice spears and fireballs. They weren’t indestructible, and they certainly had a breaking point, but no Rube mace would ever pass through. Hell, not even someone like Oghma, King Dagda’s personal enforcer, could hammer through a solid defensive ward. I watched in shock as the mace slammed into the shield and passed right through, sucking up swirls of blue energy in passing. 

The arch-mage deftly danced back before the club landed—but only because she’d been prepared for what was going to happen. 

“The most powerful weapon of its kind in existence,” she explained, smoothing her hair. “It can be used even by those without access to the Vis. It draws its power by consuming the Vis of the constructs it encounters. De Morillo executed over thirty Guild operatives with this weapon before he was finally stopped. It’s been here, locked away in the Vault since 1482, but I think if there were ever a time for such a weapon, it is now, and if ever there were someone worthy to wield it, it is you. Use it with care.”

Naturally, she saved me for the very last. A small part of me genuinely believed that she was going to skip me over entirely, and I almost fell over in shock when she retrieved items not from one container, but two. 

“And for you, Mage Lazarus.” She paused and searched my face for a moment. “The first thing I have for you is a long time in coming. An apology. It is a little thing and likely too late to do any good, but you deserve it all the same. Had I listened to you all those years ago we would not be in this mess. When you asked me to declare war against the Morrigan and the Tuatha De Danann, I should’ve acted. Some part of me blamed you for everything that happened afterward, and I’ve treated you unfairly since. It took seeing what the Morrigan has done to Moorchester for me to realize that. But I was wrong then, and I was wrong about you.” She looked like she was eating nails. “I’m sorry.”

I didn’t know what to say. I’d experienced a lot of unexpected twists in my days, but even Sullivan’s betrayal hadn’t been as big of a shock as receiving an honest-to-goodness apology from Arch-Mage Borgstorm. This was Ebenezer Scrooge doing a one eighty. The Grinch returning the stolen Christmas presents. It was the kind of thing that happened in movies but rarely in real life. 

“But,” she continued, forging on before the apology could get any more awkward, “words alone aren’t liable to help us tonight. To that end, I have two items for you. The first is yours by right and never should’ve been taken from you in the first place.” She extended her hand, revealing a thin cable of silver and iron wire with a pair of brass, sigil-covered handles on either end. Another custom item forged by our good pal Wayland the Smith and empowered by the senior-most members of the Elder Council. 

Just running a hand over the thing made my skin crawl and my hair stand up on edge.

The last time I’d seen the garrote had been right before Ailia’s death. It had been a sign of my former office as a member of the Fist of the Staff. The Guild had taken it from me after our falling out. The garrote was the ultimate weapon for a supernatural fixer. Wrap it around something’s throat and it slowly strangled the Vis from the victim. A mage wouldn’t be able to use their powers, and supernatural creatures such as the fae would be temporarily stripped of their formidable abilities. Not permanently, but for long enough to end a fight.

“It’s more than just the choker,” she said absently. “I’m lifting all your charges and dropping your probationary status with the Guild.” She dropped her gaze. “What is left of it. I also have one other trinket.” She withdrew something small, wrapped in a silken kerchief. “This... Well, this predates the Guild. It was one of Merlin’s possessions, but I have reason to believe it is far older even than him.” She pulled back the edges of the cloth to reveal what looked like a fake eye, though entirely made of gold with a fat red ruby inset into its center. “The Eye of Odin.” 

I licked my lips and took it in trembling fingers. It buzzed with arcane life—it wanted to be used. Wanted to be complete. An image sprinted through my mind, conjured by a will not my own. I saw myself peeling back the eye patch covering my empty socket and jamming the hunk of metal into place. I resisted, because one, it’s usually wise not to listen to magical items that speak into your mind, and two, it sounded unhygienic.

“What’s it do?” I asked, turning it over in my hand. 

“We don’t fully know,” she admitted readily enough. “But the original Merlin used it. It was recovered from his corpse. Lodged in his skull.” She reached up and tapped the corner of one eye. I grimaced. Check, nightmarishly unhygienic. “But it is powerful,” she said. “Perhaps even of divine origins. It is yours to use or not, but whatever else it does, I suspect it will restore your vision.” 

That stopped me cold. Restore my vision? 

Like I could have two working eyeballs again? 

We were about to go into the toughest fight of our lives, and there was a ninety percent chance I wouldn’t leave alive. If I was going out for keeps and I could have my sight back, then hygiene could eat a bag full of dicks. I lifted the golden marble to my eye, slipped my eye patch to the side, and pushed the stone into the socket. I was half expecting a flare of pain, but instead a ripple of ecstasy washed through me. My knees wobbled from the surge of power and stars swam across my eyes as I stumbled and dropped to a knee. 

The world reeled for a moment and I blinked sporadically to try to get things to stop spinning. After a few long seconds, the wave of dizziness passed and I stood, looking at the arch-mage. And holy shit if I wasn’t seeing her with depth perception! She was staring at me, mouth open. Apparently thunderstruck. I looked around from face to face, and each seemed to mirror the arch-mage’s mute shock. 

“That bad, huh?” 

For a second no one spoke. Then Darlene shuffled forward, pulling a round compact from her pocket and flipping it up. I glanced in the little mirror, eyebrows climbing damn near off my face. I’d expected to see a lump of metal peering back at me, but instead I had eyes. Two of them. One, my normal frosty shade of blue, the other with a golden iris that could’ve come straight from a friggin’ wolf. Well screw me sideways. I dropped the mirror with a clatter and wheeled on the arch-mage. Before she could say a word, I launched myself at her, pulling her into a tight hug. 

Nothing would ever take away the pain and suffering I’d endured for the Guild, and the nightmares of Pa Beauvoir would probably never go away, but damn if this didn’t help. The arch-mage hadn’t just apologized, she’d made me whole again. Or at least as close as I was ever gonna get. 

“Thank you,” I whispered in her ear before drawing away. 

“Wear it well, Yancy,” she said. It was the first time she’d ever called me anything other than Mage Lazarus. “It will never be enough, but it is a start. And now, I believe, it’s time we go and rectify my other mistake.” She waved toward the traveling mirror leaning against the wall. It was glowing with a spectral green light. And not a moment too soon. I glanced at the watch hugging my wrist. We had less than an hour before midnight—less than an hour to save the world. “Let us go wage war against the Morrigan, as we should have all those years ago,” she said. “It may not be much, but this time you have the full weight and support of the Guild behind you.” 

The full Guild may have only been three mages, a Sasquatch, and a hard charging FBI agent, but that was all the support I needed. It was high time the Morrigan got what was coming to her. 
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Party Crashers
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MOVING THROUGH THE mirror was a surreal experience, like walking through one of those carnival funhouse mazes, but underwater. Endless fields of white, interspersed with glass panels that refracted light in an explosion of rainbow. Navigating was the next best thing to impossible, but we had Levi’s muddy, gruff voice calling us on, “Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary, Bloody Mary.” The words were oddly distorted, jumbled and drawn out, as though they were being spoken in slow motion a thousand miles away. Even in an empty purgatory-like landscape, the words echoed and reverberated, guiding us true like the North Star in the dark of night.

After what felt like a lifetime, an image swam into view, hazy at first but growing in clarity with each step we took. We drew to a halt in front of a doorway hanging in the air, peering into a private executive washroom with black marble counters, dark wood walls, and cream tiled floors. Staring back at us from the door was a savvy dark-skinned man with movie star good looks and an immaculate tux. He had the exaggeratedly pointy ears of the Oleshe of Earrach-Tir; a green enamel pin on his lapel marked him as a lesser functionary of the court. 

The Oleshe’s eyes widened in shock and he took a step back on reflex, moving comically slow—a man swimming through a quagmire of invisible molasses. 

I stepped through the doorway from the alien world, a cool rush of power brushing across my skin, and time lurched around me, moving in fits and starts as I dropped to the floor. Frantic motion and a torrent of sound sideswiped me, momentarily leaving me dazed and confused. But I couldn’t let that stop me. I drew my revolver quick as any Old West gunslinger and trained it on the tux wearer as I stepped to the right, giving space for the others to join me. 

“Just me,” Levi grunted, his voice the same even if he was wearing a different face. “Getting in wasn’t quite as easy as I thought. Had to find a suitable replacement.” He gestured toward the body. 

“That’s terrible,” Ferraro said, blinking into view beside me. “Did you kill that poor guy?” 

“What? No.” He shook his head. “I only kill those that deserve it,” he said flatly. “He’ll recover. Eventually.” He cracked his neck. “Oleshe are tougher than they look. Besides, if we fail, he’ll be the only lucky one here.” 

The rest of the crew stepped out in turns, forming a half circle around us. 

“The fate of the Oleshe is literally the least important thing we have to talk about,” Sullivan said. “How tight is security?” 

Levi looked grim, even for Levi. “Tight. There are only two entry points, both covered by one of the five. There are Hatchlings tucked away throughout the facility, all just out of view—figure the Morrigan isn’t trying to alarm the guests, but I could feel them. Their auras are toxic. Hang in the air like an oil slick. They also have New Wave Judges crawling all over the place. They came ready for a fight, that’s for damned sure. We never would’ve gotten through the front door.”

His stomach rippled and split down the middle. He pulled free a pair of black walkies followed by the blueprints we’d lifted from Wayland.  

“Lifted these from a couple of New Wave Judges. Security is on channel three. So far, it seems like no one’s the wiser, and now that we’re all actually inside, I think we might have a shot. Not a good one, maybe, but with God, all things are possible.” He handed the radios over to me then unceremoniously rolled the blueprints out across the black sink top. 

“This is where we are.” He jabbed a finger toward the paper. “From what I can tell, the ritual is happening here.” He traced the digit along a series of hallways before ending at a large room in the center of the facility. “This bathroom was as close as I could get, but we’re within spitting distance. Now I managed to get a peek, and from the looks of it, there’s only one way into the ritual hall.” He tapped at a narrow corridor.  

“Bad news is,” he continued, “that door is guarded by not one but two of the Overlords. Best I can figure is the Morrigan and your guy, the Savage Prophet, are in the chamber itself along with the Scions. Probably have some reinforcements along for the ride as well. The party is mostly confined to this section of the facility.” He indicated a large space labeled Grand Ball Room. “That’s where the High Lords and Ladies of Fae are, along with the last Overlord and most of the magi from the New Wave.” 

I stared at the map for a long beat, letting a thousand different scenarios run through my head all at once. We hadn’t been able to form a real game plan until this moment, because we’d really had no idea what would be waiting for us. We’d bypassed almost all of their external security measures, but they still had a metric shit ton of supernatural power arrayed against us. Trying to throw all our muscle against the ritual chamber itself wouldn’t work, because that would only draw every goon in a ten-mile radius down on our heads all at once. Much as I hated to admit it, we needed to make like Scooby and the Gang and split up. 

If we had any hope of getting into that ritual chamber, we needed to draw the guards away, which meant a distraction. And if we had any hope of getting out of here alive once we finished off the Morrigan—assuming we could finish her and put the kibosh on her scheme—we  would need a few reinforcements of our own. A couple of supernatural heavy hitters in our corner might do the trick, and it just so happened that a fair few of those happened to be at this little shindig. But first, we’d have to convince them of the dangers and get them to work with us, instead of against us. I’d made a lot of enemies among the courts, so no one was liable to listen to me, but the arch-mage was a world class diplomat. 

“Okay, here’s what I’m thinking,” I said, hunching forward and planting my hands on the counter. “We need three crews. Arch-Mage, you’re all on your own. I need you to infiltrate the ballroom. We need to let the high lords and ladies know about what’s about to go down. Lord Lugh is smart enough to listen and I know at least a few of those dusty pricks probably owe you personal favors—now’s the time to cash in. I don’t need them to do the heavy lifting, I’ll take out the Morrigan and stop the ritual, but I need them to buy us a little time.” 

“That’s not going to be as easy as it sounds,” the arch-mage said, brow furrowed. “The Morrigan has their Scions—they won’t want to endanger such valuable assets. Not without concrete proof. And frankly we don’t have the time to convince them.”

I frowned, thinking furiously. “Arawn the Horned,” I said slowly. “Protector of the Unfettered Fae. He should be here too, and that dude is batshit crazy. He and I also have some shared history—plus he already knows that there are double agents in his ranks. He’ll believe you. And he’ll probably help you just because it’ll be a change of pace. He’s basically the living embodiment of a Molotov cocktail. Start with him.” I turned my gaze on Darlene and Winona. “I have a slightly different job for you two,” I said. “Getting past the guards posted outside the ritual room is going to be tricky enough, but if you two can cause a distraction, maybe we can draw them off.”

“And even if they don’t budge,” Ferraro said, staring at the blueprint, “at least the commotion should pull in the New Wave Judges. Any extra confusion and chaos will help us in the long run.” 

“Bingo,” I replied with a nod. 

Darlene went pale, face as white as a sheet, her hands visibly shaking. 

“You okay?” I asked in a soft voice. 

She bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “What if I can’t do it?” she asked, suppressing tears. “I’ve choked before. So many times. I’m not like you. Not like any of you.” She shook her head. “It was different back in the bunker. Working computers. Doing research. Putting clues together. I’m good at that stuff. But this isn’t that, donchaknow? Jumping into lava, fighting Overlords. This is... Well, it’s like Sala Keoku all over again.” She wilted, refusing to meet my gaze. “I’m not strong like the rest of you. What if I die? Or worse, what if I can’t do what I need to do and some else dies?” 

Winona faced her, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 

“Little sister,” she said earnestly, “I have seen greatness in you. Bravery when there should only be fear. A willingness to do what is right even when the world is against you. These are not the actions of a coward. And just because the supple strength of the willow is not the steady strength of the oak does not make it less, only different. It is true,” she said, this time looking at all of us, “that we may fail. But we must remember that our obligation is not to succeed, but to make the attempt. The fates can ask no more of us than to try. If we do that, despite our fear, then we have done everything within our ability.” 

Darlene sniffled, swiped a hand across her nose, then nodded. 

“Besides,” Winona said with a smile and a gleam of mischief in her eyes, “I will be with you. We will move like the wind, swift and unseen. Between the two of us, the chaos will be epic, as my friend Chris Fuller often says.”  

“Good, because we’re going to need some epic chaos,” I muttered. “Levi, Ferraro, Sullivan”—I looked at each of them in turn—“you three are with me. If Darlene and Winona’s distraction doesn’t manage to draw off the guards outside the chamber, then you’re up, Sullivan. That fancy new vampire killing sword of yours should come in handy. Hit the assholes on the door hard, then do whatever you can to hold the hallway. Choke point, no one gets through.”

“That’s a terrible plan,” he said. “That will leave just you, Levi, and Ferraro to take down, at a bare minimum, the Morrigan, the Savage Prophet, and whoever else they have in the room.” 

“You’re not wrong,” I said. “You have a different idea?” 

“Afraid not.” He grimaced. “This is an uphill battle no matter how we split it. I just wanted to make sure you realized how outgunned you are and how idiotic this all is.” 

“Well aware,” I replied, “but hey, aren’t we always?” I offered him a weak smile. “Besides, they might have more firepower, but sometimes quality is worth more than quantity.” I pulled back the lapel of my coat and revealed the butt of my pistol. “Two immortal killing rounds, locked and loaded. All I need is a clean shot.” 

He looked at me, his jaw clenching. Can you do it? that look said. Are you willing to pull the trigger, even if it means killing Ailia? He left the silent question unasked. Something I was deeply grateful for, since I honestly didn’t have an answer. I’d come face-to-face with the Morrigan more than once since she’d snatched Ailia’s body all those years ago and I’d never been able to do what needed doing. I’d come close after squaring off against Achak Kinslayer, but I’d lost my nerve at the last second. The truth was, though, there was no way to save the day here. No way to make things right.

I cleared my throat and forged on. “Now, if they really are trying to summon this shitheel murder god of yours, Levi, then I figure you’re probably our best chance at stopping him. You go in swinging hard. I’ll focus on disrupting the ritual itself. That’s the thing about big constructs like this—they can be damned finicky and are liable to blow up in your face. If we can catch them with their pants down, it might give us the edge we need.” 

“What do you need me to do?” Ferraro asked, fingers tightening around her newly acquired mace.

“Hold back,” I said. “I know you’re going to want to come out guns blazing, but I need you to keep it in check. My plan is to sneak you in and stash you in a dark corner somewhere. An ace in the hole for when things go south, which they absolutely will.” 

I fell quiet, the plan made, and an uncomfortable silence enveloped us. This was it. Despite all the odds, we were here. We’d overcome a hundred obstacles, battled through a thousand monsters, and bounced back from setback after setback. But this was the end. We were about to wade neck deep into hostile territory and kick over an anthill filled with arcane nightmares and creatures of unimaginable power. 

“Win, fail, survive, die,” Sullivan said, drawing his thin, vampire-killing rapier, “no matter what happens here, I want you all to know that I consider it the deepest honor to have served with you lot. Godspeed, and if we ever see each other again drinks are on me.” 

His words broke the tentative spell hanging over our heads.

I clipped one of the stolen radios to my belt and handed the other to the arch-mage. “I’ll be on channel four. Only radio in an absolute emergency.” 

She offered me a tight-lipped nod.

Winona moved over to the arch-mage and Darlene, extending a dainty hand out to either side. “I will shelter us,” she said. As the women accepted her outstretched hands, a purple light bled from Winona’s skin, enveloping the other two in seconds. In less than a heartbeat, the three were gone, or at least invisible—all without even the barest whiff of the Vis. Without a word, the lock to the door clicked and the door swung inward on silent hinges.

“Looks like we’re up next.” I breathed in Vis and Nox, drawing both into my veins. Life and death, ice and fire, flowed through me in a torrent, carrying me right to the edge of oblivion. I breathed out worry, fear, pain. Those weren’t emotions I could afford to have right now. Now was the time for action and survival. Not just for me, but for the whole world. I pressed my eyes closed and wove a complicated dome of spirit, air, light, and will, braiding the strands together into a seamless mesh, which I extended out in a dome. Winona wasn’t the only one who could cast a mean concealment spell.

Sure, glamours had always been more my thing than the subtle art of physical illusion, but I’d picked up a few things during my time in Hell. Azazel might have been a royal pain in the ass, but they didn’t call him the Lord of Dark Magicks for nothing 

As the dome passed over Sullivan, Levi, and Ferraro, they blinked out of existence. Maybe not quite as neat and clean as Winona could manage, but it was sure as hell good enough for government work. I pressed my eyes shut tight, drawing that same working around me like a warm blanket in the heart of winter. When I opened my eyes again, my body had become an opaque mist. The others, likewise, appeared like dim phantoms of their former selves. We’d be invisible to any outside eyes, but I’d inverted the weaves so we’d be able to see each other. 

“You’re getting pretty damned good,” a disembodied Sullivan said from nearby.

“I won’t be able to hold this thing together for long, though,” I said. “Levi, you take point.” 

The MudMan mumbled a noncommittal reply and pulled open the door, leading us out of the executive bathroom and into a wide hallway free of prying eyes and fellow partygoers. The floors were polished red marble, and the walls were an odd mixture of obsidian stone and cloudy glass panels covered with intricate angelic script. Golden candelabras burning with Vis-conjured green flame lit our way. The place was a maze, and seeing the Mad King’s handiwork up close and in real life was even more disorienting then it had been when seeing a scale model of the place. There were corridors that went nowhere, floating stairs that ended in sheer drops, inverted archways, and doors affixed to the ceiling.

It was like walking through a Salvador Dali painting while high as a kite on a bad peyote trip. Even worse was that gravity and space seemed to bend and distort as we moved through the compound, drawing inward toward the center where the ritual room was located. At one point, we had to walk up an inverted staircase, our heads hanging upside down—something that defied all known laws of physics—but the stairs held and carried us upward, twisting and twirling until we eventually righted ourselves. It was weird with a capital W. 

But Levi led us like a bloodhound with the scent of prey in his nose, never wavering or second-guessing himself. 

Because of the unique design of the building and all of the supernatural heavy hitters in attendance it was hard to sense the ritual until we were damn near in eyeshot of the chamber door. We rounded a corner and all of a sudden the vile presence hit me like a cannonball—a crushing ball of power that seethed just out of sight. It grated against every preternatural sense I had, set my teeth on edge, and raised my hackles. I glanced at Sullivan and saw the man gripping his stomach, as though in physical pain.

Yep, I could sympathize. 

The dark energy flowing from the room beyond the double doors at the end of the halls was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I glanced down to the watch on my wrist. Twenty to midnight. We didn’t have long. 

Barring our path was a pair of guards. A man and a woman. The former stood head and shoulders above the latter. He had huge arms, pale skin, and long blond hair intricately braided like some kind of Viking supermodel. The woman was his opposite, short where he was tall, thin where he was broad, skin dark as turned earth, her hair cut short and shaved on one side. Although neither wore uniforms, they both radiated a dark sort of power all their own. It was the same force of presence I’d felt when tangling with Akiya back in Moorchester. 

Great, more Overlords. 

We needed a distraction. 

Thankfully, we didn’t have to wait too long...
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Déjà Vu
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THE ECHOES OF A DISTANT boom rattled through the halls and shook the floor. A heartbeat later, a walkie-talkie riding the Viking’s hip chirped and a panicked voice squawked to life. 

“We’ve got intruders in the west corridor... Fuck me! Everything is on fire...” 

The radio squealed static and cut out, replaced by another chirp. 

“We’ve also got a problem in the south banquet hall. Goblins, out of the Unfettered court.” There was a squawk followed by the garbled sound of shouting and the clatter of breaking plates and falling silverware. “The little bastards are starting a goddamned riot!” Crackle... “Oh shit, Arawn the Horned just challenged a bunch of the New Wave Mages to a duel—and it looks like the goddamned arch-mage is here somehow! We need backup, over!”

The Viking stole a sidelong glance at his partner. They seemed to communicate without ever speaking a word. After a long beat, he simply nodded and set off down the hall, moving with speed and purpose, slipping past us by inches. I held my breath the whole while, afraid that the slightest noise might give away our position, but the Viking seemed entirely preoccupied with the chaos in the banquet hall and disappeared around the snaking bend in the hallway without even glancing in our direction. That still left one shithead Vampire Overlord to deal with, but thing was, we didn’t need to kill her—just get past her. 

Sullivan looked at me, his face grim as he drew his new rapier. “I’ll do my best to join you as soon as I can,” he whispered into my ear. “Just try not to die until I can get free to pull your asses out of the fire.” He breathed deeply and opened himself to his power—immense flows of energy funneled into him. The Overlord at the end of the hall visibly stiffened, clearly sensing Sullivan’s magic. She growled, dropping into a crouch, eyes squinted as she searched the hallway. “Wish me luck,” he said softly, stepping forward and casting off my veil. 

He appeared in a flicker, sword raised at the ready, an easy lopsided smile now riding his lips. “Well hello there, lovely,” he said. “I seem to have gotten a tad lost, care to show me the way back to the party? Maybe we could dance?” 

“The only party you’ll be attending,” the woman replied, stalking forward with the fluid, graceful movements of a jaguar, “is a funeral reception.” 

“Unfortunate,” he replied with a shrug, “but I suppose I can prepare a few words for your eulogy.” 

She hissed and launched herself forward, summoning a jade assegai with a flare of Vis. The leaf-bladed spear formed in her outstretched palm and in an instant thrust straight out, the blow aimed squarely at Sullivan’s chest. The thrust was fast as a cobra strike, but Sullivan had been fighting against things like her for the better part of ninety years and there were few better with a blade than him. He danced away, deflecting the spear with the edge of his rapier before responding with a quick series of feints, cuts, and lightning-quick lunges to get inside her guard. 

She looked contemptuous at first—a cat toying with a mouse who’d grown ballsy enough to attack—right up until Sullivan scored his first hit. He parried a lazy slash, sidestepped, and passed to the outside, bringing the true edge of his fancy new rapier down along the outside of her arm. Dark flesh parted with a searing hiss, black blood welling to the surface of the wound. She was one of the Five and probably hadn’t suffered physical pain in a century or more. Hell, she probably hadn’t even gone toe to toe with something that could hurt in a century. She snarled, eyes narrowing.

“Impossible. Helwing’s Brand.” She padded back a few steps, suddenly uncertain. 

“Improbable, perhaps,” Sullivan said. “Impossible? No.” 

He slashed again and she flinched. An Overlord. Flinched. 

Damn, apparently the arch-mage really had hooked us up with some grade A badass gear. Sullivan exploited the moment of weakness, thrusting his free hand out and unleashing a wrecking ball of raw force that coldcocked her like a Muay Thai fighter. She careened into the nearby wall, leaving broken tile and a crater of black stone in her wake. She stood, glaring daggers at Sullivan, and summoned fire to her fist. She wasn’t playing around anymore. Nope, Sullivan had proven himself to be a tiger, not a mouse, and she was entirely focused. A drawn sword at the ready.

I grabbed Ferraro and Levi by the shoulder and silently steered them across the hallway, letting Sullivan and the Vampire duke it out in earnest. The massive, studded doors were locked tight—another safety precaution against interlopers like us—but I had the equivalent of a Hand of Glory grafted onto the end of my wrist. Muttering a silent prayer, I pressed my right palm flat against the lock and let the power of the Gate Seal flow through me. The tumblers clicked, and I had to suppress the urge to cackle like a maniac. It was high time I got the upper hand. 

I stole one last look back at Sullivan and the Vampire Overlord. The Commander of the Fist of the Staff was beaming, rapturous joy on his face as he pushed the Overlord, deflecting her spell forms and doing his damnedest to skewer her with the blessed blade. 

They were totally absorbed in their scuffle. I grinned, feeling a sudden surge of hopefulness as we slipped into the ritual chamber, entirely unnoticed. 

That brief flare of hopefulness vanished the second I laid eyes on the horrifying scene that lay on the other side of the doors... 

For a long beat I just stood there, my mind reeling as it desperately tried to sort out exactly what in the holy fuckballs I was witnessing. If the hallways and architecture of this place were Dali, then the inside of the ritual chamber was a Hieronymus Bosch painting given life. 

The circular chamber was enormous and resembled the inside of a medieval church. Rough stone walls, polished red floors, enormous pillars as big as redwoods stretching up, up, up to support the dome overhead. Scenes of torture, murder, and death adorned every wall and covered the ceiling like some sacrilegious version of the Sistine Chapel. I’d found the missing Scions, which was good news. The bad news was they were all hovering five feet off the floor, suspended in the air and surrounded by a pulsating dome of deathly crimson power, shot through with veins of twisting black corruption.

That dome looked like a force shield, but of a type I’d never seen before—and I’ve seen some shit.

Off to the right was an elaborate chancel with an oversized altar that held the lifeless husk of Achak Kinslayer—former Sasquatch turned cannibalistic Greater Wendigo. 

That disgusting furball was even uglier than I remembered. 

Nine feet tall and albino white, his hair pale and ghostly with splotches of creamy skin peeking through in spots. His skull was elongated and lumpy, his muzzle more closely resembling a wolf’s than an ape’s, and his eyes... Well, the goofy bastard didn’t actually have eyes. Just maggot-pale flesh stretched tight over his eye sockets. His mouth was stretched wide, black tongue lolling out of the side of his jaws. Hanging above the lifeless shell that had formerly been Winona’s fiancé was a bloody red gateway to Hell—and I’d spent enough time in actual Hell to say that with a fair degree of authority. 

On the other side of the portal was a place of smoke and roiling fire—blacks, reds and golds all swirling together in an ever-shifting pattern that reminded me of the inside of a friggin’ volcano. And pulling itself free from the molten fire was a bloated creature as big as a whale and covered with chitinous plates, twitching legs, and ruby eyes—thousands and thousands of ’em. I’d seen creatures like this before during my time in the Pit. The great Wyrms of oblivion that churned in the lake of Gehenna. They were devourers of souls. The final death. 

The massive creature was flowing through the portal, twirling and condensing in on itself like some sort of horror tornado, all funneling into Achak’s open jaws. Filling him up. 

If I was a betting man, I’d say that had to be Cain, godling of murder, and the asshole who was going to use the power of the Scions to run roughshod over all the partygoers in attendance—unless we could stop him first. 

As equally captivating as the creature filling Achak was horrifying, was the woman leading the ritual. The same woman who’d ruined my life and haunted my nightmares. She floated in the center of the ring of Scions, arms outstretched like a blasphemous version of Christ. She had lovely pale skin and long blonde hair that pooled around heavy ebony-black armor studded with cruel silver spikes. The Morrigan. The Irish War-Walker. The Chooser of the Slain. The Raven Lady. The Phantom Queen. She had a hundred titles. They all boiled down to the fact that she was a bat-shit crazy war goddess with the personality of General Patton and the disposition of Vlad the Impaler.

She also happened to be wearing Ailia’s face, which was as beautiful as the day I’d met her. 

For a thin minute the world dissolved around me—the ritual gone, Achak just a distant memory—and I was back in a beat-to-shit greasy-spoon dive, over Hub-side playing rhythm guitar for a good-natured blues crew of halfies, run by a buddy of mine named Hadley Okafor. Ailia had been sittin’ in the back, by the bar, nursing a White Russian, listening to us belt out tune after tune, dipping her foot and nodding her head as couples moved on the dance floor, bumpin’, grindin’, grooving’, while tobacco smoke twirled and glasses clinked. 

Eventually she moseyed onto the floor all by her lonesome, moving like she owned the place, and started swaying, long limbs and tight body all sinuous grace as she twirled and turned. Dirty red and amber overhead lighting played across her blonde locks—made it look like a halo of fire framing her face. As the number wound down, she stopped, only for a moment, and glanced back over her shoulder at me. Offered me an enticing, cocksure look, then strode off the floor. An invitation if ever I’d seen one: You just gonna stand there, or are you gonna do something?

I’d asked her to dance that night. 

I planned to ask her to do the same thing tonight, though it was going to be a very different kind of tango.

She wasn’t my only concern, though. 

Sure, we’d made it past the Overlords, but this place was bursting at the seams with nightmares of all shapes and varieties. The world wobbled on the edges as another wave of déjà vu swept through me and I was uncomfortably reminded of my last battle with the Morrigan, in the halls of the Tír na nÓg. That one hadn’t ended so well. 

This would be different, I told myself. 

It had to be. 

Clinging to the shadows around the profane temple were lanky limbed Hatchlings, their eyes gleaming like hot embers. Accompanying them was a small army of Irish nightmares: Pale women, their faces skeletal, eye sockets empty, noses sheared away. The Dearg Due. They strutted about on ropy tentacles of black hair like a school of nightmarish octopi. More of the hatchlings were mounted on squat frog-like beasts of muscle, scales, and bristly hair called slaugh. The Morrigan had ditched the Fomorians, it seemed, but she’d found a new army to replace them.

My gaze skipped past the legion of henchmen and landed on a roly-poly looking son of a bitch with a swatch of brown hair, standing near Achak’s prone body. Doctor Arlen Hogg. The mad-scientist dickhead behind so many of my personal problems, and also the guy responsible for bringing Levi into the world. The MudMan had an axe to grind where Hogg was concerned. And by axe to grind, I totally meant an axe that he wanted to bury in Hogg’s skull. 

Then, of course, there was the Savage Prophet. Standing right in my way.

The son of a bitch was a Bond Villain Knockoff of maybe twenty-five, wearing black slacks, a black turtleneck, and a shoulder rig with a compact Beretta. He was fit, broad shouldered, had the muscles of a gym rat, and carried a gnarled shepherd’s crook that radiated a cold, malevolent power. Despite his obvious youth, though, the guy had prematurely gray hair, almost silver, fashioned into a cringey faux hawk and a matching silver beard. The Crook of Winter and the stupid silvery hair marked him for what he really was: Old Man Winter, wearing some poor shmuck’s body like a trench coat. Not so different from Ailia in that way.

I hadn’t seen him since our battle against Ong, the Horseman of Death, but he was exactly as douchey as I remembered. Unfortunately, he was also the proud owner of the Fifth Seal and was one of the most dangerous sons of bitches I’d ever had the displeasure to square off against. Between him, the Morrigan, Hogg, and Achak, we had one helluva fight on our hands—especially if they managed to finish summoning Cain. High past time we put a kibosh on that shit. 

I glanced at Levi and pointed at the Savage Prophet, then gestured for Ferraro to post up at the far side of room. “Stand by,” I mouthed to her. 

Ferraro nodded and padded forward on silent feet, zipping across the room. 

Levi, meanwhile, lumbered into motion before I could say another word. Trying to keep the veil in place on all three of us as we split apart was no easy thing, not even with the power of two demons and an angel flowing through my veins. The construct pushed me right to the edge of my ability and shattered like a delicate vase when Levi was five feet out from the Prophet. The MudMan shifted as he ran, the slick tux and handsome face replaced by gray clay, huge fists, and an uneven scowl. 

“We’ve got comp—” the Savage Prophet started to shout, but then Levi hit the son of a bitch like an artillery shell.
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Ritual Rematch
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THE PAIR OF THEM WENT flying, the golem’s arms wrapped around the Savage Prophet’s center, bearing him to the ground like a linebacker. But the cat was out of the bag and everyone knew we were here. The Morrigan’s eyes widened in shock, but she couldn’t spare a moment for me. She kept right on chanting, her hands dancing through complex ritual motions. If she stopped now to deal with me, the entire construct could come undone, and considering the magnitude of forces she was playing with, it would probably bring this whole place down on top of our heads.

Which is sort of what I was aiming for. 

I had my hand cannon and I had a clean shot; problem was, I only had two bullets and no idea what that weird red dome did. I couldn’t risk blowing one of my god-killing bullets. It needed to be a sure thing. But I could still try to throw a wrench into her ritual. While Levi tangled with the Prophet—buying me just a little time—I whipped my hands forward and unloaded a potent beam of purple Nox and gale-force wind. My construct smashed against the bloody red dome and fizzled on contact, guttering in seconds. I hadn’t even left a scratch on the damned thing. 

That power was different than anything I’ve ever felt before. But in the brief moment my power had made contact, I instinctively knew what I was dealing with. The dome was death made manifest. The power of mortality and immortality, waltzing through our plane of existence. The ritual was too far along for me to stop it from outside that dome and no magic at my disposal would allow me to penetrate the barrier. But it wasn’t a force barrier. If I could get close enough, it was possible I could force my way through the wall of corrupt magic.

There was a slight hiccup with that, though, because I had lost the element of surprise and now I had an army of nightmares to deal with. The Strigoi were racing toward me while the Dearg Due herded them with whipping lengths of ebony hair. The ghostly pale women drove some toward Levi and the Prophet—now struggling on the floor—while the rest rushed me in an avalanche of flesh and flashing fangs. 

I needed to act fast since those hatchlings riding on the frog-like slaugh were closing the gap with speed and intensity. Seriously, the slaugh were grade A nightmare fuel and uglier than dried dog turds, but holy shit could they move. With a war cry on my lips, I unleashed a tidal wave of raw force. Tendrils of curling fog responded to my will, plucking bodies from the floor, wrapping around arms and legs and torsos. Meanwhile, spits of earth blasted up from the ground, forming a spear wall that would take the slaugh and their riders at least a little while to get around. 

I squeezed my hand shut and the bodies entwined with force fog came apart at the seams. 

With my right hand I let loose a javelin of flame—an oldie but a goody—flash frying more of the undead ghouls even as they pressed in around me, turning ’em all into charbroiled meat. There were so many of the damned things that a few pinpoint strikes just weren’t gonna cut it, so instead I drew in more Vis and lifted my hands skyward like a churchgoer on Sunday morning. The power didn’t fill me so much as it rolled through me, thick clouds of churning orange and yellow light forming overhead. It looked almost like a spectacular sunset, right up until those churning clouds of light started vomiting wispy bolts of apocalyptic fire down on the onrushing mass of vampires and Irish horrors. 

The Dearg Due screeched and the Hatchlings let out mewling cries of pain as they burned, but I only forced more energy into the construct, creating a monsoon of fiery arrows until the agonized screeches fell away. 

Something tingled in the back of my head, a flash of warning, and the world seemed to lurch and slow, everything moving at half-speed. Sometimes when I used the Vis time seemed to move a little more leisurely—but that was mostly thanks to the adrenaline pumping through my body. This was different. New. I watched as a spectral, golden version of Levi sailed through the air like a cannonball. The feeling passed, time and sound resuming in a blur, and the vision flickered and vanished. A half a second later, however, a mule kick of force blasted Levi through the air and straight toward me. 

He followed the exact trajectory I’d witnessed an eyeblink before. 

I sidestepped the real-life version while simultaneously reaching out with another silver tendril of force, plucking him from the air like an outfielder catching a pop fly. 

What in the actual hell was that all about? 

I didn’t have long to wonder, though, because the Savage Prophet was on his feet again, one eye black and swollen, his lip busted, his nose smashed. He looked pissed as hell. 

“I should’ve figured you wouldn’t have the good graces to just die in Hell where you belong,” he snarled, raising his crook. “Serves me just as well since we have unfinished business, meat monkey.” 

“You’re damn right we do, Golden Oldies.” With a thought, I set Levi back on his feet and cut the currents to the force construct. I dropped my hands and licked my lips, sweat rolling down my forehead as the Prophet and I stared at each other. A tense standoff, waiting to see who would break first. 

In a second, the tension snapped and the Prophet darted toward me, a snarl of hate tattooed across his face. He spun the crook over his head and brought it roaring down toward my head, a wreath of frosty power forming inside the curl of the crook.

“Gladium potestatis,” I screamed in defiance, conjuring my Vis-wrought sword—stronger than steel, more fragile looking than glass—just in time to deflect the strike. I dropped low, elbows slightly bent, blade canted to the right of my body, and struck. I twisted the blade through the air, throwing my hips and shoulders into the attack, yoko-giri. The horizontal side-slash technique was meant to disembowel an opponent, spill their guts onto the floor, but the Prophet was too fast for me by half. He effortlessly parried the blow to the side, then offered a whirling counterstrike that caught me in the ribs. 

The crook hit with a sizzle and a railroad spike of cold jabbed into my side, leaving me momentarily gasping for air. 

My coat absorbed and dispersed some of the damage, allowing me to backpedal and get just a little breathing room. But only a little, because the Prophet realized I was on the ropes and meant to capitalize on the opening. He flew at me, crook twirling and spinning as fast as a friggin’ helicopter blade. I narrowly managed to fend off the blows as they came, feinting, deflecting, and slashing whenever I could. But it was clear that he was better than me, which wasn’t wholly surprising. The body he was wearing was mid-twenties, but Old Man Winter himself had a couple thousand years of experience under his belt and was one of the cruelest fae of the Winter Court. 

He’d probably forgotten more about fighting than I’d ever learned. 

He leapt, but time once again came to a screeching halt, and a golden shadow of the Prophet appeared in the air, streaking toward me. I wasn’t sure why it was happening, but ultimately that didn’t matter, because I knew what it meant. I exhaled and prepared myself as time resumed its normal pace and the Prophet caught up with his ethereal doppelganger. I sidestepped, letting the crook whiff past me, and drove the sword right through his stomach. I dismissed the blade with a thought so the wound would bleed freely. The Prophet landed on unstable feet, momentary confusion flashing in his eyes, one hand shooting toward his center.

If this had been anyone else, that would’ve been a killing blow, but Old Man Winter was one tough son of a bitch. He merely grinned, blood staining his teeth, and sealed over the wound with the power of the crook. 

“Going to have to do better than that, Meat Monkey,” he cackled, a crazed light in his eyes. “I know rejuvenation better than any other fae alive. There isn’t a wound I can’t heal with a little time.” 

“Agree to disagree,” I growled. I shot one hand into my pocket, slipped on a pair of cold iron brass knuckles I’d picked up at the Farm, and charged, smashing in his jaw with every bit of strength I could muster. The cocky grin slipped off his face when the cold iron flared like a falling star as it made contact with his bare skin. Old Man Winter was harder to kill than a Bangkok cockroach, but the fae weren’t fans of cold iron. It sapped their power and hurt like a mule kick to the balls.

The Prophet retreated a step, howling, a burn seared into his chin and lips. He raised the crook in retaliation and unleashed a tree trunk of blue-white light that burned as bright as the sun. It was a cold heat, though, the fire of frostbite. I had two demonic seals to my name, but with his crook, the Prophet was my equal. Or damn close to it. I thrust both hands out and conjured a gout of violet hellfire, slamming the construct against his head-on. The two beams of power met in the middle with a rumble, thick billows of steam rising up only to transform into swirls of powdery snow that rained down in an impromptu blizzard. 

Instead of drifting into harmless mounds of white powder, however, the snow coalesced into a trio of nasty creatures built from snow and razor-honed ice that loomed even larger than Levi. Abominable snowmen—winter elementals, servants of the crook, and mean assholes that were mostly immune to Vis attacks. I’d tangled with these supernatural shitheads before, and though they were tough as hell, things had changed since our last dustup. Levi slammed into one, his hands morphing into huge sledgehammers. I had no doubt that Levi would win in that matchup. 

With a flick of my wrist, I ripped the floor apart and called forth a gout of hellfire from deep within the earth. The snowmen were tough and although they were immune to Vis, they sure as shit weren’t immune to the deadly power of Nox. Ice cracked, snow sloughed away, and the creature dissolved into a puddle of mush. 

I could’ve dispatched the third abominable just as easily, but instead I reached out with a thin thread of corrupt demonic energy. This thing was a conjured monster, but I felt a node of dark power animating its body, connecting back to the crook that gave the snowman life. After my time down in Haiti, I was intimately familiar with that power. It was the same force that Vodun Bokor had used to control corpses. With Nox flowing through me, I reached out and sliced the tendril of power emanating from the crook, replacing it with my own subtle weaves. 

The ice-beast immediately fell still, its blank, dead eyes locked on me with adoration and absolute obedience. An awareness of its presence blossomed in the back of my head—not the presence of a living, thinking creature exactly, but more like stumbling across some new limb. An extra arm or leg that had suddenly been grafted in. I sent pure will along the tenuous connection and turned the beast on its former master. The Prophet’s eyes widened in shock as the creature lumbered toward him, icy fists flying.

“Surprise, dickface,” I crowed.  

In the same instant, Levi finished tearing his way through the last of the hostile snowmen and circled in from the left, flanking the ancient fae. I sent my new minion right, while I cut straight up the middle, hemming the Prophet in on three sides. He lashed out with another beam of frosty power, this time targeting the rebel snowman. I couldn’t do much to protect the minion, but Levi used the momentary distraction to charge. Panicked and overwhelmed, the Prophet called forth a raw blast of unseen spirit, taking aim at the incoming golem. His construct crashed into Levi, but the MudMan barely even lost a step. 

He was a force of nature, and he shoulder checked the Prophet, sending him flying. 

With a yell, I ripped one of the enormous stone columns apart with bands of earth and magnetic force. I brought the chunk of stone screaming around in a wicked arc, slamming it into the fae shit-licker, swatting him to the ground like a troublesome fly. Then I dropped the enormous column right onto his legs, pinning him in place. The sheer weight of the column would’ve crushed any human, but fae healed even faster than I did. They weren’t immune to pain, though. The Prophet howled, stretching toward the crook, which had fallen just out of reach. Before he could get ahold of it, I kicked it away. 

“Not this time, brohole.”

“Finish me then,” he growled, his eyes alight with malevolent knowledge. “But you can’t, can you? Because you’re weak,” he hissed. 

For a beat, I thought about going for my gun. I did have two rounds, after all. Not even Old Man Winter would survive getting sandblasted in the face. Problem was, one of those bullets had the Morrigan’s name on it—that was a nonnegotiable—which only left me with one left to spare. If she did manage to finish this ritual, which was looking more and more likely by the second, then the only way to stop Cain was the last round. 

Which meant the Prophet got a pass. For now.

“Naw,” I said, “not weak. You’re just not worth the time or trouble, you washed-up broke-dick jackass. But then, believe you me, you’ll get what’s coming to you.” 

I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my spelled garrote. I dropped to a knee and wrapped it around his neck, pulling tight with the toggles on either end. He groaned and gasped, fingers fruitlessly digging at the metal wire biting into his skin. Killing him even with the garrote was unlikely—and I really did have more pressing matters at hand—so I waited until his flapping and flailing ceased, then loosed my death hold. He was out cold, but I wanted to make sure he stayed that way. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a set of specialty cuffs I’d grabbed from the Farm—cold iron, with quarter-inch spikes facing inward. I hunched over and slapped the restraints in place. Tongues of smoke curled up where metal met skin. 

“I’ll get back to you in a minute, bub.” I patted him and stood with a groan. 

“One down,” I said, “just a few more shitheads to go.” 

“I think it might be harder than you think,” Levi replied, pointing toward the altar. “Looks like we have a new set of problems.” 

The Morrigan was still chanting—floating in the air along with the Scions—but at least part of the ritual had obviously resolved because although the fiery hole floating above Achak remained open, the monstrous Wyrm funneling into his mouth was nowhere to be seen and the corrupted Wendigo was sitting up. Yep, that probably didn’t bode well for us. The fact that his skin had gone from a pale albino white to a deep burnt red, covered in wicked glowing orange sigils, was probably also a bad sign. The radio squawked at my hip and the arch-mage’s voice came crackling over the air. 

“You need to hurry! Something is happening here. The fae lords and ladies are dying. Withering away like corn husks.” 

I glanced at my watch. Screw me sideways, ten to midnight. “We’re doing our best here!” I yelled into the radio. “Things are a bit more complicated than we expected. We’ve got a certified death demon to deal with, riding around in Achak’s body. Could use some backup any day now!” I let my thumb off the button. 

“Winona is heading your way now, but it could take a few minutes,” the arch-mage replied with a burst of static. “I’ll try to hold off the New Wave Mages for as long as I can, but I can buy you minutes at most. Hurry, Lazarus!”

“On it.” I stowed the radio and turned to the Prophet, still unconscious on the ground. “You and I will finish our chat later,” I muttered. “Time to go put your pet demon back into timeout.” 

I reached down and picked up the Crook of Winter, reaching for the added power it offered. 

As they say, in for a penny, in for a pound... 
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Hell Beast
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THE CROOK WAS A LIVING thing, an ancient power with a slick sort of intelligence all its own, and it immediately exerted its influence, fruitlessly wrestling with me for the reins to the ol’ meat machine. For a heartbeat, I found myself drawing in far more power than I’d intended. A sudden raging storm of Vis surged through my veins like caged lightning. The crafty son of a bitch was trying to overwhelm me with power to weaken my mental barriers—a classic distraction technique. Then it hit me with an explosive cocktail of vivid mental images, meant to disorient and confuse.

An image of Ferraro’s naked body flashed through my head. I could see her stretched out on a plush bed, dark hair fanning around her as she pulled me into a kiss. But then that was gone, and Ferraro was Ailia, dark hair traded for golden blonde. I can help you take her back, the crook crooned. I can give you everything. Power. Respect. Immortality. Images of a snowy wasteland flashed across my vision. Me sitting atop a throne. The Morrigan subjugated before me. The arch-mage bowing down, my friends alive and well. Just let go. Give in, the crook hissed while its shadowy presence roamed the hallways of my head, trying to wrap cold tendrils of power around my brain and heart. 

I laughed. Right in its stupid metaphorical face. 

I respected the hustle, but these demonic things were all the same. Like a friggin’ broken record. Give in to your dark urges, blah, blah, blah, relinquish control for power, yada, yada, yada. Two years ago, this would’ve been a different story entirely. But after dealing with something as corruptingly powerful as Azazel, the crook was small potatoes—a two-bit grifter standing in the shadow of a bloodthirsty mob boss. I’d dealt with the worst of the worst and with Cassius patrolling my brain-scape, locking down the crook’s influence was as easy as installing a couple of child safety locks. The crook’s voice wavered and I sensed uncertainty—fear, even—emanating from the weapon. 

“Yep, that’s right. You’re my bitch now,” I said under my breath, “and unless you toe the line, I’m going to feed you into a friggin’ woodchipper, comprende?” The thing practically whimpered in my hands. Good. With the boundaries clearly established, I drew on the crook and let icy swirls drift down my chest, arms, and legs, forming icy plate-mail that would protect me from even the most brutal beatings. The crook purred like a kitten, eager to obey now that it knew who was calling the shots. 

“Levi, do what you can against that nightmare douchewaffle,” I said, gesturing toward the monstrous Wendigo stomping our way. God but he’d gotten so much uglier. Red eyes dotted his head by the hundreds now and a forest of writhing red tentacles sprouted from his back, wriggling in the air like some kind of disgusting mutant octopus. “I’ll see if we can’t shut the ritual down before it goes any further.” 

“Only too happy,” Levi said, his center burbling open as he removed a variety of clay pots, sealed with wax tops. “I have unfinished business with Hogg and his master.” The crazy bastard almost sounded excited about the prospect.

“Brother,” the creature growled, eyeing Levi. “It has been too long.” That wasn’t the voice of Achak. Instead it was the guttural buzz of a million flies. The freaky assbag didn’t actually speak in English either, instead the words that came out of his mouth were twisting things that made no sense in my ear. Inside my head, however, they clicked like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Almost as if my brain was hardwired to comprehend whatever language he spoke. The first tongue then, the language of Hell, understood by every man, woman, and child.

“I agree wholeheartedly,” Levi replied stoically, hefting one of the ceramic pots in each hand. “Leaving you alive was one of the biggest mistakes of my life. I aim to fix that.” Levi smashed a cobalt colored pot into his own head, releasing a wave of ichor. Rivulets of liquid gold cascaded down his gray flesh. Huh. Hadn’t expected that. Levi drew in the ichor and changed, swelling until he matched the possessed Wendigo in size. Simultaneously, obsidian glass bubbled and formed along his chest, arms, and legs, turning into rocky armor. A monstrous knight ripped straight from the pages of a fairy tale. 

Levi hurled the second pot—a rusted red piece with splotches of green—which exploded above the Wendigo’s head. Golden blood sprayed out in a mist, morphing into a barrage of diamond arrows, which slammed into the ground, riddled the Wendigo’s body, and caught Hogg in the leg. Hogg struggled and cursed, flailing his pudgy arms, but Levi was already on the move, rushing toward the pair like a mudslide of wrath. His arms lengthened, one flattening into a circular obsidian-covered shield, the other shifting into a meat cleaver blade as long as a bastard sword. 

I turned away from the demon murder god and focused on the real threat: the Morrigan. 

We had minutes left, but now that the way was clear, I might actually have a chance to get through that damned death barrier and lay this whole shitshow to bed. 

Gritting my teeth, I charged the barrier, slamming my shoulder into the bloody dome. This thing was death made manifest, sure, but then so was I. I had Buné, the Horseman of Death, riding around in my soul and I figured that had to count for something. I drew on the power of death, wearing it like an invisible mantle, instinctively insulating myself against the corruption swirling in the air. 

Still, a deluge of noxious power gushed over me. 

It wasn’t killing me where I stood, which was a plus, but just touching it felt like backstroking through a rancid porta john. Oily, slick, fetid. The scent of decay and rot invaded my nose and ran across my tongue, making me gag. Instantly, I wanted to climb into a Jacuzzi of hand sanitizer, except even that wouldn’t get me clean—this was a filth, a stain, that went all the way down to the soul. Still I pressed on, one painful step at a time. This thing was potent magic, which is why it had scattered my construct, but it wasn’t a force barrier, meant to keep someone out. Not someone like me, anyway.

Admittedly, though, every step was agony. 

Like walking through a wall of wind made out of razor blades and acid. A hurricane that flayed the spirit. I could only imagine what this was doing to my Soul Space, but I’d endured more. Worse. I refused to let the Morrigan win. Not when I was so close to stopping her. I hunkered down, pushing my shoulders forward, and dug in with my toes. The death wind scoured me for what felt like hours but was only seconds. Finally, though, the dome parted for me and I stumbled past the floating Scions and into the center of the ritual. It felt like I’d just run a triathlon while hungover. My muscles shaking uncontrollably, I pulled in great breaths of air and tried my very best not to vomit up every meal I’d ever eaten.

It was a damned near thing. 

I drew on the strength of the crook in my hands, wrapping my senses in a veil of icy indifference, numbing my pain and revulsion. 

I straightened, facing down the Morrigan for what I knew was the last time. Come hell or high water, this dance of ours was ending for one of us.

“You never cease to surprise me,” she said coolly, hands still flying through a rapid-fire series of arcane gestures. “And always in the worst possible way.” 

“What can I say, I just can’t quit you.” 

“Charming as ever, but you cannot stop this, just like you couldn’t stop me twenty years ago.” 

“Seems to me, I did stop you twenty years ago,” I replied, inching closer. “Way I seem to remember it, I ended your little Fomorian rebellion before you could even get it off the ground.” 

“A minor speed bump on the road to progress,” she said with a scowl. “For an immortal, twenty years is nothing. A long nap. Besides, who really won in the end, hmm? I took the woman you loved, forced you from the Guild, ruined every relationship you’ve ever had, and walked away without so much as a slap on the wrist for my treason. You spent the last two decades playing blues music for beer money and sleeping in the back of an el Camino—not exactly a victory lap.” 

“Thanks for reminding me of all the reasons you deserve to die.” 

She tossed her head back and cawed in defiant laughter. “Delusional to the end—and this is the end, I can assure you. The final stroke to my masterpiece. If you stop this now, you’ll bring the whole building down on our heads. Kill us all.” 

“As long as you die, too,” I said, pulling free my revolver and leveling the barrel. I curled my finger around the trigger, squeezing tighter and tighter and tighter... 

But I faltered just short of pulling the trigger. Somewhere along the way, I’d come to terms with the fact that I was never going to get Ailia back, but if I killed the Morrigan now what were the chances that it would obliterate her soul too? Death was one thing. Utter obliteration was another. I would never be able to live with myself if I burned Ailia’s spirit to a cinder. My hand trembled and the Morrigan’s lips quirked at the corners. She knew exactly what was running through my head, and she also knew that every second I wasted was one second closer to this hellish abomination of a ritual coming to completion.  

Fuck me, but I couldn’t do it. Which meant I only had one option left. 

I needed to damage the Morrigan’s bodily vessel badly enough that she had to jump ship.

But could I bring myself to do that? 

It was a death sentence for Ailia, and I would have to be the one to deliver it. I stared at her beautiful face, remembering every meal, every laugh and kiss and mission all in a great rush. Recalling the scuzzy apartment we’d shared in the 9th Ward and how we used to go over to the Hub on Saturdays, where she would eat ribs and watch me play a set in some dive bar. I remembered dancing in the moonlight of a hot New Orleans night, trumpets squealing in the background. Cuddling on the couch, her head in my lap, her ankles draped over the side of the couch as we watched old Kung Fu flicks. I recalled all the terrible meals she’d made for me—she was an awful cook, through and through—and how I’d suffered through every one with good spirits, just to make her happy.

It was dizzying. Sickening. Heartbreaking. Tears trickled down my cheeks with a will of their own. 

That woman was gone. A fragment of her was likely tucked away somewhere inside the thing the Morrigan had turned her into, but the Ailia I knew was as good as dead. I’d never really squared that in my head, at least until I’d lost myself to Azazel. The demon’s presence had torn my mind-scape apart and ravaged my soul in the process—and he’d only been running the show for six months. What would a couple of decades under the power of the Morrigan do to a person? I shivered at the thought. 

Much as I hated to admit it, this was the way. But even knowing all that, I still wasn’t sure I could do what needed doing without a little help.  

Steeling myself, I stowed the gun in its holster and drew more deeply on the power of the crook, this time numbing not only my body but my soul. Muting my emotions until they were only distant things. Emptiness. Suddenly, I was floating outside of myself. An observer watching events unfold, but they were happening to someone else. Someone distant. Characters in a movie, maybe. I was emotionally invested in them, but only as attached as you could get to something that wasn’t real. 

Swathed in icy indifference and spurred on by a cold certainty, I leveled the crook. 

A javelin of ice as thick as my wrist leapt from the end of the weapon, punching clean through the Morrigan’s belly, the tip jutting out the other side. She gasped and her hands stopped their dancing, darting toward her stomach in utter shock. Before I could second-guess myself, I fired another icy javelin, this one impaling Ailia through the neck—cutting the Morrigan off before she could speak or chant. For years the Morrigan had worn Ailia as a puppet to taunt and punish me, but also as a safeguard. She’d gambled that Ailia’s face would be enough to keep me on the ropes, and it was a gamble that had paid off for too long. Not anymore. 

But no half measures would do here. The Morrigan could bring someone back from the edge of death, but there were limits even to her power. 

I fired a third ice spear, this one punching through her chest and into a lung. The Morrigan let out a gurgled wheeze, sucking in air that simply wouldn’t come. Red blood frothed at her lips and she dropped to her knees, hands groping at the frozen spears protruding from her chest. Even wrapped in the icy numbness of the crook, I felt the gnawing teeth of grief closing in around me like a noose. Some small part of me had always clung to the distant hope that maybe, possibly, there was some way to win Ailia back. To free her from the Morrigan’s influence so we could have a second chance. 

Sometimes there were no second chances. Sometimes there were only endings. And this had always been the ending—I’d just been too scared to accept it. 

You’ve ruined everything, she mouthed, unable to truly speak, her eyes bloodshot.

“As long as you’re going down with the ship,” I said, voice a thousand miles away.

The red dome around us wavered and wobbled, no longer constrained by the Morrigan’s iron will. But somehow she still managed to maintain a tenuous hold over the spell. The shield faltered, sure, but the Scions still hung in the air, red light radiating off them. I couldn’t imagine the kind of willpower it took to maintain a ritual of this size and scope while also being impaled through the throat, chest, and gut with lances of ice. But then the Morrigan wasn’t a magi, she was a goddess and one of the most powerful forces to ever walk the face of the earth.  

Behind me the doors exploded open in a shower of wooden debris and Winona appeared in all her Sasquatch glory. At some point, the Bigfoot had ditched her transformation medallion, so she was a mass of auburn hair wielding that monster axe, which swirled with fingers of frostbite cold. I almost missed Darlene clinging to her back like a curly haired toddler.

“Help Levi!” I yelled, jerking a thumb toward the MudMan, who was busy going golem to golem against Cain. Truth be told, he wasn’t looking so hot. He was on the floor, the murder god looming over him. The MudMan’s obsidian armor was chipped and cracked in places and one hand ended in a bloody stump, leaking out golden blood. And after just regrowing an arm. Poor guy just couldn’t catch a break.  

Winona turned to face the demon godling riding around in her former fiancés body, and her face transforming into a thunderhead. “You will regret disgracing Achak’s body,” she growled, hands curling more tightly around the haft of her axe. 

“Get me close,” Darlene called over the chaos. “I have a surprise for him!”

Winona shot forward in a blur, so fast it was almost impossible to follow. With a roar, she brought the axe screaming down in a wicked arc, planting the blade firmly into Achak’s shoulder. The murder godling just smiled, hardly concerned. At least, until Darlene craned forward and pushed a bright pink spray canister into his face and unleashed a cloud of OC. She really had learned a thing or two after all. Supernatural shitheads were always downplaying human tech, but with a thousand eyes covering his body, there was no better weapon in the world than a good dose of OC. 

Cain howled, falling back and clawing at his face as Winona ripped her axe free. She set Darlene down, helped Levi to his feet with one enormous hair-covered mitt, then charged the murder god again before he could clear his vision. 

I didn’t have time to watch Levi and Winona get their sweet and well-deserved vengeance, because I had a vengeance of my own to take care of... 
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Red Reckoning
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I TURNED MY EYES BACK to Ailia, who lay on the floor, her eyes already glossing over in death. That more than anything else was a gut punch I couldn’t bear. The sheer pain of it, like a K-Bar to the guts, shattered the shaky protection the crook offered. She was gone. Dead. By my hand. And I hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye. To hold her one last time or kiss her on the cheek as the life faded from her eyes. 

One more thing the Morrigan had robbed me of.

My sadness turned to anger, morphing in an instant like one of Levi’s fists. 

A spectral swirl of black and purple drifted out from Ailia’s open mouth, condensing and coalescing into the shape of a woman. For the first time in more than twenty years I was face-to-face with the Morrigan in her true form. 

She stood over six feet—all long limbs and graceful curves, with red hair nearly black, cherry lips, and eyes so dark they made midnight look like noonday. Like huge, rough-cut chunks of obsidian, those eyes. A cloak, composed of gauzy crow feathers, trailed down her back and framed heavy ebony-black armor studded with cruel silver spikes. She was beautiful, but not like a supermodel or a rose. No, she was beautiful in the way broken glass can be in the right light. Or in the way a forest fire can be as it rages across the landscape, lapping at the trees with tongues of flame and devouring the tall grass. 

She was utter destruction wrapped in a veneer of grace and civility. The bloody nimbus still surrounded her—the tether to the vast ritual still churning in the air—which meant we weren’t out the woods just yet. But I sure as hell intended to rectify that.  

I reached for my pistol, but before I could even get my hand around the grip, she was on me. The War Walker could beat Winona in a footrace if she put her mind to it. She swung a spiked gauntlet at my head with enough force to shatter my skull, and I narrowly managed to catch the blow with the crook before her fist turned my skull into dust. The fragile wood didn’t look like it could withstand the blow, but it was a legendary weapon of the fae and made of sterner stuff than it appeared. 

I sidestepped and twirled, bringing the crook down in an overhand blow. 

She deflected my clumsy strike with a disdainful flick of her wrist, then stuck her other hand out and conjured her own weapon with a flourish—like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. Swirls of inky black shadow appeared in her palm. Tendrils of smoke wrapped around her fingers and whipped at the air, writhing in some unfelt breeze. Instead of pulling a cutesy bunny from thin air, she drew out a scythe, its double-handed shaft built of solid smoke with arcane symbols carved along its length, which glowed like the fiery tip of a fat cigar.

She attacked, immediately putting me on the defensive. She batted the crook away and spun her scythe with a flourish, whipping the curved blade toward my face. I bolted left and dropped into a back stance, bringing the crook up into a high overhand block—hoping the fae weapon continued to hold. Yes, it was a weapon of ancient power, but the Morrigan was still the Morrigan. A literal deity and one who was known for her battle prowess. The scythe landed against the crook with a flash of blue sparks, and the force of the blow sent shivers running through my arms and into my shoulders. 

She was better than me in a brawl, there was no doubt about it. My magic was stronger, sure, but I needed distance to use it. It was taking every ounce of concentration I had to keep her from splattering me against the wall or carving me up like a Thanksgiving turkey—I couldn’t spare even a second to form a construct. She charged again, moving with the deadly grace of a tiger. I brought the butt of the staff down on the floor with a thunderous clang and a forest of razor-sharp ice spears erupted underfoot. They should’ve impaled her on the spot, but she exploded in a cloud of inky smoke and raven wings. 

A flock of birds a hundred deep took wing, circling overhead before joining together into another poof of smoke. The Morrigan hung above me, a cold smile on her face, glossy blue-black wings extended from her shoulder blades. With an inhuman screech she thrust her scythe forward and hurled a beam of churning black light at me. I conjured a barrier of power seconds before the bolt of dark magic landed, but her spell hit like a bunker buster. White-hot pain exploded across my mind as my shield cracked like an egg and blew apart. The force of the blast slammed into my chest like a roundhouse-kick from Chuck Norris, but the icy armor covering my torso prevented any serious damage.

“That all you got, sister?” I taunted. 

“I’m just getting warmed up, you inconsequential speck of dust,” she sneered, raising her scythe and unleashing a hail of smoldering black orbs that fell like meteors. Huh. It sure did suck to be on the receiving end of this spell. I had her number, though.

She wasn’t a slouch in the ol’ spell-slinging department, but she was a physical powerhouse and tended to rely on offensive prowess, not metaphysical might. I was her better in this arena. With tendrils of earth, I snatched up fallen chunks of stone and whipped them through the air on bands of powerful wind. Black orbs smashed into incoming rock and detonated in flares of purple light. Before the dust could even settle a beam of pure death as thick as a tree trunk ripped through the debris. 

I threw myself into a roll, narrowly avoiding the ray, and came back to my feet just in time to catch the Morrigan’s scythe flashing toward my neck. I brought the crook up, but my hand was slick with sweat and I caught the edge of the blade at an awkward angle. The crook went spinning from my hands, landing twenty feet off and well out of reach. Suddenly the icy armor covering me vanished and the cloak of numbness, sheltering my mind and body, melted away like the first snowfall of the year. Wild emotion came roaring back with a vengeance, and it brought some heavy-duty aches and pains along for the ride. 

My knees wobbled and it was all I could do to stay on my feet. 

“Look sharp!” a voice boomed from behind me as a ball of blue-white lightning streaked past me and slammed into the Morrigan’s chest, forcing her back. “James Sullivan, fashionably late as usual.” He strutted up like a peacock, silver rapier in his hand, and steadied me on my feet. “Well done, old boy,” he said, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “But how’s about we finish this one off together. For old times’ sake?”

“For old times’ sake,” I agreed with a nod. 

I reached out a hand, but this time I didn’t summon my familiar sword. I called Azazel’s favored weapon to me. A burning violet warhammer, built from pure Nox, its long haft was topped by a wicked hammer head on one side and a cruel spike on the other. It was perfect for dealing with an adversary in heavy armor—smashing in a helm with the blunt head or penetrating a breastplate with the razor-edged spike, piercing the chest cavity below. A brutal, efficient weapon, much like Azazel himself, and perfect against the Morrigan. 

The War Walker charged with rage on her face. She spun and lashed out with the scythe, but I caught the weapon on my summoned warhammer, while Sullivan attacked from the left with a lightning-fast thrust that she barely dodged. The three of us moved in an elaborate dance, duking, dodging, rolling, slashing, thrusting: a constant blur of motion that would’ve left me winded a year ago. Azazel might’ve been a real dickhead, but screw me if I wasn’t grateful that he’d whipped the ol’ meat suit into decent shape. 

Even though Sullivan and I had been at odds, we’d worked together for years and fell into a well-familiar rhythm. 

We worked her like a pair of wolves, circling, keeping our distance, and pushing her on two fronts. One of us would dart in quick and dirty, then duck back out, while the other launched wave after wave of spell constructs. Ball lightning. Fire columns. Insidious force mist and lances of ice. I hit her more than a few times with potent Nox constructs I’d picked up during my time in Hell, but no matter what we did, the Morrigan rebuffed our attacks and launched a fresh wave of assaults all her own. Worse, she was winning. Slowly maneuvering us away from the floating Scions and into a corner, strewn by rubble, where we’d be forced to stand our ground.

I needed to change that dynamic and I needed to do it now. Which meant taking a little gamble. I waited for Sullivan to drop back, then launched a fresh assault of my own, feinting right then opening up with a column of brimstone fire, purple-black and reeking of sulfur. She twisted like a contortionist, the blaze missing her by inches, and then I made my big play. I juked right, dropping my hammer and exposing a small opening—a fencing move called Giving the Blade—only noticeable to the most skilled warrior, which she was. I saw the glint of triumph in her eyes as she ducked low and lashed out with the scythe, smashing the blade deep into my side.

The pain was abrupt, ungodly, and terrible, but thanks to my spelled coat, the blade only penetrated three or four inches. Hopefully not deep enough to nick anything too important. Gritting my teeth, I swung my hammer with all the strength I could muster and drove the wicked spike on the back directly into the side of her throat. Tongues of purple Nox oozed from the wound and for the first time the crimson halo around her guttered, faltering, though not dying completely. She retreated and gasped, pulling her scythe free as she slammed a hand to her neck to stop the bleeding. 

I toppled to the ground, my legs refusing to bear my weight for another second. 

“Enough!” she howled. 

A dome of black light erupted around her and a wall of unseen will smashed into me, pinning me in place. Not that I could’ve moved anyway. Sullivan somehow managed to stay on his feet, though not for long... She spun on her heel and brought her scythe around in an arc, slamming the blunt head into Sullivan’s chest. He flew back like a line drive and crashed into a stone column with a whuff.   

“The pair of you couldn’t beat me twenty years ago,” she taunted, standing over us like an avenging angel. “Even at your finest—even with the power of divinity coursing through your veins—you are still too weak. Proof positive that humans are creatures to be culled and preyed upon, nothing more.” She grinned and shook her head. “The fact that my kind has kowtowed to you and your insipid Guild for so long will never fail to shock me. But once I put the pair of you down, that will be the end of it. You may have momentarily stalled my plans, but if I eat the beating heart from your chest, Lazarus, I can still fix this. Pull off my little coup and start things right.” 

She raised her scythe and all I could do was watch my end approach—

Ferraro lurched into view, swinging the mace with every ounce of strength she could muster. Ferraro was athletic and fast, but she didn’t hold a candle to the Morrigan. But the Morrigan didn’t even bother to try and dodge the attack, and why would she? Wrapped in a cloak of darkness, she was the next best thing to invulnerable. She’d just laid out the two most powerful mages in the Guild of the Staff and she’d done it handily, all while holding an arcane ritual together that could kill gods. Certified, grade A badass. The Morrigan also loathed humanity. Her pride would never let her move aside. She just smiled as she watched the mace head carve a path toward her head. 

A flicker of shock passed through her eyes as the enchanted mace burned through her shadow shield as though it were made of flimsy gauze and crashed into the side of her head with a meaty thunk, knocking her momentarily off balance.

The immense wall of will pinning me down flickered and vanished. It was all I needed. 

My hand shot to the pistol at my side, which came away with a rasp of metal on leather. In the same instant, the Morrigan wheeled around, fixing her eyes on Ferraro, her teeth bared in a rictus of hate. She raised her scythe and the world seemed to lurch and slow. A golden image of the Morrigan rushed forward, slamming a shimmering golden clone of her scythe directly into Ferraro’s gut. If I didn’t act this was going to end just the way my last battle with the Morrigan had. She would kill Ferraro and then she’d possess the FBI agent and wear her body around for the next twenty years just to spite me. 

This time would be different. 

Hitting a moving target—especially one as fast as the Morrigan—was a tricky thing with a handgun, but thanks to the golden image stained across my vision, I knew exactly where she was going to be. I raised the barrel, exhaled, and squeezed the trigger just as the Morrigan lurched into motion, perfectly following in the wake of her golden doppelganger. The scythe descended, death imminent, but my gun belched fire and a god-killing bullet plowed into her chest and spun her like a top.  

She landed on the floor in a heap, but quickly struggled to her hands and knees, red eyes wide with a shock I’d never seen in them before. 

“No...” she moaned. Purple flame bled from the ragged black wound in her chest, crawling over armor and exposed skin with a living awareness. “This can’t be the way it ends.” The unnatural fire wreathed her with unholy light. Deathly flame slipped into her open mouth, cutting off her weak protests, though the terror in her eyes was still plain to see. Her skin began to flake away, turning to ash and revealing white bone beneath. The fire was incinerating her. Not just killing her but unmaking her.

“Eat a great big ol’ bag of dicks,” I growled, struggling to my feet so that the last thing she would ever see would be me standing over her. 

With one last choked scream the fire consumed her, leaving behind nothing more than a pile of sooty ash. The red aura surrounding her winked off at last and the Scions plummeted to the floor. I spotted Candace off to the right, her skin waxy and pale, her breathing ragged and labored. Alive, but unconscious. Clearly, the ritual had extracted a brutal toll on the kidnapped heirs of the fae—but alive was alive and that was all that really mattered. I pulled my eyes away as arms of brutal crimson energy flailed wildly without purpose or reason, released into the world before its time.

I glanced at my watch. One minute to midnight. 

Off in the distance there was a howl of primal rage and hate. The Wendigo rose up into the air, lifted by tendrils of red power, his head back, body seizing and shaking, mouth yawning wide. There was a sickening snap of bone as the Wendigo’s jaw ripped apart and the bloated beast—all chitinous plates, twitching legs, and ruby eyes—exploded up and out like an endless stream of vomit. Sucked back into the rift still hanging in the air. The murder god was as big as a friggin’ city bus, yet the process took only a matter of seconds. Then, just as quickly as he’d appeared, the creature was gone. Back in hell where he belonged. 

The Wendigo’s body crumpled like a used soda can, falling in a tangle of lanky disgusting limbs.

Well how about that shit? We’d done it. 

There was no time to celebrate, though—not just yet. Tree trunks of bloody death energy slammed into stone columns, the floor rumbling beneath my feet, while others smashed into the domed ceiling overhead. Chunks of plaster, paint, and glass rained down. Yep, this much energy would literally tear this place apart in a matter of minutes. 

“Winona, Darlene!” I screamed, thrusting my hand out and calling on the power of the Gate Seal, “get the Scions out of here, and I’m talking now! Ferraro, how’s about you give Sullivan a helping hand, huh?” 

A portal rotated into view—the field just outside my dilapidated barn in Gunnison. 

Winona was already a blur, scooping up unconscious Scions left and right, then unceremoniously pitching them through the portal like sacks of potatoes, before rushing back for the others. Darlene lifted Candace from the floor a tad more gently, and the two of them limped off together while Ferraro headed over to Sullivan, helping the dazed mage to his feet.

“You gonna be okay?” she asked, one arm wrapped around Sullivan’s middle. I could practically feel her eyes boring into my bloody side. 

“Yeah, fine,” I said, waving her through. “Start shuffling people into the barn—set up a triage center.” I hefted my pistol and turned toward the Prophet, still trapped underneath one of the stone columns. “I have one last piece of business to finish up.” 

Her lips pursed into a thin line, her face hard, but she nodded and said nothing. 

Killing in self-defense was one thing, executing someone in cold blood was another entirely. But as with Ailia, sometimes there was no other way. I watched Ferraro and Sullivan limp through the portal, arm in arm, followed in short order by Darlene, Winona, and the last of the Scions. I scanned the profane temple looking for some sign of Levi, but the great gray shit kicker was gone. So was Hogg. Levi was one tough son of a bitch; if anyone could make it out of a building collapse it was him. Shit, having friggin’ ten tons of stone fall on him would probably be like a day at the spa. 

I let the portal snap shut and put the MudMan from my mind. Time to finish this thing for good.
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The End is Nigh
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I STOOD OVER THE PRONE body of the Savage Prophet, his eyes shut, his breathing labored. Still out cold from the garrote I’d wrapped around his stupid throat. Good. We’d stopped the ritual, Cain returned to the underworld where he belonged, and the Morrigan was dead. Ailia with her. I wasn’t sure what had happened to Hogg, but I had no doubt Levi would settle things with that douche nozzle. This turd was the last vestige of cancer that had plagued my life for the past few years and it was one trigger pull away from being over for good. 

I pointed my hand cannon right down at the Prophet’s head—no chance of missing from this range.

I had one immortal killing round left in the chamber and not even the crotchety old fae would survive that. It would probably also burn the host’s soul from existence, and that I had a few reservations about. Only a few, though. I hadn’t been able to do it to Ailia, but I didn’t know this kid and at this point I was too tired and too beaten to care anymore. Truth was, I was completely and totally out of fucks to give. I cocked the hammer, steeling myself to end the Prophet for good even if the cost was high. Even if that young man’s face would haunt me like so many others before it did. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 

My heart lurched into my throat and my finger eased up just a hair. 

I knew that voice.

Slowly, I turned and found none other than Lady Luck standing a few feet off, her hands folded behind her back. She looked the same as she always did: plain-Jane, trim and petite, with shoulder-length brown hair hanging down in a loose sheet. Her face was thin and sharp, too harsh to be beautiful exactly, though she was handsome in her way. She wore a charcoal-gray skirt, a navy blouse, a pair of moderate heels, and black rectangular glasses. She looked for all the world like she belonged in a corporate boardroom and not in the war zone of shredded bodies and broken rubble. 

“Look who finally decided to show up,” I grunted. “And here I was starting to think you were dead.” 

She frowned and rolled her eyes. “It’s not easy to kill an immortal, as you yourself have discovered.” 

I flexed my finger just a hair on the trigger. “Seems easy enough to me. Assuming you have the right tools.” 

“In theory, perhaps, but reality is often so much more complicated than what’s on paper.” She paused and stared at me long and hard. “That is a lesson I too have learned.” 

“And what could be so complicated about this, huh?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. “One last bullet and everything can go back to normal. Or normalish, anyway. What possible reason could I have for keeping this dickweed around?” 

“In part,” she said, moving closer, heels clicking on the ruined stone floor, “because of who that body belongs to.” 

Her tone, more than her words, rattled my resolve, and I found myself hesitating. 

“Fine,” I said, easing my finger off the trigger. “Enlighten me.” 

“I would like you to meet Mason. Your grandson. Though I’m sure he looks nothing like you remember.” 

Suddenly I couldn’t breathe, my mouth was as dry as the Mojave, and the world seemed to tremble at the edges. An image of a little blond-headed tyke with a missing front tooth and a scraped knee flashed through my memories. Mason, the name was right, but this couldn’t possibly be him. I’d left my wife and two boys behind back in ’74, a couple of years after my own gift had flowered in full force. Mostly, I’d stayed clear of their lives since then—didn’t want any of them to get pulled into the ugliness of the supernatural world. It was better for everyone that way. My eldest had gone on to have a son, but the douche on the floor had to be in his late thirties.  

“No, can’t be,” I said, shaking my head. But suddenly it felt like a lie on my lips. “This guy is way too old, and besides, neither of my kids had the gift.” 

“It certainly can be,” she said evenly. “He’s only twenty-three, you know. As for the gift, it often skips a generation. He was a late bloomer, much like yourself actually. His power awakened during a tour in Afghanistan. A regular chip off the old block, I would say.” She offered me a thin smile and I felt something queasy roiling around inside the pit of my stomach.

I swiveled at the hips, taking aim at her instead. “I think it’s about time you tell me where in the hell you’ve been. That and how you know all this.” 

“I thought it would be obvious by now,” she said, raising her hands, palms out. “The Morrigan wasn’t the one pulling the strings. It was me. It’s always been me. She’s been working on my behalf for years.” 

The gun trembled in my hand. “No... That’s... No.” I grimaced and shook my head, refusing to believe it. “That can’t be. You recruited me. You’ve been sending me on these missions to stop everything. Why in the fuck would you do that?” 

“Because I knew you would accomplish what I never could have on my own,” she said, nearly preening at her accomplishment. “You’ve managed to collect all the seals I need. True, I had hoped that the Prophet would end up with the Fourth Seal, but that was only a minor bump in my plans. And now you have the Gate Seal—a task that would’ve been impossible to achieve. Yet Sir Gal willingly gave it up to you. And with it, you now can find the Seventh and Final Seal.” 

“You’ve been working against me this whole fucking time!”

“No. Not at all,” she replied, speaking slowly. Patiently. “Yancy, don’t you see? I don’t want you dead. You are my Champion, not him.” She gestured toward the downed man. “I picked you out from the beginning because I want you on my side. Don’t you understand yet? Can’t you see? You have been abused by the system. Treated like a cog in a machine that doesn’t care about you. I want to change all of that.”

“You want to change all that, huh,” I spat. “Wanted to treat me better by what? Beating and torturing me? By sending me into unimaginable danger knowing I could die a thousand times over!” My voice grew louder as I spoke, until I was nearly screaming at her. 

“Unavoidable,” she replied coolly. “I always tried to nudge things in your favor, but I had to mask my involvement lest the Lady Fate be suspicious that there was more going on than seemed. I gained the first Seal nearly a millennium ago and used it to mask my movements from the Tapestry. It took another seven hundred before I got my hands onto the Fifth Seal, but with it I was finally able to glimpse through the strands of Fate. Then I waited. Waited and watched. Biding my time. 

“I needed a mortal partner, wild, reckless, powerful, and above reproach. And low and behold it came late in 1969 when a young Marine deep in the heart of Vietnam killed something nearly as ancient as myself. Your string appeared like a golden sun, radiantly blinding. A fulcrum in the Tapestry of Fate. I only had to take a single look to realize you were the perfect champion. Good hearted, but willing to buck the Guild. Determined, but not rigidly moral or idealistic. A man willing to do what needed doing, even if the choices were ugly and hard.” 

“And what about him, huh?” I said, gesturing toward the Prophet. 

“He was a backup plan. A fail-safe. No more, no less. If you die, the Seals will skip over your children—none of whom manifested the gift—and pass on to your natural-blood grandchild, Mason.” She paused, licked her lips, and smoothed her pencil skirt. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was nervous—which was odd, because I’d never seen her nervous. “It doesn’t have to go that way, Yancy,” she said. “You side with me, and Old Man Winter will relinquish the boy in favor of a new host. You get to have your family back and we remake the world together.”

This line again. Always the same. She was no different than Azazel or the Crook of Winter. She wanted to use me as a weapon. 

“Nope, I’m done letting other people push me around and manipulate me.”

“You misunderstand,” she said. “I don’t want to use you. I’m not looking for a slave. A whipping boy to do my dirty work. I truly am looking for a partner, Yancy. Someone to help me remake the world into something better. Imagine a future where magic was embraced. Where we didn’t need to cling to the shadows of the world of men. It was that way, once. There was a golden age where magic, humanity, and technology all existed in harmony. But I can’t build that future alone. I need help—your help. That’s why I did all this. I had to clear away the chaff so that new, more progressive minds could rule.” 

“New, more progressive minds?” I snarled, feeling anger bubble up inside like a geyser. “Like the Morrigan? Like Old Man Winter?” 

She shrugged. “I will readily admit that big change can create odd bedfellows at times. But you and I are cut from a different cloth, Yancy. Together we could cure cancer. We could put an end to all sickness. We could topple tyrants. Fix the world.” 

I snorted and curled my finger more tightly around the trigger. “Sure, fix the world,” I said sourly. “I’ve been in the Mists of Fate, lady—I’ve seen the future you want to create, and I wouldn’t call it an improvement.” 

She threw back her head and laughed. “You think I’m the only one manipulating you? Those were only dim shadows of what might be. Failed timelines. Lady Fate wanted you to see those as fervently as I wanted you not to see them. But there are other futures, Yancy. Other futures where we succeed. And they are beautiful. Worlds of peace and plenty. I have seen them with my own eyes—and so has the Wyrd.” She paused, letting the implications linger in the air. “So has Sir Gal. They have manipulated you as surely as I have, fearing you will make the wrong choice.” 

That froze me cold. A voice nagged in the back of my head. They had been hiding things from me, there was no doubt about that. Hinting about futures they refused to share. Just what had they seen? Why would they hold out on me unless what Lady Luck was saying held at least a little truth? I hesitated and dropped the tip of my gun for the merest moment, caught completely off guard. That’s when she moved, an explosion of white light erupting from her palms as bright as a flash-bang. I flinched back, raising an arm in a weak attempt to shield my eyes, but it was no use. I blinked frantically, trying to clear away the white stars dancing across my vision. Even after a few seconds purple afterimages stained my retinas. When I finally could see again, there was no sign of Lady Luck or the Savage Prophet, but a disembodied voice raised the hackles along the back of my neck.  

“I’ll be in touch soon, my Champion.”

Fuck me. I’d probably just made the worst mistake of my life—I wanted to kick my own ass for not just pulling the trigger. Yet... Yet, some part of me also needed to know more. I didn’t have long to dwell on that, though. The columns were crumbling around me and I needed to get gone before the roof collapsed right on top of my head. 

There was still one last thing I had to do...
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Endings and Beginnings
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I STEPPED OUT OF AN angelic portal and into the crisp mountain air of the Rockies. Clutched in my arms was Ailia’s frail body, her lifeless head leaning against my shoulder. The weight of her body was nothing in my arms. Seeing the sun setting behind a jagged stretch of mountain in the distance was disorienting—but then it wasn’t night here, I reminded myself. Not yet. Midnight in South Africa was only 4:00 PM Colorado time and we’d gained a day as well, thanks to the magic of time zones. If only time travel were really so easy.

I shook my head and set off across the uneven ground behind the Farm. The chatter of voices drifted on a breeze—Winona and Ferraro tending to the Scions. I needed to let them know that I’d made it back, that I was okay. But I needed this first. My legs wobbled as I climbed a short sloping hill, then descended along a narrow footpath that cut down the opposite side and disappeared into a copse of pines and firs. I was too tired to move fast, so I plodded along at a turtle’s pace, hugging Ailia’s cold body more tightly to my chest. Tears trickled down my cheeks as I walked, and I was glad there was no one else here to see. 

The dirt trail, liberally covered with fallen pine needles, snaked through the trees and dumped out into a small clearing with a few logs arrayed in a rough circle with a firepit at the center. It was peaceful here, the sound of distant voices muted by the foliage. Instead, squirrels chattered happily as they moved about their business, and the shrill warble of sparrows and finches filled the air. I’d built the Farm long after I’d lost Ailia, but I’d always wanted to bring her here. During the summers, I would often sit around the firepit, staring into the flames and smoking a cheap cigar while I played my guitar late into the night. 

She would’ve loved that. 

I carefully set her body down, propping her up against a log, then set about gathering firewood and dry kindling. I tossed chunks of wood into the stone-ringed pit, stuffed the twigs and dry grass in between the larger logs, then coaxed a flame to life with a thought and an effort of will. The logs went up in a blaze, cleansing orange fingers reached heavenward. That done, I picked Ailia up and settled myself onto the log, cradling her body against mine like a lost child. I absently watched the blaze, letting my mind drift and wander. For a while, I pretended we really had traveled back in time—that this was 1997 and we were on a camping trip in Yellowstone.

We’d done that more than a few times. I never was one for sleeping rough if I could avoid it, but Ailia loved bedding down under a warm blanket with only a sea of stars overhead. As an empath, she felt things far more deeply than I ever would, and she had always relished the connection to the earth. To the raw power of nature, even more vast and mysterious than the magic we called on.

I don’t know how long I sat there for exactly, but the snap of twigs broke the quiet spell and I twisted in my seat. James Sullivan was threading his way along the path, his gaze fixed on the fire. He’d taken off his tactical flak jacket, trading it in for a sport coat and an obnoxious paisley button up with white cuffs. He looked fresh and clean, like he’d already showered, made time for a trip to the spa, and was ready for an evening out on the town. Except that last bit wasn’t quite true, because instead of the typical sword cane he always carried, he now held a shovel.  

“Thought I might find you out here.” He edged around the pit and sat on a log opposite me. “I felt a flare of power and figured it must be you.” He rested the shovel against a nearby tree trunk and fished out a silver flask with his initials engraved into the front. He unscrewed the cap and took a long pull. “Wild Turkey,” he said, holding out the flask in offering. 

I shook my head.

“Suit yourself,” he replied, taking another nip. “Are you okay?” 

“Not really,” I admitted with a shrug.

He stowed the flask, pursed his lips, and nodded. “No, no, can’t imagine you would be.” He leaned forward, forearms rested against his thighs, hands raised toward the fire. “She would’ve liked it out here, you know. It’s far too dirty for my taste, but she always did like things that were a little rough around the edges.” He shot me a sad smile. “I’m sorry things turned out the way they did.” 

“Me too,” I murmured, squeezing her body even tighter against me. As though I could somehow press life back into her by my sheer proximity. “But you can’t always get what you want,” I said. “Mick Jagger taught me that once upon a time.” 

“True enough,” Sullivan said. “But sometimes, you get what you need.” 

The words broke something inside of me and tears welled in my eyes. He wasn’t wrong. This sure as shit wasn’t how I wanted things to end, but sometimes what you wanted and what you needed were two very different beasts. As painful as this was for me, Ailia was free now. 

At peace. She was a good soul and although I wasn’t sure what heaven looked like, I knew she was too good for anything else. Too kind and pure.

James and I sat there for the next hour, absorbed in silence, watching the fire flicker and die, until only glowing embers remained. It was a death vigil, though neither of us said it. Once even those embers were gone, Sullivan stood, stripped off his coat, and rolled up his freshly pressed sleeves. He grabbed the shovel and set to work on the far side of the clearing, the metal blade biting down into cold dirt with a harsh clang that echoed in the night. Either one of us could’ve dug the grave with the effort of a pinky, but there was something cleansing and right about doing it by hand. I laid Ailia’s body down and joined him, stealing a snatch of his bourbon before taking my turn at the shovel. 

We talked while we worked, reminiscing about better days and old missions. Sharing stories of Ailia. Despite all he and I had been through in the past year—betrayal and heartache—there was no one else I would’ve wanted with me. Truth was, he was a better friend than I deserved and the only one who could understand what I was going through. Sullivan may have looked like a man of forty, but he’d been alive since 1906, fought through the Second War World, and lost more friends and family members than anyone else I knew. He was well acquainted with grief and loss, as most magi were.

Once the hole was finally deep enough, the sides squared off, I retrieved her body from beside the now cold fire. James waited, hands folded behind his back, eyes gleaming with unshed tears of his own as he watched me carry her to the grave and kneel beside it.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered into her ear, smoothing her hair back then brushing a kiss across her forehead for the last time. “For what it’s worth, I never forgot about you. Never stopped hoping. Or loving you.”

She didn’t speak, because the spark that made her her was gone. This was just a body. One the Morrigan had used and abused in an attempt to torture me. I carefully lowered her down into the grave, the simple act somehow more painful than every other hurt I’d endured that night. I hoisted myself from the dusty hole and stared down at her face, eyes closed, the ghost of a smile on her perfect lips. 

I tossed in the first shovel of dirt. 

It felt like the ultimate ending. 

There was also something strangely cathartic in the act, however. Ailia had been a ghost who haunted my mind for the better part of two decades, hanging over every relationship. But no more. This hadn’t been the goodbye I’d wanted, but it was one I could live with. 

Closure. 

The world was still a shitty place and things were far from perfect—hell, they were barely hanging together by a thread—but I’d done right by her. She could rest in the knowledge that the Morrigan had finally received the reckoning so rightly coming her way. The Guild was still broken, but maybe now that the arch-mage and I had put aside some of our differences we could fix that too. Maybe I could finally move on. My thoughts turned to Ferraro. Things had always been shaky between us—too much old history trailing behind me. The angry memories of failures past. 

Maybe now I could mend those bridges and give her the kind of relationship she wanted.

There was still one open loop, though, lingering in the back of my head. My jaw clenched as my thoughts turned to Lady Luck. I’d been played. By her, certainly, but also by Lady Fate. I hated bullies and I hated being manipulated more than just about anything, and as far as I could tell, I’d been played like a friggin’ marionette, dancing on the end of unseen strings. Not anymore. I balled my fists and turned to James. 

“You okay, old boy?” he asked again, his voice soft, his brow furrowed in worry. 

“I will be,” I growled. “But not just yet. I need to get some answers.” 

“Answers?” he asked, his face screwed up in puzzlement. “From who? Everyone’s dead.” 

“Not everyone,” I said. “And I think I know who can tell me what I need to know.” See you in the future, Sir Gal had said to me. Damn straight he would. “And I think I know where to find him. We need to get to the Mists of Fate...” 
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Chapter One: Beginning of the End

I TOOK ONE LAST GLANCE around my apartment. A tiny studio flat, just under five hundred square feet, which still cost me a sizeable chunk of change every month. It didn’t help that the cost of living had skyrocketed over the past few years while my meager paycheck had remained rock steady. Which is to say, low. Being an EMT doesn’t pay what it used to, not that it’s ever really been a lucrative career field—kids flipping burgers at most fast-food joints made what I did, despite the demands of the job. Working grueling shifts. Saving lives. Watching people die.

Still, even in spite of the pay, it was good work. Fulfilling.

My little slice of paradise had a small kitchen, a nearly microscopic bathroom, and a living room that doubled as my bedroom, office, dining room, and pretty much everything else. I’m something of a minimalist, I suppose. Someone less generous might say I was poor. Everything I owned was old, worn, and just this side of broken: a dented stove, a bulky white fridge that’d certainly seen better days, a used brown sofa I’d picked up from Goodwill a couple of years ago. The couch was heavily stained, the cushions deeply creased and sagging. A full mattress in the same condition bordered the far wall, near the door to the bathroom.

The TV was nice at least—a hulking seventy-five-inch Shintaro with a nano-crystal screen and multi-zone backlighting. My VR headset, a matte black helmet with a sleek viewing screen, sat on the floor next to the massive television. I smiled looking at it. Lots of good memories.

For a moment, I stood there staring, swaying slightly on my feet. I frowned, trying to decide what to do next. As an EMT I know what shock looks like, and I had it bad, but there wasn’t anything I could do. I briefly considered going around my apartment and unplugging the appliances, just to make sure the place didn’t catch fire and burn to the ground. No point in that, though. A house fire was the least of my concerns at this point. 

So instead, I shrugged numbly, readjusted my bathrobe, shuffled over to the cramped kitchen, and poured myself a cup of day-old joe, strong enough to knock teeth out. 

The coffee was tepid at best, so I stuck the mug in the barely serviceable microwave, hit the auto start, and headed over to the front door. The only door. The only way in or out, save the windows, but I was four stories up, so that wasn’t a huge concern. I checked the lock for what was probably the hundredth time. Still shut nice and tight. The deadbolt was engaged, the hanging chain in place. Then, I rechecked the shoddy wooden chair I’d jammed up under the knob—in case someone decided the lock wasn’t enough of a deterrent. 

That was fine, too.

The microwave sounded, beep-beep-beep, letting me know my formerly lukewarm coffee was ready to go. 

I retrieved my cup, now steaming, took a few tentative sips, and headed over to the far window overlooking the street below. I didn’t open the blinds—didn’t want anyone to see my apartment was occupied, since that might mark me as a target—but instead peeked through one of the plastic slats. A quick gander. It was getting dark, and the streetlights were starting to kick on; not that the streetlights needed to be on, what with the fires raging all over the city. Sooty orange-and-yellow light littered the skyline, plumes of smoke drifting, rising, visible even against the darkening sky.

A man in a hockey mask strode by on the street below, a pump action shotgun clutched in his hands, a bag of looted toilet paper slung across his back in a duffel bag. The strobing lights of an empty police cruiser washed over him in splashes of red and blue. Toilet paper. His prize loot is toilet paper. Maybe the world deserves to die. I shook my head, then took another sip of coffee, letting the bitter liquid wash down my throat and hit my belly with a surge of delicious warmth and caffeine.

I turned away from the window and fixed my gaze on the brand-new, state-of-the-art NexGenVR capsule—a coffin of glossy black plastic and sleek chrome. Really, it looked more like a high-tech suntanning bed, but, all things considered, it sure felt like a coffin. A host of tubes snaked away from the capsule to a hefty generator powered by a renewable hydro-cell. The capsules drew far too much power to operate on the city grid, so they needed their own private source, and that generator could keep my VR capsule up and running for a solid month. Not that I needed a month. 

Seventy-two hours would do it. 

I paused and ran a hand over the surface of the capsule, feeling the smooth plastic. Honestly, I was lucky to have the thing—a good friend of mine from college was a program developer at Osmark Tech, and she’d hooked me up big time. Of course, that’d been before the news about Astraea. I tapped the surface, fingers drumming out a staccato rhythm as I took another sip of coffee. Almost time. I brought the cup away and realized my hand was trembling. Yep, almost time. But not yet. I still had a little longer. Long enough to finish my joe—it’d be the last cup of coffee I’d ever have, so I figured I should really enjoy it. 

I turned, refusing to look at the capsule, feeling a wave of guilt rise from my gut and claw its way upwards. I shoved the feeling away and ambled over to the couch, plopping down on the well-worn cushions just like I had a million times before. Just survivor’s guilt, I reminded myself; there was no reason to feel that way. I hadn’t done anything wrong. This was the end, and I needed to do what I could for me. I didn’t have a girlfriend. My parents were across the country, and with air services shut down they’d never make it out here. Not in time for it to matter. We’d already Interfaced and said our goodbyes.

I took another swig and glanced down, realizing my cup was already half empty. I swirled the mug, watching the black liquid dance. Better make it last.

“Sophia,” I said.

“Yes, Jack, how can I help you?” The voice, polite, vaguely British, and female, resounded from a small black speaker shaped like a hockey puck attached to the side of the television. Sophia was a limited AI controller—an automation system that ran my home. 

“Turn up the thermostat to seventy-two and please put on Cartoon Network.” 

“Of course, Jack, my pleasure.” The heat kicked on a second later, a rush of warm air flooding in through the vents while the TV blinked to brilliant life. They had classic reruns on: Courage the Cowardly Dog shrieked, his eyes bulging out as a talking tree spouted sage advice. I wasn’t in the mood for Courage, but neither did I feel motivated to look for something else, something better. Most of the stations would be covering the flaming death-ball anyway, and I sure as heck didn’t feel like watching any more of that circus.  

So, I sat and watched Courage’s shenanigans, chuckling tiredly as I slowly polished off my drink. Enjoyed every sip. After half an hour, though, my cup was empty and the anxiety was coming back with a vengeance. “Sophia, find me news coverage,” I said reluctantly. The channel switched in a blink. Courage was replaced by a pair of news anchors, one a forty-something guy with too-white teeth and well-coiffed hair, the other a cute black woman with a short bob cut and a pink blazer.  

“We here at Channel 9 will continue to monitor the news right up until the very end, folks,” said the woman in the blazer. A countdown timer in the corner of the screen spun merrily away: nine days, four hours, and thirty-two minutes left until impact. “Scientists from NASA,” she continued professionally, “along with astronauts and researchers from the US-European think tank AIDA—Asteroid Impact and Deflection Assessment—are working around the clock on a viable solution to either destroy or divert asteroid 213 Astraea, the nine-mile-wide chunk of rock and ice currently predicted to land in the North Atlantic near the coast of Greenland. 

“Although few specific details have been released about AIDA’s plans, our sources say the best hope we have is to nudge Astraea into the stable orbit of the Moon. With that said, we are told scientists and government officials overseeing the project do not seem optimistic at the prospect. Local A.R.C. lottery winners are being directed to rally at the Osmark Football stadium as quickly as possible. But any travelers, be warned, looters are out in force and you will need credentials, two forms of identification, and Lottery vouchers to get past the Guardsmen holding the stadium. All vouchers are nontransferable and are invalid without proper identification.”

“In other news,” said the man with the well-coiffed hair, “Osmark Technologies is still accepting people at their secure facility in the Silicon Valley. Those slots are limited, however, and are filling up quickly, so if you’re prepared to make the leap into Viridian Gate Online, you shouldn’t delay any longer. The company is urging private citizens with access to NexGenVR capsules to stream live as soon as possible. According to our sources inside Osmark Technologies, complete interface integration usually takes seventy-two hours, but apparently it can take longer, so they are advising people not to wait. 

“For those without A.R.C. vouchers and no plans to upload into Viridian Gate Online, the National Guard is recommending you get to a secure basement and store at least one gallon of water per person per day for a minimum of five days. Also ensure you have any necessary life-saving medications on hand since emergency services will likely be off-line for quite some time after—”

“Turn it off, Sophia,” I said, with a wave of my hand. The TV died with a single final flash of light. Then darkness. A preview of the world to come: one big bang, then black.

I set my mug down on a stained and scratched coffee table and rubbed slick palms along the legs of my sweatpants. My hands trembled noticeably. No point putting it off any longer—there was nothing left for me to do now, and if I had any chance of surviving Astraea, it was going to be inside that capsule. 

I stood with a groan, went over to the NexGenVR, and reverently touched the machine, keying the manual power button on the control console. Immediately, it hummed to life, accompanied by a strobe of neon-blue light the color of a bug zapper. I swallowed hard, my hands now shaking so badly I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to operate the controls. Thankfully, Sophia would help with the rest. I flipped open the lid and placed a modified version of the familiar VR helmet on my head, before carefully lowering myself onto the stiff memory-foam mattress lining the capsule’s interior. 

The lid automatically closed, leaving me in a cramped space filled with a pulsing light. My heart labored in my chest, thumping against my ribs, beating a million miles a minute. At this rate, I’d have a coronary, which would put me down long before that stupid meteor ever got here. No, I’ll be fine. All I needed to do now was give Sophia the command, tell her to initiate Viridian Gate Online, and that would be that. 

Except, I couldn’t make my lips form the words.

Once I did, I’d be committed. And I might die. That was one thing they weren’t telling people on the news: one in six who attempted full integration died during the process. And those that did “survive” would live on as virtual avatars in a virtual world. Was that really even living? I didn’t know. I also didn’t know if I had the guts to pull the trigger—this was like playing Russian roulette. 

I shuddered. Shivered. My brow broke out in claustrophobic sweat. 

Yeah, this process might kill me. Might, I reminded myself. When Astraea hit, though, I’d be one hundred percent dead. No question in my mind about that. “Sophia,” I said, voice quivering, “please run Viridian Gate Online.”

“Of course, Jack,” she replied calmly. “Please lie as still as possible.”

The machine let out a click-buzz—the lid locking mechanism—followed by the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of a whirling MRI. Abruptly, everything went black as the VR headset engaged, but the black was soon replaced by a white loading screen. A video popped up in front of me, filling my vision, featuring a man with shaggy hair and wire-rim glasses, wearing black slacks and a dark navy turtleneck.

“Hello, I’m the CEO of Osmark Technologies, Robert Osmark, and I’d like to personally welcome you to Viridian Gate Online,” he said, “the most advanced full-immersion video game in the world. Viridian Gate Online is truly the first of its kind. And that’s not the typical hyperbolic language so cavalierly tossed around in tech circles. No, I can assure you, I truly mean this is the first of its kind. 

“Our revolutionary work with massive memristive neuromorphic computing systems has created a paradigm shift in AI technologies, and the result is an experience second to none. Moreover, through Osmark’s patented NexGenVR capsule you will experience a whole new world as though you were there in the flesh. Even the pain is real.” 

There was a pause—Robert froze with a stupid grin on his face. “Patch 1.3 update announcement,” Sophia intoned.  

The screen blinked and Robert resumed speaking. “If you are watching this,” he said gravely, “it means you have a very real, very hard choice to make ahead of you. The imminent arrival of asteroid 213 Astraea has changed everything. Though it’s possible, likely even, that human life will continue in some form or capacity after the asteroid’s impact, many, if not all of you watching this, will die. That’s a somber, hard truth, and at this stage it’s a truth which shouldn’t be sugarcoated. But there is another way. A way that you might live—and I’m extending that invitation to everyone watching this.

“Our NexGenVR capsules work by injecting microscopic nanobots into your bloodstream. The nanobots migrate north and map out your mind in precise detail. These extraordinary mechanical marvels survey each of the major portions of your brain—the cerebrum, the cerebellum, and the brainstem—and chart each of your neural pathways, which is no small feat. They’re the secret behind our system’s full integration: they actually stimulate the nerves in your brain, allowing you to experience the game with lifelike sensation. The information gleaned by the nanobots is then uploaded to one of several deep-earth servers, located in secure bunkers all across the globe. 

“Truthfully, that’s far more candid than I ever expected to be about how the process works, but this is the end of the world.” He offered a tired, lopsided smile. “The system is perfectly safe—under the right conditions. During our clinical trials, we discovered that if this uploading process continues for longer than seventy-two consecutive hours, the body shuts down and the physical brain goes into a state of catatonia. After that, without proper life-support measures, the body simply dies.” 

He folded his hands, lips pressed into a tight line. “But that map the nanobots uploaded,” he continued after a beat, “will continue to exist indefinitely within the game server. And that map is, for all intents and purposes, you. It’s your thoughts, emotions, experiences, personality. A digital copy of you within the game world of Viridian Gate Online. Originally, we installed neural inhibitors into all the capsules, which automatically logged players out after six hours of game play, but Patch 1.3 has changed all that. The neural inhibitors have all been disabled and, after twenty-four hours of in-game time, the logout button will permanently disappear, leaving you stranded in the game.

“If you choose to upload yourself to Viridian Gate Online, you have a chance at surviving Astraea, at least in a digital form. Now, let me take a moment to address some of the concerns circulating around the internet rumor mill. First, I can personally assure everyone listening to this message that Patch 1.3 is our last major update—the game is locked and all essential functions are now being administered by the AI controllers. 

“Second, contrary to what some fearmongers have reported online, once you are uploaded, no hacker or Osmark Tech employee will be able to delete your profile. All permanent user profiles are immediately encrypted using asymmetric key cryptography and then circulated continuously and randomly through all of our linked databases, ensuring no person will ever be able to access your digital identity. Not even I could manage to do it. And really, this is as much for our protection as yours—we don’t want a way to delete players because that’s a two-edged sword, which could easily be wielded against us.

“No, I can assure you, once you’ve successfully transitioned to a digitized form, you’ll be safe and secure for as long as V.G.O. exists. With that said, I won’t lie to you, this process isn’t without risks. Not everyone successfully transitions. There is a one in six chance you will die during the process. One in six. But for the vast majority of you, there is a one hundred percent chance you will die if you fail to take the risk. By watching this warning, you hereby remove all liability of damages from Osmark Technologies, its corporate owners, and its subsidiary entities. Would you still like to proceed?” 

His terrible question hung in the air, heavy like a storm cloud. Did I want to proceed? Would existing in a video game really be better than dying? Than seeing what came next? 

“Yes,” I said. “Proceed.” The machine kicked into overdrive, the whirling picking up in intensity. WHOOSH, WHOOSH, WHOOSH, WHOOSH.

“Traveler,” boomed a hard-edged male voice, “prepare to enter Viridian Gate Online!”

Click here to continue reading Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Books by Shadow Alley Press

[image: image]


LitRPG

Rogue Dungeon: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 1)

Civil War: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 2)

Troll Nation: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 3)

Rogue Evolution: The Rogue Dungeon Series (Book 4)

***
[image: image]


Zero.Hero 1

Zero.Hero 2

***
[image: image]


Inheritance: The Last Enclave Book 1

Redemption: The Last Enclave Book 2

***
[image: image]


A Snake’s Life: A Snake’s Life Book 1

A Snake’s Path: A Snake’s Life Book 2

***
[image: image]


Dungeon Heart: The Singing Mountain

***
[image: image]


Viridian Gate Online (LitRPG)

Viridian Gate Online: Cataclysm (Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Crimson Alliance (Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: The Jade Lord (Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Imperial Legion (Book 4)

Viridian Gate Online: The Lich Priest (Book 5)

Viridian Gate Online: Doom Forge (Book 6)

Viridian Gate Online: Darkling Siege (Book 7)

***
[image: image]


Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests (Anthology)

Viridian Gate Online: The Artificer (Imperial Initiative 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Nomad Soul (The Illusionist Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Dead Man’s Tide (The Illusionist Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Inquisitor’s Foil (The Illusionist Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Firebrand (The Firebrand Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Embers of Rebellion (The Firebrand Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Path of the Blood Phoenix (The Firebrand Book 3)

Viridian Gate Online: Vindication (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 1)

Viridian Gate Online: Absolution (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 2)

Viridian Gate Online: Insurrection (The Alchemic Weaponeer Book 3)
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Cultivation

Darkening Skies (Path of the Thunderbird Book 1)

Stone Soul (Path of the Thunderbird Book 2)

Demon Beast (Path of the Thunderbird Book 3)

***
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Hollow Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 1)

Eclipse Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 2)

Chaos Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 3)

Burning Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 4)

Infinite Core (School of Swords and Serpents Book 5) 
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The Elements: Silver Coin Saga Book 1
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Death Cultivator Book 1

Death Cultivator Book 2
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Tokyo Blood Magic (Shinjuku Shadows Book 1)
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Foundations: Bastion Academy Book 1
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Sages of the Underpass (Battle Artists Book 1)
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Shadowbound: Ghostlight Academy Book 1

***
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Urban Fantasy

Strange Magic (Yancy Lazarus Episode One)

Cold Hearted (Yancy Lazarus Episode Two)

Flashback: Siren Song (Yancy Lazarus Episode 2.5)

Wendigo Rising (Yancy Lazarus Episode Three)

Flashback: The Morrigan (Yancy Lazarus Episode 3.5)

Savage Prophet (Yancy Lazarus Episode Four)

Brimstone Blues (Yancy Lazarus Episode Five)

Red Reckoning (Yancy Lazarus Episode Six)
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MudMan (A Lazarus World Novel)
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Two-Faced: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 1)

Soul Game: Legend of the Treesinger (Book 2)
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Revenge of the Bloodslinger (Jubal van Zandt Book 1)

Beautiful Corpse (Jubal van Zandt Book 2)

Soul Jar (Jubal van Zandt Book 3)

Garden of Time (Jubal van Zandt Book 4)

Wasteside (Jubal van Zandt Book 5)
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Post-apocalyptic

Armageddon Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 1)

Machine-Gun Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 2)

Inferno Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 3)

Storm Girls (The Juniper Wars Book 4)
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Books by Black Forge
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GameLit/Harem

War God’s Mantle: Ascension (Book 1)

War God’s Mantle: Descent (Book 2)

War God’s Mantle: Underworld (Book 3)

***
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Denver Fury: American Dragons (Book 1)

Cheyenne Magic: American Dragons (Book 2)

Montana Firestorm: American Dragons (Book 3)

Texas Showdown: American Dragons (Book 4)

California Imperium: American Dragons (Book 5)

Dodge City Knights: American Dragons (Book 6)

Leadville Crucible: American Dragons (Book 7)

Alaska Kingdom: American Dragons (Book 8)

Alamosa Arena: American Dragons (Book 9)

Wyoming Dynasty: American Dragons (Book 10)
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Raider Annihilation: Son of Fire Book 1

Kraken Killjoy: Son of Fire Book 2
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Boss Build: Creature Girl Creations Book 1

Master Build: Creature Girl Creations Book 2
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Valhalla Virus: Ragnarok Rebels Book 1
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Dungeon Bringer 1

Dungeon Bringer 2

Dungeon Bringer 3
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Witch King 1

Witch King 2

Witch King 3
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Barbarian Outcast (Princesses of the Ironbound Book 1)

Barbarian Assassin (Princesses of the Ironbound Book 2)

Barbarian Alchemist (Princesses of the Ironbound Book 3)

Barbarian Gladiator (Princesses of the Ironbound Book 4)
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Robot Bangarang: Full Frontal Galaxy (Book 1)

Space Dragon Boogaloo: Full Frontal Galaxy (Book 2)
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LitRPG on Facebook
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out the litRPG Group on Facebook!
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Even More LitRPG on Facebook
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!
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GameLit and Cultivation on Facebook
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AND, IF YOU LOVE GAMELIT and Cultivation and want to find more awesome books, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook! Or if you’re a wuxia diehard, you’ll want to stop by the Western Cultivation Stories Group!
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Copyright
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Red Reckoning is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2020 by James A. Hunter and Shadow Alley Press, Inc.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, email the publisher, subject line “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the email address below.

JStrode@ShadowAlleyPress.com
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About the Author

        
            James A. Hunter is a man of many talents. He’s a former Marine Corps Sergeant, combat veteran, and pirate hunter (seriously). He's also a member of The Royal Order of the Shellback—because that is totally a real thing. In addition to all of that, James has also been a missionary and international aid worker in Bangkok, Thailand. His latest mission? Taking care of his two kids and writing full time. He is the author of the Yancy Lazarus Urban Fantasy series, Legend of the Treesinger, Rogue Dungeon, and the bestselling LitRPG Epic Viridian Gate Online!

        

    
	    
	      
	      Read more at James Hunter’s site.
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About the Publisher

        
            We love books and we are crazy-passionate about publishing the best adult Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Action-Adventure around.


Though our stories can be thought provoking at times, our primary goal is to entertain readers with wild stories and interesting characters you can’t walk away from. We want to whisk readers into a different world where the impossible is possible, where monsters lurk around every corner, but so do heroes, always ready to swoop in and fight back the dark.


We are also deeply dedicated to the authors we work with. For us, publishing is less about individual titles and more about supporting the authors we love. We want our writers to succeed, to thrive, to sell books, and to pursue their fiction passionately. We also want ALL writers to succeed and achieve their dreams of crafting excellent books and connecting with an audience who will love what they do. We firmly believe there has never been a better time to be an author. We also believe publishing is not a zero-sum game and that a rising tide lifts all boats. For that reason, we offer a variety of writing resources for folks looking to grow as wordsmiths or publish their books independently.


Find out about all our great books at www.ShadowAlleyPress.com
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