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  Chapter 1


I’d spent so long focused on my curse that I had never really given credence to the thought that something else might kill me first. 
If I had, maybe I would have been better prepared.
But I wasn’t.  
The force of my car exploding hit me like a tsunami, throwing me back as if I weighed nothing at all. I felt Lara’s fingers torn from mine.
Flames billowed up from the ruined vehicle. Glass and shrapnel scythed through the air like an improvised frag grenade. There were angry stings as something bit into my leg, before gravity exercised its unyielding law and slammed me into the gravel driveway, hard.
The wind was knocked from my lungs as the acrid smoke from my ruined car tried to take its place. It stank like burnt rubber and gas, which made sense. What didn’t make sense was how someone could have planted such a device in the heart of Weybridge Manor. The estate was a fortress. If Lara and I should have been safe anywhere, it should have been here.
Lara. My mind raced a million miles an hour as I felt around, searching for my fiancée.
No, no, no. Sweat ran down my brow, mixing with the dirt and soot it found there. My stomach was churning in sick anticipation as I searched for Lara but my brain still seemed to be struggling to get my body to move.
I hurt all over. There were a score of bruises and abrasions from the gravel, along with the metallic taste of blood in my mouth. As the roar of the explosion subsided, footsteps came flooding from every direction. I fought to suppress the pain, pushed my elbow into the gravel, and rolled onto my stomach. Forcing myself to my knees, I scanned the driveway. Lara was only a couple of feet from me. She was still and laying on the gravel.
I scrambled over to her, ignoring the protest from my hands and knees. Blood ran down her cheek from a cut on her forehead. A piece of shrapnel must’ve caught her on the way past. I leaned closer to examine the wound. It was shallow, but a bleeder. Most face wounds tended to be. I feverishly checked her for other injuries but couldn’t find anything severe. There could always be internal injuries or broken bones, but I couldn’t make out anything obvious. Her clothes were as ruined as mine. 
Working down her body I found a cut just above her right hip. Something had caught her there, slicing straight through her slacks and nicking the flesh. But that didn’t explain why she wasn’t moving. 
Reaching down, I took Lara gently by the shoulder and shook her. “Lara. Lara, can you hear me?”
Lara’s head quivered and her eyes opened. She blinked. Once, twice, three times, as if she were trying to get her bearings.
I leaned down and threw my arms around her. “Hi. I thought I’d lost you.”
My heart pounded in my chest as I pulled her against me.
“I’m alright. I think,” she replied, returning the embrace. “What was that? A bomb?”
I let her go, reluctantly, easing her head back down. I nodded slowly. “Someone tried to blow us up. They took out the car, almost got us too, but they were a little premature.”
A few steps. That had been the difference between life and death. Ten seconds later and we’d have been in the car. If it hadn’t been for Lynch’s call, we would have been dead.
Lynch. The timing was a little too convenient.  
Lara ran her hands through her hair. “Does this happen often?”
I was trying to think of something reassuring to say, when a bellicose voice burst in. “Not here, it doesn’t!”
Frank Caldwell stood over me, his face red. The fury in his voice reverberated through his entire being. 
“What happened?” he demanded.
“We were just walking to the car,” I said, trying to recall any details I might have missed. “I stopped to take a call, and the car exploded. Good thing too. Any closer, and we both would have been killed.”
Frank balled his hands into fists, his entire frame trembling. I backed away reflexively and it took me a moment to work out why. He’d been like this before. In the hangar at Blackbushe. I’d watched him turn an Inquisition foot soldier to stone an inch at a time to get what he wanted from the man. 
The memory scared me. It wasn’t seeing the barbarity up close that did it. It was the realization that this is what prolonged exposure to the curse had done to him.
And one day, perhaps one day soon, it would start doing the same to me.
He towered over me “The call. Who was it?”
I went to speak but paused. People had gathered around us. My father, his bodyguard, Charles, and a handful of security agents hovered, forming a perimeter about fifteen feet away. I didn’t want to be overheard. I got to my feet and helped Lara up. 
Leaning in close to my father, so no one could overhear, I whispered, “Andrew Lynch.”
Frank’s jaw dropped. “Lynch called you? Right before the blast?”
I nodded slowly. “He told me it was time to make good on your deal. Among other things he indicated it was time for me to take my place in the Brotherhood. You think the car was him?” 
Frank closed his eyes. 
“Shut up,” he hissed, massaging his temple. 
There was a time I might have thought he was speaking to me, but after Panama I knew better. He was speaking to her: Aleida, high priestess of the Brujas de Sangre and the voice of endless torment in his head. No doubt, even now she was trying to persuade him into a course of action that would bring about his demise. 
He opened his eyes, and the madness receded. His steely gray pupils relaxed. “It is hard to say. Killing you goes against his agenda. He wants you under his thumb, not dead. If it was him, it was a warning.”
“And if it wasn’t?” I asked, using my slacks to wipe the blood from my palms. They were already trashed. I couldn’t do any more damage than had already been done. “No one else would be stupid enough to try something here, right?”
“I would have liked to think not, but we can’t look past the possibility,” Frank replied. “In any event, we best be careful. Lynch has eyes and ears everywhere.”
“Even here on the estate?” I asked, pulling Lara closer to me.
“Everywhere,” Frank repeated. “If the bomb was Lynch, he only meant to scare you. Show you he could get close enough to do real harm. If it was him, he’s out of place. I’ll deal with him. You two go inside and get cleaned up. The healer will see to you both.”
“We were just heading out to dinner,” I said.
My father’s eyes lingered over to the burning husk of the DB5. “Not on your own you’re not. If it wasn’t Lynch, someone else wants your head. We need to know more. I’ll have the kitchen prepare something for you. Best you stay in until we know what we’re dealing with.”
There were times when I hated Frank’s overprotective nature, but it was hard to argue with the facts. Someone had just tried to blow me and Lara to hell. It may well have been Andrew Lynch, head of one of the world’s most covert organizations, whose day job was head of clandestine operations for the United States. A man of almost limitless means, reputation, and influence. Or there was someone else out there that wanted me dead and was willing to go to incredible lengths to make it happen.
That was me. Seth Caldwell, making friends wherever I went.
It was days like today that made me reconsider some of the choices I had made over the years. I’d made no shortage of enemies as an Arcanologist. I’d liberated artifacts from individuals and organizations alike. I had bought, sold, and traded forbidden tomes, sacred relics, and traces of the divine from people who frankly made my blood run cold. Most recently I had tangled with the Inquisition in Panama. In the space of a few short hours, I had destroyed the temple they were looting, thwarted the ritual apocalypse they were trying to bring about, and barbecued one of their High Inquisitors, the infamous Bishop Torquemada.
Sure, the Bishop had been possessed by some form of demon, but I doubt his colleagues in the Inquisition were aware of that particular detail. The cynic in me was confident they wouldn’t give me time to explain that before putting a bullet in my skull. The Inquisition was hardly a beacon of restraint. Time had not improved their organization’s ethos and the centuries had done little to dim their hatred of witches and wizards. The recent revelation of the World of Magic had brought them out of hiding and fueled a new crusade.
No doubt it would be in my best interest to avoid them if at all possible. Could the car bomb be a reprisal for Panama? It didn’t seem their style, but I couldn’t rule it out either.
The honest truth was the bomb could be payback from any number of parties. It was probably wise to heed my father’s counsel, at least until we knew what we were dealing with. With one arm wrapped around Lara’s waist, I hobbled up the drive.
As I climbed the stone steps leading into Weybridge Manor, Lara leaned her head on my shoulder. 
“Never a dull moment with you, is there?” she asked.
I couldn’t see her face. Her tone told me she was kidding, but there was something beneath it. A hint of a deeper concern. Was she rethinking her choices? Understandable. This might be my lot in life, but she had options. The curse wasn’t her burden to bear. 
“Occupational hazard, I’m afraid. Why? Wondering if you might have bit off more than you can chew?”
Lara dug her elbow into my ribs. “No. Just thinking it might be prudent to get a life insurance policy for you. You know, keep me in the manner to which I’m growing accustomed. Can’t go back to slumming it in New York after a night in a genuine manor.”
Lara was teasing, but there was a grim truth to the words that she had spoken. Whether or not the curse got me, there was every chance someone else might. I was an insurance actuary’s worst nightmare, and in the case of death versus Seth Caldwell, only a crazy man would bet on me.
I had no desire to die. I simply had to acknowledge the fact that the deck seemed to be stacked against me. It always had been, but it seemed my choices of late were only serving to increase the number of people who might wish to see me dead. 
Well, us now. I felt a pang of guilt for dragging Lara into the hot mess that was my life.
As I reached the top of the stairs, I cast a look over my shoulder to the smoldering ruins of my car and my guilt started turning to anger. Not at the loss of the car. Material things can be replaced. 
They’d taken a shot at Lara. When I found them, there would be a reckoning.
 There was a danger in provoking a man who knew he was going to die. I had nothing to lose.
I pushed open the front door of the house, and Lara pressed close against me as we slid inside. That was when I realized that I was lying to myself. I had a fiancée now. I might have been cursed to die, but I still had Lara and time left. I had everything to lose. Time with her, a future, and the life I wanted to build. That realization made my stomach twist itself in sickening knots as I realized the danger I had dragged her into.
She would have been better off if I shipped her back to Section 9 where she had an entire agency to back her up and protect her. It certainly would have kept her out of the line of fire, help ensure that she didn’t become collateral damage in a war she didn’t start. 
I sat her down at the dining table and she looked up at me with her emerald eyes. 
“Don’t even think it.” 
I raised both hands in self-defense. “Think what?”
“Think that this is all your fault. Don’t you dare start that little pity party that led you to hide everything from me and make so many stupid choices in the first place. I am here now, and I’m not going anywhere. Whether one person or an army tries to blow us up, you’re stuck with me. So don’t you dare start thinking you can send me off somewhere I’ll be safe. I can see the stupid forming in your eyes.”
I smiled. She knew me too well. Funny, really, given we’d only been together six months and I’d hidden almost everything about my life from her. I’d concealed what I was, but not who I was. 
I didn’t want to let any harm come to her. 
I suppose there was something terribly selfish about presuming I could make that sort of choice for her. That was what I’d done with Aleida’s mask. I had said nothing until it was too late. I’d risked destroying our lives and her career, all because I’d made the decision without her. I hadn’t given her the benefit of the doubt back then. 
I wasn’t going to make that mistake again.
Besides, it was her arrival in Panama that had given me a chance to make my move. The Inquisition had been planning on sacrificing me in a twisted ritual. It was the arrival of the Section 9 strike force that had bought a welcome distraction. No matter how we had met, I had to stop thinking of Lara as some studious lab bound archaeologist.
She had been trained by the CIA, put through the farm as an operative, and then gone into the field to further her pursuit of arcane knowledge. She was far more dangerous than I had considered, and there was every chance I had only scratched the surface.
The more I thought about it, I began to realize that I still hardly knew anything about her, the organization she worked for, or her training for that matter. Not only had she been willing to face down a demon at my side, she had blown its brains out with a cold calculating candor that was difficult to dismiss.
I was deluded if I thought I could make her do anything, but I knew for certain that I wasn’t dumb enough to try. The feelings might come from a good place, a desire to protect her from the dangers in my life, but she had a right to choose for herself. She knew the score. If she wanted to play, I wasn’t going to be able to keep her off the field.
“Who’s Andrew Lynch?” she asked, her eyes locked on mine. “You mentioned him to your father. You said he called you? Right before the bomb?”
I looked around, concerned someone might eavesdrop on our conversation. The Brotherhood guarded their secrets zealously. Just knowing Lynch’s role would put her in a dangerous position. 
“Andrew Lynch is a man of many titles,” I said, pulling out a chair to sit down.
Lara raised an eyebrow. “Way to say nothing at all, Seth.”
“Patience, I’m getting there,” I replied. I never lied, but I had been guilty of leaving out certain salient points. 
Perhaps that was why Lara hadn’t seen through me in the first place. If she’d asked me if I was a wizard, that would have put me in a difficult position. 
“Someone just tried to blow me up,” Lara said. “If you ask me to be patient again, I am going to kick you in the shins.”
I looked down at her boots and knew better than to tempt fate. “Andrew Lynch is the Director of Clandestine Operations for the United States government.”
“That Lynch?” Lara’s eyes went wide. “He’s my boss’s boss! Why would he be trying to blow you up?”
“Like I said, he has many titles. I told you about the group my ancestor started to guide, shape, and prosper the human race. Over time they have become the Brotherhood. My family have been at the heart of the organization since its inception. Our talents finance a great deal of their activities. I’ve never joined. This presents them with a problem.”
“When your father dies, they lose access to their golden goose,” Lara said, “not to mention the power and influence it brings. What does Lynch have to do with it?”
“Lynch is a part of their inner circle. They are insistent that I take my father’s place and join them. If he was behind the bomb, it might have been a warning of sorts. If so, it was never meant to kill us, just motivate me. Drive me into their arms, I guess.”
“If you never joined, how do you know about Lynch?” Lara asked, reaching for a tissue from a box on the dining table.
“I didn’t. Well, not until recently. When I fled New York, your director tried to shoot down my jet. Nice guy, your boss,” I said, watching for her reaction.
Lara used the tissue to dab at the wound on her forehead. “Well, you had just robbed him and tried to flee the country.”
That was true enough, but I found it curious that she would defend his behavior. “Well, it was Lynch who intervened to save my life. He saw the alert the Director issued and forced him to stand down. Lynch didn’t care if the mask fell into our hands. After all, in his eyes, I’m on the same team, his team, or soon will be. He has a perverse incentive to keep me alive, but he is also a scheming genius with control issues. If it was him, he wants me to know I’m firmly under his thumb and I ought to behave and be a good boy. Join their secret society and live up to my familial obligations.”
Lara cocked her head to the side. “That doesn’t sound like you intend to.”
Could I afford to answer that? Had I already said too much? Lara was Section 9. I wanted to trust her, but what if she was playing me? I didn’t want to consider the possibility, but Lynch already knew she was here. What if she was a plant, his eyes on the inside? What better way to keep me in check than placing a lovely young woman in my path who shared my love for ancient things? I didn’t want to believe it was possible. I’d never wanted to join the Brotherhood, but I wasn’t sure I could tell her that. At least not yet. 
“That’s an awfully long silence, Seth,” Lara said, looking down at the floor.
“Let’s say I’m not a fan. But it also seems unlikely that they are going to give me the choice. It wasn’t just the bomb, Lara. Lynch knows you’re alive and that you’re here. The fact that he’s keeping that to himself for now just means he’s happy to use it as leverage. He’s happy you’re here. Up until now, it’s always just been me. When I was in New York, no one knew who I was or what I was doing there. I was free. Now I’m home. And I’m not alone. I have you,” I said, squeezing her hand.
“I have everything to lose. I don’t exactly see how I can say no, and not pay some sort of price for doing so. Lynch has every ability to make my life miserable. He can take things away from me. He can hurt me, or worse yet, you. He can tell your boss you’ve gone off the reservation, put Section 9 on our trail.”
Lara shrugged. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned about Section 9 and that bothered me a little. Did they know she was here? Was she simply undercover? Was I just being paranoid?
“What are you gonna do?” she asked, smoothing her slacks.
I looked up. “What I should have been doing all along.”






  
  Chapter 2


Weybridge Manor was in disarray in the wake of the car bomb. The force of the explosion had blown out several of the bay windows at the front of the house. Manor staff fussed about, cleaning the broken panes of glass from the sitting room, before trying to vacuum the smaller shards from the carpet. There was an almost immediate increase in the presence of security around the estate, and the perimeter cordon had been doubled. Those were only the ones I could see. Having been a student of my father’s behavior for three decades, I could reliably infer that there were others I could not.  
Manor security would be working overtime for the foreseeable future, and I felt guilty over keeping them from their families on the weekend. No doubt the hazard pay and overtime would mean they were making some serious cash but still, no one liked being called in to work on a Friday night.
Through the broken windows, I could still make out the plume of smoke rising from the scorched remnants of my car. The fires themselves had been put out, but as I looked at the car, my frustration grew. 
Whoever had planted the device had the temerity to do it in the heart of our family’s estate. They were bold or stupid and both traits made for dangerous enemies. I kicked myself again. Going out on the town for a ritzy dinner without a care in the world, what was I thinking? In the euphoria of Lara’s acceptance, I’d lost sight of the dangers of reality. I should have known better. Nice dinners with your fiancé are for normal people. People without hereditary curses and enough enemies to compile a list that would rival the FBI’s most wanted.
I should have been focusing my efforts where they would do the most good: curing this curse so that I’d live long enough to enjoy a life with Lara. Lynch had been clear; I was on borrowed time. Sooner or later, I was expected to join their little coterie of world shapers and that would severely damage my autonomy. If I didn’t find a cure soon, I’d find my ability to seek it taking second place to the Brotherhood’s agenda. My grandfather had died a few months before I was born, forcing my father to take up the family’s mantle and responsibilities at a young age. Clearly it had hindered my father’s ability to openly pursue a cure for the curse. I didn’t want to find myself in the same boat.
I needed to focus on the task at hand. 
Arthur entered the room. He was an older wizard, of medium height with a slight paunch. His gray hair was giving way to a balding pate, and he wore glasses with a thin wire rim that sat low on his nose so that it seemed he was always looking over the top of them. He wore a set of charcoal slacks, an open collared white shirt, and a set of well shined oxfords that you could almost see your reflection in. 
He set his black leather bag down. Arthur was a wizard of few words, perhaps why he’d found such steady employment with my father. Frank valued discretion and Arthur was nothing if not discreet. He’d been the family healer as long as I’d been alive.
Healing was a subtle magic. It wasn’t something you experimented with if you valued your wellbeing, or the wellbeing of whoever you were seeking to heal. It required an understanding of the body’s function, a steady hand, and a keen focus—not to mention a talent for finely wrought spellcraft.
Arthur set about cleaning Lara’s wound and I felt another pang of guilt. She might have gotten herself into this misery with her eyes open, but it had already almost got her killed. She deserved better. She deserved to be able to relax with her fiancé and enjoy a night on the town, free from worry or concern that someone might try to blow us up at any given moment.
“I’m sorry,” I said, walking over to her side and placing a hand on her shoulder.
“I’m fine, Seth. You keep seeing me as a fragile little bookworm. That was a cover. I’ve taken far worse. Hell, compared to the farm, this is a cakewalk,” she said, referring to the CIA training camp.
“Yeah, yeah, I know I keep forgetting that.” 
I’d seen her in action in Panama but for the rest of the six months I’d known her, she had been a bookish anthropologist and I was still coming to grips with that in my mind.
“Besides, when I find who planted that bomb, they are in for a world of hurt,” Lara replied. “I was looking forward to a night out.”
“On the plus side,” I began, “at least you’re going to see some healing magic up close. It’s pretty neat.” 
Arthur turned to me, looking at me over the rims of his glasses. “I’m glad my efforts entertain you, Master Seth.”
The old man had patched me up more times than I could count, and I had nothing but respect for him. 
“What I meant, Arthur, is that it would be a real treat to watch such a master at work.”
The corners of Arthur’s mouth twitched up a fraction, the first traces of a smile visible on his lips. 
“He’s a flatterer, you know,” Arthur whispered to Lara. “He may not lie, but he certainly knows how to use the truth to get his way.”
“That he does.” Lara flashed a mirth-filled smile at me.
At least the attack hadn’t diminished her sense of humor. 
I sat down beside her. “I see how it is. Two against one.” 
“I’m not foolish enough to wander into the middle of this,” Arthur replied. “Consider me Switzerland. I don’t interfere, and I love a good chocolate.” 
He took out some antiseptic from his bag. After pouring some onto a cloth, he dabbed at the wound.
Lara didn’t flinch. 
She looked at me. “So what are we going to do?”
“We need to focus on the curse. If we get caught up chasing everyone who is trying to kill me, we’ll never get anything done.”  
Arthur chortled. “It’s that precise attitude that keeps me so busy.”
“What can I say? I’ve always been good at making friends,” I replied. “Besides, if it really was Lynch, I don’t know that there is much that either of us could do about it.”
Lara’s eyes narrowed on me. “Power changes hands, Seth. No one stays on top forever.” 
I was considering my reply when my father appeared in the doorway. 
“Come with me, Seth. We need to talk.” His gaze lingered to Lara. “Don’t worry, Miss Stiel, you’re in good hands. We’ll be right back.”
My father wanted a word alone. That couldn’t be good. I had a feeling I knew what was coming. Frank Caldwell was a control freak. Lara had been with us less than a week and a bomb had gone off in the driveway. No doubt his ever growing paranoia was dictating a dangerous narrative for the day’s events. His nerves were already frayed from years of hearing voices in his mind.
He wasn’t crazy; it was the curse. The oldest living Caldwell heir had the misfortune of having a constant companion. The haunting shade of our forebear Aleida, High Priestess of the Brujas de Sangre, relentlessly whispered madness in his mind. 
I had experienced it for myself in Panama. I could only imagine what that must have been like for my father who had been putting up with it for decades. No doubt she only served to agitate his already controlling nature.
I wondered how much of the conflict between me and my father was driven by his own thoughts and how much had been a byproduct of the maddening influence of the high priestess.
Lara squeezed my hand. “Go, Seth. Arthur’s got me covered. Don’t you, Arthur?”
He gave me a wink, and I rose from the chair. Lara knew she was being excluded but was not making a fuss of it, which I was grateful for as I followed my father out of the room. We made our way down the wood paneled halls to his study. 
He pushed open the door. My mother leaned on the edge of his mahogany desk, her blonde hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. She wore a white dress that went to her knee, accented with a rhinestone belt that seemed far more decorative than functional. My father’s shoulders tensed up as if he were expecting a fight.
Her eyes locked onto him like a huntress closing in on its prey. Her usual mirth was gone as she beckoned us into the office.
“Come on in, Frank,” Mother called from the desk. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
The study was finished with the same wood paneling that ran through the rest of the manor. Along one wall stood a series of mahogany bookcases. Frank was a fastidious collector of rare manuscripts and his shelves held enough first editions to be the envy of bibliophiles everywhere. The opposite wall had a pair of large windows with thick panels of ballistic glass that overlooked the front yard. Between the windows was a large oil painting depicting Drake’s raid on the Spanish port of Cádiz. A number of plinths bore busts of other prominent historical figures such as Caesar, Aristotle, and Socrates. 
My father let out a faint sigh as he entered the office. He strode around his desk and took his seat behind it. I pulled the oak door closed behind me, pondering how I would approach this particular ambush.
“Have a seat, Seth,” Mother said in a voice that brooked no interference.
Right now, her face was impassive and unreadable. Nonetheless, I got the distinct impression that she was wound tight, coiled like a snake ready to strike.
With all the anticipation of a gunfighter at high noon, I strode over to the leather chairs in front of my father’s desk, pulled one out a little so that it faced both of them, and sat down. The leather gave a faint squeak as I sank into it.
“Jillian, what’s the meaning of this?” my father asked, leaning back in his chair.
My mother pushed off the desk and stood equidistant from us both. “I could ask you the same thing, Frank. You had no intention of bringing me in on this little teaching moment of yours?”
My father’s cheeks flushed, but he placed both hands on the desk in front of him, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. Letting his breath out slowly, he opened his eyes. He had a temper, but I’d never heard him lift his voice in anger toward my mother, which given the nature and the torment of our curse, was something I couldn’t help but respect. His example of how to treat women was something that had stuck with me since I was a boy.
“I wasn’t trying to exclude you, dear.” He paused, thinking. “I simply thought it might be timely to raise some concerns I have. You are of course welcome to join us. I welcome your wisdom and your influence.”
Mother wasn’t buying into it. She shook a finger at him. “The last time you two sat down for a heart-to-heart was in Rome. I didn’t see my son for two years. We’re not going back there, not ever.”
The creases by his eyes seemed to deepen. “It was never my intention to drive him away. I have only ever wanted to protect our son, now more than ever.”
“Then let us do just that,” Mother replied, taking the other leather chair. “What was on your mind?”
“Very well,” Frank began, eying me. “Let us start with Lara.”
I knew it. He was growing predictable in his paranoia. 
“What about her?” I asked, cracking the knuckles on my right hand, one by one.
My father ignored the gesture. “She’s been in this house only a few days and already our security has been compromised. That bomb could have taken the pair of you with it. I don’t believe in coincidence.” 
“But you are a firm believer in paranoid isolationism,” I said, gripping the arms of my chair. “What purpose would she have in blowing us both up? She was right next to me. A few more steps and we would both be dead.”
“Yes, very convenient, isn’t it?” Frank replied, resting his folded arms on the desk as he leaned over it. “Perhaps she thought you would be using the car alone before then, and when your plans changed, she needed to abandon her intentions. Detonated the device prematurely so that she didn’t die with you. Or maybe that was her plan all along. Use the bomb, create a little bit of shared trauma to help ingratiate her way into our household.”
“Shared trauma?” I almost fell out of my seat. “We fought a demon together in Panama. Something from beyond the Veil. Next to that, the car bomb is a joke.”
I took a deep breath to try and calm myself. My heart was beating faster by the minute. How could he so easily question Lara’s loyalty after she had helped save my life in Panama? He hadn’t even taken the time to get to know her and already he had passed judgment.
“Frank!” Jillian warned. “Do you have any evidence whatsoever to backup this outrageous claim?”
“No,” Frank replied, throwing up his hands in disgust, “but do I really need it? By your own admission, Seth, she is a Section 9 operative. A member of the CIA. Don’t let her looks distract you from the truth. You should have known it long before you discovered it in her office. If she fooled you for months, then she is more than capable of doing the same to us now. We need to be vigilant.”
“I have spoken with the girl,” my mother said, cutting him off. “I’m convinced she’s on the level. She might be an operative, but she didn’t knowingly insert herself in Seth’s path. Seth found her. Call it coincidence, fate, or destiny, but it’s a fact. She had no idea who or what he was.”
“But now she does,” Frank replied. “We’ve brought her back here into our home and speak freely in front of her. She’s learned more about our family in days than most governments have discovered in decades. You told her of the curse, Seth. She knows our weakness. That’s leverage. Leverage you need to keep close to your chest.”
I slammed my fist on the armrest. “No, we don’t. We’ve been keeping things close to our chest for four hundred years. Secrecy, dynasty building, and world shaping—it’s the Caldwell way. But none of it has helped us find a cure to this wretched curse. It should be our foremost concern, and if we keep focusing all our efforts on keeping secrets, we’re not going to get the help we need to make any forward progress. We’ve come further in days than we have in decades, perhaps even centuries. If we let no one in, we’re on our own. The curse wants to isolate us, set us against each other and make our line extinct. We need to fight those inclinations if we are to beat it.”
“How do you know what it wants?” my father asked. “What makes you the expert all of a sudden?”
I bit my lip. I hadn’t had a chance to tell them everything that had transpired in Panama. They knew the broad strokes, but the haunting words that Aleida had spoken to my mind, those I had kept to myself. 
I looked down closed my eyes. “Because I heard her voice, Dad.”
“You heard her?” my father asked, his voice laden with incredulity.
“Yes,” I said, opening my eyes. I could still remember her every haunting word. “She guided me into the temple; showed me how to use the mask to get through the temple’s defenses.”
“She helped you?” my mother asked, resting her hand on my arm.
“That harpy does nothing to help us.” Frank gripped the edge of the desk. “If you hear her, she has an agenda.”
I nodded. “Oh, I discovered that. She was just trying to get me into the temple so that she could get the mask out of the Inquisition’s hands. She figured if I died with the mask in the temple’s inner sanctum, the temple would be sealed and safe from intrusion once more. As soon as I was in the temple itself, she tried to get me killed. Used her efforts to delay and distract me. She whispered lies and mocked me while the Inquisition took me prisoner. I saw her corpse, you know. It was nothing but dust and bone, still clutching the dagger she’d used to take her life and curse ours. Four hundred years has done nothing to dim her hate.”
“You don’t have to tell me, Seth. I have endured her hatred for most of my life. Every day I hold on is another day of freedom I buy for you. You can think what you will of me, but know that the firm backbone of my resolve is not my desire to build a company, grow my wealth, or fulfill personal ambition. It’s the simple knowledge that every day I resist her is a day you don’t have to.”
My body shook as my father’s declaration sank in. Frank Caldwell was not a man for expressing his emotion so freely. I looked up to find him staring out the window. He couldn’t meet my gaze. I had never thought about it like that, and perhaps I had judged him too harshly.
“I don’t say these things about Lara to upset you, Seth,” he whispered, “merely to open your eyes. You must be cautious. They may not have known who you were before, but they do now. Days ago, she was leading the Section 9 strike force. They don’t give that kind of authority to their interns. She’s a card-carrying operative for the CIA and her loyalties need to be carefully considered, no matter what feelings you may have for her.”
“Conflicted loyalties aren’t new for the Brotherhood though, are they?” I replied. “Lynch is the director of clandestine operations and a member of the inner circle of the Brotherhood. Don’t tell me that doesn’t bring with it conflicting obligations. Everyone has an agenda.”
“Speaking of Lynch—what did he say about the bomb?” my mother asked.
Frank tore his eyes away from the window and tapped the desk. “He didn’t take my call. And he hasn’t returned it since. He’s avoiding me on purpose. I imagine when I do hear from him, he’ll deny it. He wields power and influence, but I don’t think he’s grown so brazen as to take credit for it. If Lynch is responsible, he’s trying to send a message. Make sure Seth knows the score.”
“And how do we feel about that?” Mother asked, looking at her well-manicured nails. “Are we going to let him threaten our child?”
“I’m right here, and I’m not a child,” I interrupted.
My mother spun to face me, her blue eyes wide and blazing with an intensity that gave me pause. 
“You’re my child, and you will be until the day I die.” She put her hands in her lap and smoothed her dress. “When he does call, tell him to back off. His violent overtures are not welcome here. Whatever harm he causes my family, I will see revisited upon him. I swear it on my power.”
An eerie silence distilled upon the study. Oaths were serious business for wizards. Words had power, and when those words were sworn on a wizard’s ability, they risked diminishing their magic talent should they break their faith. Do that enough and their gifts would altogether dissipate.
“We can’t go to war with Lynch,” my father replied, breaking the silence. “He has the Brotherhood’s backing and the resources of an entire government.”
“Our family’s money has built governments and shaped the world,” I replied. “Lynch won’t want a war with us any more than we want one with him. Just buy me time so I can keep working on the curse. I need time.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Failing that, I’ll set your mother on him,” he replied, the corners of his mouth peaking upward just a little.
“He would rue the day.” My mother glowered. “As for Lara, I agree with your father.”
I raised my hand to interrupt her. “But—“
“No buts,“ my mother said. “I believe she is on the level, but wisdom dictates that we exercise caution in what we share with her. We will do nothing to drive her away, and we will give her the benefit of the doubt. But know this, Seth, if we discover she has ill intent toward you or this house, it will be her end, whether you care for her or not.”
“You can’t do that,” I replied.
“I can,” my mother replied, picking something from beneath one of her manicured nails, “and I will.”
I knew better than to argue. I didn’t think there was any merit in their accusations, but I did have to acknowledge the possibility. Section 9‘s mandate was to gather information on the World of Magic and supernatural affairs. If they understood the existence of the Brotherhood and worse yet, my family’s part in it, Lara’s value to their organization would skyrocket. It would allow them to infiltrate the inner circle of one of the world’s least known but most influential organizations. In the back of my mind, a little doubt festered. Lara was a very capable actress. I’d had no idea of her true identity until I ransacked her office. 
What was to say she wasn’t fooling me again?
I pushed the thought away. My parents were right. I needed to be mindful of the possibility, but dwelling on it would drive me insane, and I didn’t need any extra help in that regard. No, I needed to focus.
All this attention on the Brotherhood and their agenda was taking my eye off the true goal.
My trip to Panama had been an utter disaster. I had gone into the ancient temple hoping to discover what curse Aleida had wrought on us. Unfortunately, the presence of the Inquisition had turned it into an absolute dumpster fire. Scratch that. A dumpster fire was a somewhat contained blaze. Panama was a runaway freight train careening down a mountain track, flames billowing out of every cart as it derailed and toppled over a cliff.
The Inquisition had destroyed everything when they triggered the temple’s defensive mechanisms, causing the temple to flood. If that wasn’t bad enough, a pair of hand grenades had blasted the inner sanctum’s sacrificial altar to smithereens. Lara and I had barely escaped that blast with our lives.
I had managed to recover the dagger my ancestor had used in the ritual. I’d also taken a number of photos of the inner sanctum before it had been blown to hell. So at least we had something to go on. 
And by something, I meant pictures of an altar covered in ancient runes and glyphs that no living being really understood. They were the ancient language of the Panamanian Peninsula and it had long since been lost to history, replaced by Spanish and other dialects. The written language of my ancestors existed, but only in a few notes kept in old journals, and an inscription on a mask that had sunk beneath the crocodile infested lake within the temple.
The language was going to take time to decipher, if such a thing were even possible. The knife on the other hand was a fresh clue—as fresh as a four-hundred-year-old dagger can be. I’d plucked it from the body of the high priestess who had still been laying on the sacrificial altar when I had arrived. It had no inscriptions that would help me understand the curse, but I was optimistic about the traces of magic that might yet linger on it. 
Different disciplines of magic tended to leave different residue in their wake, evidence of their use. Small spells might leave only lingering traces that would dissipate quickly. Larger spells, incantations, and rituals would leave a lasting impression. Like the sensation I’d experienced when I had entered the inner sanctum. Dark magic had been wrought there. The curse that afflicted us had begun on that altar. I was sure of that much. And I was sure that this knife had been a focal point of that ritual. If I could find someone that was gifted, perhaps they could help me understand more.
I needed a diviner, a practitioner skilled in the art of detecting and interpreting arcane residue.
“We need to focus on the curse,” I replied. “We have made more progress in the last few days then we have in generations. We need to keep up our momentum.”
“Where do you think we should start?” my father asked. 
I looked at him, my jaw drooping just a little. I’d anticipated a bit more resistance, particularly considering the car bombing. 
He lifted his hands. “What? You’ve got us this far. What do you think should be our next move?” 
I tapped the armrest of my chair. “Well, we have the dagger that was used to cast the curse. I think we should have it examined by a diviner. Any idea where we might find one?”
“A diviner,” my father mused. “Not just anyone will do. We need someone with a familiarity of the forbidden.”
The forbidden were aspects of the arcane arts that were outlawed by the government. Disciplines like necromancy, human sacrifice, and mind magic were outlawed altogether. Blood magic, curses, and other related studies were frowned on by civilized society. We needed someone who would recognize and trace the particular residue we found.
We needed someone with an unhealthy appreciation of the forbidden.






  
  Chapter 3


Practitioners versed in the forbidden weren’t particularly plentiful. The Parliament tended to hunt down those who dabbled in such dark disciplines. Warlocks, they called them. Using magic, a force meant for creation, to take life, or corrupt it, tended to have undesirable effects on the mind of the practitioner—if they survived the Parliament, that was.  
We needed someone that knew their way around, had still kept their faculties, and wasn’t locked in a cell with a pending appointment with the executioner’s axe. We needed a unicorn. Scratch that, a unicorn would probably have been easier to find.
“The Run,” my mother said. “The only place in England we’ll find a diviner with those skills is The Run.”
My father and I swapped shocked looks.  
The Run was an underground bazaar of sorts, a marketplace in the heart of Westminster Borough. I’d visited The Run on a handful of occasions. It was a popular meeting place for those who dabbled on the wrong side of the law. Among other things, it featured an underground casino, a high-end brothel, and an array of vendors selling everything including stolen goods, smuggled supernatural creatures, and illegal ritual components.
My previous visits had been driven by a need to acquire information. Most frequently, locations of artifacts I had been chasing. I never started with The Run. One didn’t really go there by choice, but by necessity. First, I exhausted all of the traditional stores of knowledge, namely libraries, museums, universities, scholars, or if I were particularly desperate, the Internet. If they failed me, then I sometimes needed to turn to the darker path to find that which didn’t want to be found. In London, that meant a reluctant visit to The Run.
The notion that we might find a diviner at The Run was not particularly surprising. All manner of gifted individuals could be found there, not to mention shape shifters and other supernatural creatures lurking just out of sight of ordinary society. 
No, the surprise stemmed from the fact that my mother was familiar with The Run. That was something that I had not anticipated.
My father and I both stared at her with looks that must have been equal parts surprise and confusion.
“What?” she asked innocently, smoothing her dress. “I have a life and secrets of my own.”
I rubbed at the day old stubble growing from my chin. “Yes, but I’m still trying to work out what kind of secret would have made you desperate enough to venture into The Run?”
As far as suburbs went, Westminster reported almost fifty percent more crimes than any other borough in London. Whether that was a result of hosting The Run or the fact that it was also the home of Buckingham Palace, the Parliament, and dozens of embassies and government organizations was hard to say. Westminster was a confluence of many cultures, ethnicities, and conflicting interests, all of which was a perfect camouflage for the existence of The Run. Anyone could come or go without drawing undue suspicion. 
“How do you know I was there?” my mother replied, evasively. “I merely indicated that I knew that we might find what we are looking for there. You inferred the rest.”
In another life my mother might’ve been a politician, and a dangerous one at that. She would have navigated those halls of power with the same confidence and capability she had used to help my father grow the Caldwell dynasty. If she didn’t want to be drawn on her business in The Run, it wasn’t going to happen.
“Besides, we hardly have time for twenty questions. If Lynch is blowing up cars and throwing his weight around, time is of the essence. If you want to keep them at bay, you’ll have to show you’re making progress. He has a vested interest in your survival,” she said. “So do you want a name, or do you want to keep interrogating me?”
“Your mother is right,” my father said. “Lynch is driven by the Brotherhood’s agenda. We are far more valuable to them than they let on. You are our only child, and you have none of your own. If you die, the Caldwell dynasty and our gift vanish forever. The Brotherhood’s golden goose goes extinct and their greatest advantage with it. They can’t risk the curse claiming Seth before he has time to raise a family of his own.”
Fond as I was of discussing my demise, I was more interested in the diviner.
“I would love the name,” I replied. “My curiosity can wait for another day.”
My mother adjusted her ponytail, as though there might have been a hair out of place. There was not. “The woman you are looking for is known as the Blind Lady.”
“How do I find the Blind Lady?” I asked. “More importantly, how do we know she can be trusted?”
“You can find her in her store at The Run. Ask for Matilda, and tell her Rose hopes she is well.”
I ran over the line in my mind, committing it to memory. Curiosity was a terrible thing. I had trouble suppressing my desire to ask more questions. My mother had made it clear she had no intention of indulging me. 
“Anything else I should know?”
“Be careful,” she replied. “The Run is a dangerous place, and you have more enemies than friends, my child. Tread carefully and take Lara with you. You could use the backup.”
“Murdoch, too,” my father added. “One can never be too careful.” 
I rose, nodding. The olive-skinned Irishman was a fierce pilot, talented driver and a wily partner in a fight. 
An abrupt buzzing almost startled me out of my chair. My father’s smart phone vibrated on his desk.
I leaned forward, one hand on the desk. 
“Lynch?” I asked hopefully. I wasn’t sure why I expected a straight answer from someone like Lynch, but it always made me feel better when I knew who it was that was trying to kill me. 
My father picked up the phone and shook his head. “No, just security.”
I tried to hide my disappointment.
My father answered the phone in his usual gruff manner. “This is Frank.”
He listened intently for a few moments, before placing his phone on the desk and setting it on speaker. 
“Give her the phone, Lance.”
“Yes, Sir.” There was a muffled sound as the phone changed hands.
“Hello?” a woman’s voice answered. I recognized it immediately but couldn’t believe my ears.
“There’s been an incident,” my father explained. “I apologize for the scrutiny, but we had an attempt on Seth’s life and we’re not taking any chances. I’m going to need you to fly to the house.”
“Why?” the voice asked.
“It’s the best way I can think of to make sure you are who you say you are. We’re in the study. I’ll crack the window. If it’s you, you’ll know where that is, and we’ll see you in a minute. Now, give the phone back to Lance.”
The phone changed hands once more and Lance was back on the line.
“Sir?”
“If she flies, let her by, if she attempts anything else, put a bullet between her eyes.”
“Yes, sir,” Lance replied.
Half a second later, a gasp filtered down the line, followed by Lance muttering, “What the hell?”
My father stood up with a smile. He punched a code into a keypad in the windowsill. The glass pane retracted into the window frame at the base. 
A falcon appeared, making its way over the manor’s well-manicured lawns. Its wings beat steadily as it climbed higher and higher almost out of view. Then it dove, making a beeline straight for the manor and the window my father had just opened.
The falcon shot through the window, its wings snapping out to arrest its descent. It beat them furiously and then without warning the falcon’s form went fluid and began to expand. Gravity kicked in as the shifting mass took on a human form and landed lightly on the carpet.
The newcomer was a little shorter than me, with jet black hair that fell to her shoulders, hazel eyes and a lean athletic figure. She was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans with a black leather jacket. And she was my best friend in the entire world.
“Dizzy,” was all I got out before she threw both arms around me in a tight hug.
“Seth. I’m so glad you made it. I don’t know what I would have done without you,” she whispered in my ear. 
While I had been going toe to toe with the Inquisition in Panama, Dizzy had taken off after her mother who had left abruptly in the middle of the night for Nigeria. 
Guilt twisted my stomach into knots. I’d been home for more than a day and I still hadn’t tried to call her. I’d been distracted but it was no excuse. Dizzy always came through for me and I hadn’t even checked in to make sure she was safe. If it was me taking off to Africa, Dizzy would have been on the next flight out.
“I’m sorry I didn’t call. Things have been messy,” I stammered, the words feeling lame the minute they left my mouth.
Dizzy let go of me, and then gave me a two-handed shove that almost knocked me on my ass.
“You should be. Things are always messy, but I’ve been worried sick about you. Now I find out someone tried to blow you to hell, and I had to find that out from someone else? If you ever do this again, you’re going to wish you’d died in that car. You hear me?”
Most people might see Dizzy and dismiss her on account of her shorter stature, but most people hadn’t seen her shape shift into a bear and beat a mercenary six ways from Sunday. 
I raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “I hear you. It won’t happen again. What happened to you, Diz? I thought you were in Africa. Did you find your mum? Is she okay?”
The questions just shot out of me like a machine gun. I hadn’t expected her back so soon. 
Dizzy jammed her hands into her jacket pockets. “I found her. She tried to hide but I tracked her down. I couldn’t understand how she could just leave her family behind, you know? Without saying a word. Who does that?”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t say more,” my father interjected. “It wasn’t my place, and I know you well enough by now to know that you would have wanted to hear it from her yourself.”
Dizzy turned to face him. “She confided in you? Why?”
Frank looked down at the floor. “She thought I might understand her situation. Familial obligation is a burden we both share. I recognized her pain. When I asked your mother about it, she told me of her plight.”
“You should have told her to stay,” Dizzy glowered, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.
Frank walked back to his desk. “If you found your mother, you spoke to her. You know that would never have worked. I’m glad you found her though. You deserved answers. When you don’t know, it’s all too easy to see the worst in people. Now you know better.”
A tear rolled down Dizzy’s cheek and onto the carpet. “Thank you for sending me after her.”
“I did no such thing,” he replied, sinking back into his leather chair, the corners of his mouth peaking just a little.
“You told me to go home. And you knew what I would find there.”
“Perhaps,” my father replied, setting his phone back on the desk. “But you are the captain of your soul.”
Dizzy’s return couldn’t have come at a better time. I was making a trip to The Run and there was no one I trusted more to watch my back. 
“I don’t suppose you want to take a little trip into London town with us this evening?” I asked. “Give us a chance to catch up?”
“And prevent whoever is trying to blow you to hell from having another stab at it?” Dizzy asked, cocking her head.
I shrugged. “Occupational hazard of being my friend, I suppose. You’re not going to let a little bomb scare you off, are you?”
Dizzy wiped beneath her eyes and managed a smile. “Where are we headed?”
“The Run,” I said, watching her face for a response.
Dizzy raised an eyebrow. “Murderers, thieves, and liars. Why not? Certainly no one there that would want to see you dead.”
“What can I say, I make friends wherever I go,” I replied, slipping my hands into my pockets. 
“You never change,” Dizzy replied.
“Well, that’s not true,” I answered, “I’m engaged again.”
“You and Lara made up?” Dizzy’s eyes lit up, as she almost bounced on her feet. “That’s fantastic!”
“Yeah, we ran into each other in Panama, sorted a few things out. She’s here actually. You should come say hi. About time you two met.” I put my arm around Dizzy and steered her toward the door.
Dizzy stopped abruptly. “You don’t think she knows it was me that trashed her museum, do you?”
“She hasn’t mentioned it,” I replied. Which was true. But I was pretty sure Lara was going to put two and two together pretty quickly. “But if she can forgive me for breaking and entering and almost destroying her career, I’m sure she’ll be happy to forgive you for a little light vandalism.”
I steered Dizzy out of the study, down the hall, and into the lounge where Lara was waiting. I felt a little flutter in my stomach as I realized this was the first time they were actually meeting. I wanted them to get along. Dizzy had seen Lara during the heist, but in the months we’d been dating, they had never actually met.
Lara worked long hours in the museum, and I’d done my best to keep my secrets. Dizzy had been part of a life I’d tried hard to keep concealed.
I hadn’t kept them apart because I thought Lara would be jealous. I’d simply thought it would be difficult to explain my past, without sharing everything. Everything had been connected, and to hide one, I’d had to keep them all on the down low. At least I had until the day I had broken into her museum.
Now Lara knew everything. Or almost everything. There were details about my past adventures that I had not volunteered, but there could be too much of a good thing. I didn’t want to overwhelm Lara all at once. I was a lot to take on a good day; I didn’t want to push my luck.
But if Dizzy was going to accompany us to The Run, it was time they got acquainted. My hands trembled, just a little as I wondered how she would react to Dizzy.
We entered the lounge. The TV was on, and some news reporter was standing in front of a stone amphitheater railing on about egregious vandalism. Lara stood transfixed in front of the screen, the remote in one hand. The other hand rested at her side. Arthur was gone, as was any sign of Lara’s wound. The healer did good work; there wasn’t even a scar. He’d disappeared, which was just as well as I didn’t feel like having someone fuss over me. I’d taken a far worse beating in Panama than from the bomb and it was nothing that a few hours of rest wouldn’t fix.
Lara turned as we approached. Her eyes landed on Dizzy, then looked to me for an explanation.
“Dizzy, this is Lara, my fiancée. Lara this is Dizzy, my oldest friend.” 
“Well, not his oldest friend,” Dizzy said, cracking a thousand megawatts smile, “but definitely the one who has put up with him the longest.” 
She reached out her hand to Lara. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Seth has told me so much about you.”
Lara made no effort to take Dizzy’s hand. She held the TV remote in one hand, like a baton, and slowly tapped the palm of the other hand with it. “You’re her, aren’t you?”
Dizzy dropped her outstretched hand and inched backward. I felt her shift her weight from her front to her back foot as she readied herself for a fight.
“You’re the one that trashed my museum.” Lara’s voice rose as she spoke.
“I, um, well,” Dizzy stammered.
“Don’t lie to me,” Lara said. “I saw you on the footage. You’re the only guest who entered the museum that morning but never left. At least none of the cameras caught you leaving, which means either you can walk through walls or you’re a shape shifter.”
Dizzy elbowed me in the ribs. 
“Hey, it’s not my fault. I didn’t tell. Clearly she worked it out.”
“And you.” Lara shook the remote at me. “You told me Dizzy was in Africa. Why was that? Figured you’d wait for me to calm down?”
“It’s not like that,” Dizzy chimed in. “I was in Africa. I just got back. Long story, really. But I am sorry about your exhibits. That was all his idea.”
If looks could kill, I’d be a dead man. Lara’s eyes flickered back and forth between us.
“Thanks, Dizzy, but I didn’t tell you to trash the place. I just asked for a distraction.” I looked at Lara apologetically. “Dizzy was an enthusiastic participant in the mayhem that was caused.”
Lara shook her head and I shot Dizzy a sideways glance. 
If I’m going down, you’re coming with me.
“Don’t try to distract me,” Lara replied, zeroing in on me. “I know where you sleep.”
“Yeah, but if you’re mad at him,” Dizzy said, her tone almost sultry, “you can bunk at mine. I don’t bite, much.”
I glowered at her. “You’re meant to be helping me, not hitting on my fiancée.”
“Can’t blame a girl for enjoying the finer things in life.” Dizzy shot Lara a wink. “Besides, Seth, she is way out of your league.”
The two women exchanged a look that seemed to contain a world of understanding. 
Lara smiled at Dizzy. “You’re forgiven.”
Dizzy beamed, as Lara turned on me. 
“You, on the other hand, are going to have to earn your way out of the doghouse. First, you trash my museum, then you try to get me blown up, and now you’re flaking on dinner.”
“Well, uh…” I stammered.
“Tell me I’m wrong.” Lara took a step toward me. “I dare say your little meeting is going to interrupt our dinner plans, isn’t it?”
In that moment, I picked up the real reason for her annoyance. Quick as a rumbling freight train. My parents had excluded her from their little gathering, but I’d come back with Dizzy, who seemed to have been included. Lara probably thought she was the only one being kept on the outside, which wasn’t entirely true, but it wasn’t completely false either.
“You’re right. Dinner’s been canceled but not for nothing. We’re going to hunt down some information about the knife we found in the temple. I’m sure you’ll find where we are going more interesting than dinner. Dizzy just got back, and I figured we could use the extra muscle. If someone is trying to kill us, another set of hands won’t go astray.”
Lara perked up at that. “Fine, I guess. There are too many interesting things going on to sit around anyway. Check this out.” 
She pointed to the TV.
“What are you watching?” I asked as I studied the screen. 
The news program seemed to be showing a correspondent reporting from Greece. As a country, Greece had seen difficult economic times in recent years, but it was also one of the hubs of the ancient world. While its glory might have waned, its Gods tended to intervene in mortal affairs far more than other deities. Despite its recent economic upheaval, it still played a crucial role in the balance of the supernatural community.
“Trouble in Greece,” Lara replied, staring at the screen.
“What’s going on?” I asked, stepping closer. 
The reporter was standing in some kind of shattered stone building. I studied the architecture; stone ruins set out in a long rectangular shape. Beside the crumbling walls, an open-air amphitheater was nestled into the side of a hill. The caption at the bottom of the screen was a scrolling red banner that announced, ‘Graffiti defaces priceless ancient monument’.
I would have known this site anywhere. It was the temple of Apollo at Delphi, the site of the ancient Oracle and Apollo’s greatest triumph.
It was at Delphi that Apollo vanquished the serpent Python and avenged the wrong that had been done to his mother at Hera’s behest.
Apollo and Artemis were the twin children of Zeus and Leto. Hera, jealous of her husband’s continued infidelity, vexed Leto, hounding her and trying to prevent her children’s birth. She’d set Python on Leto, but in spite of her persecution, both children were eventually delivered safely, due in part to a boon from Poseidon. Apollo never forgot his mother’s suffering, and at Delphi, Apollo sought out and vanquished Python. With his mother avenged, he built a temple and monument to celebrate his triumph. 
Hailed as the God of prophecy, his knowledge was highly sought after, and the Oracle at Delphi was a common pilgrimage in the ancient world. Apollo held considerable status among the Gods, and Delphi, even in ruin, was the seat of his power in the mortal world. 
“Who would be thoughtless enough to defile the site of Apollo’s temple?” I asked. 
Even if Apollo was absent, only the truly ignorant would spit in the eye of a God and expect a free pass. That was the trouble with mortals these days. No respect for the old ways. Apollo could crush them with a thought, had he the inclination or desire to do so.
“Well, I think the image itself is pretty telling,” Lara replied. 
The screen flicked to an aerial view image of the open-air amphitheater. Its central stage had been vandalized with a sprawling black image. At first, it seemed like someone had emblazoned a slash across it. Then the grainy image flickered into focus, and I could make out the strands of a feather. A particularly elegant feather, painstakingly emblazoned across the stone.
“Is that a peacock’s feather?” Dizzy asked.
“Indeed,” Lara replied. “The symbol of the Goddess Hera.”
Maybe they weren’t ignorant after all. Someone either had a sick sense of humor or there was civil unrest brewing between the two Gods. And when such friction arose, it was their followers who clashed.
“Yes, someone is making a play,” I mused out loud. “Either Hera is upset with Apollo, or someone else is trying to agitate him and cast suspicion on his father’s wife. Either way, it’s a dangerous game.”
“Why now?” Lara asked, leaning on the back of the sofa. “The temple has been in ruin for centuries.”
“Time passes differently beyond the Veil. Days here can be a passing moment in the Realm of the Gods. It can also function the other way. Years there can be a moment here. Time is a mortal construct. Immortal beings aren’t bound by it.”
“That makes no sense at all,” Lara replied. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know. It hurts my brain just thinking about it, but it’s true, nonetheless. Maybe Hera is still angry at Apollo’s defiance. Maybe she sees the crumbling temple as a sign of weakness and is staking a claim over his domain.”
“The Olympians haven’t moved so overtly in the mortal realm for centuries. It’s a dangerous portent,” Dizzy chimed in.
I let out a slow breath. “I agree. I doubt this is an idle act of vandalism. It’s too big a coincidence.”
“Intriguing,” Lara said, setting down the remote, “just how much we still don’t understand. Just fascinating.”
I flicked off the TV. “A lot of it is still conjecture, even among wizards. We may know of these beings, but we don’t pretend to understand them.” 
“So where are we heading?” Lara asked, her eyes eager. 
I’d seen that look before. Lara was keen, almost hungry for another glimpse of the supernatural world.
“The Run,” I replied, “to see if we can learn more about the dagger.”
Lara slid her hands into her pockets. “What’s The Run?”
“Do you like to shop?” Dizzy asked, answering the question with a question.
“Of course,” Lara replied. “I could use a few things.”
“Then you are going to love it!” Dizzy grinned. “You can buy just about anything. Charmed jewelry, knockoff fashion, illegal accessories. All you’ve got to know is where to look.”
“Why do I feel like that’s not the full story?” Lara asked, looking at me. “Why would we need extra muscle for a shopping trip?”
“Because it’s not,” I replied, honestly. “Dizzy has a habit of focusing on her idea of fun. It’s great but it is seldom ever the full story. You get used to it.”
“So what’s the full story?” Lara asked.
I put my arm around her. “Well, The Run is all of those things. But it’s also the greatest collection of liars, thieves, wizards, and supernatural fiends you’re likely to find, all mixed together into one little melting pot, waiting to explode.”






  
  Chapter 4


The Wanderer was a rundown, ramshackle excuse for a hotel.  
Just about the only thing that could be said in its favor was its location in central London. How it had managed to stay afloat in its state of disrepair was unfathomable but for its connection to The Run.
There was no doubt in my mind whatsoever that if the building hadn’t been a discreet cover for one of the entrances to The Run that it would have been torn down decades ago.
Its worn brick facade badly needed a wash and a coat of paint but there seemed little chance it was going to get either of those any time soon. One might say rather accurately that the best thing about the Wanderer was the gastropub you found as you were leaving it. I’d eaten there a few times. The grub was pretty good. It was a shame one had to travel all the way to Westminster to enjoy it.
Murdoch dropped us off in front of the hotel and went around the block to park the car. While we waited, Lara, Dizzy, and I watched those coming and going from the Wanderer with interest.
I was confident there were other paths leading to and from The Run. There was no way so many people could pass through a single exit or entry. The Wanderer was both the safest and the most widely known entrance. 
It was early evening in old London town. A stiff breeze blew off the river Thames to the southeast. I pulled my jacket a little tighter around me and did my best not to look suspicious. After all, I had an eight-inch ritual blade tucked into the rucksack on my back. The last thing I needed was an overeager police officer deciding I needed to be searched. The blade would be difficult to explain away and I had no desire to spend the night in holding.
“So, Dizzy,” Lara began, “Seth hasn’t told me much about his childhood. I figure if anyone knows the scoop, it’s you. So how about it? Got any interesting Seth stories you’re willing to share?”
Dizzy’s eyes glimmered with mischief. “Well, there was this one time Seth got expelled from school. Has he told you about that?”
Lara’s eyes lit up. “No, he hasn’t. Just how hard does the son of a wealthy magnate have to try to get kicked out of school?”
“It was pretty good,” Dizzy answered. “Not just what got him expelled but the whole reason he did it. Come to think of it, that might be the funnier story.”
“Care to share with the group?” Lara asked, sidling up beside Dizzy.
I glared at Dizzy in the hope she’d get the message, but I should have known better. Dizzy knew she had a captive audience, and she liked a laugh far too much to let it go.
“It all started when Peter and Seth got into it at school. They were always at each other’s throats, trying to impress the same girls. Peter was a bit of a bully, tried to rub Seth’s nose in it whenever he could.”
Lara pushed her hair back behind her ear. “Bullies are the same everywhere.”
“Not true,” Dizzy replied, tapping Lara with a finger as if she were pointing. “This was the London Academy. All of the students are wizards or other supernatural beings. You give bullies that kind of power and anything can happen. From time to time, things get out of hand.”
“What happened?” Lara asked.
“Seth was speaking during assembly. He was up on stage in front of the whole school. Peter, utter prat that he was, decided it would be funny to vanish Seth’s clothes right there while was up on stage. Left him stark naked in front of the whole school.”
“In front of everyone?” Lara asked. “Savage.”
Her eyes caught mine.
“Yes, the entire school,” I replied, shaking my head at the unpleasant memory. I’d been the laughingstock of the Academy for weeks.
“What did you do?” Lara asked.
“What you think I did? I covered myself and got out of there as quickly as I could.”
“I mean what did you do to Peter?” Lara asked. “You didn’t let him get away with it, did you?”
I turned away, a little embarrassed even now at how carried away I had got.
“Seth waited until he was riding his bike and used the same spell on him,” Dizzy answered. “Vanished the motorcycle right out from under him, Seth did. Peter went from thirty miles an hour riding his Harley to a sprawling mess in the school car park. He spent weeks in the infirmary. Even the healers need time to fix that sort of mess.” 
“Same spell but I got expelled for it,” I replied. “Just shows there is no justice in the world.”
Lara shook her head in disbelief.
“What can I say? I’ve always struggled with a proportionate response. Peter got what was coming to him, if you ask me.”
Murdoch crossed the street, his hands jammed in the pockets of his parka. 
“Righty-o, shall we ‘ed in?” Murdoch asked in his best impression of the London accent. Try as he might, there was no hiding the Irishman in him. His accent shone through in spite of his best efforts.
I nodded and led our little group into the Wanderer. It had been a few months since I had last visited The Run. Its stalls and vendors changed from day to day. There were only three constant fixtures there, and I was hoping one of them might give us a lead on the Blind Lady’s current whereabouts.
We walked into the Wanderer’s lobby with its faded green carpet, a relic from a previous era, that had thick tracks worn in at as a steady stream of visitors moved from the door to reception and then to a bank of elevators on the east side of the lobby. Ignoring the well-worn reception desk, we made our way straight to the elevators.
I pressed the call button and the leftmost elevator door opened. Lara went to step into the elevator, but I shook my head. 
“We’ll take the next one.”
The lift doors closed, and the elevator vanished upward to whichever floor had summoned it. I pressed the button again and the elevators chimed once more. This time the fourth and furthest elevator from the door opened. Tucked as it was at the end of the corridor, we had to hurry to catch it. I reached out and stopped the door, holding it for the others. They slipped past me into the lift and I followed them in. Unlike the first elevator, this one had an attendant with a faded open collared shirt and black suspenders.
An inquiring mind might wonder why such a rundown establishment still employed an elevator attendant. Like the hotel itself, it seemed like the relic of a bygone era. I knew better. His presence was a sign that we had picked the right lift. The man had a well-tanned complexion. 
He turned to us and asked, “Floor, sir?”
His accent was from somewhere in the Mediterranean. Sicily, perhaps.
“Down, please,” I replied, giving him a curt nod.
The man smiled, his head tilting to the side as he gestured to the panel. “But, sir, we are on the ground floor. You can only go up from here.”
I followed his eyes to the panel, reached into my pocket, and pulled out a ten quid note. 
Sliding it into his palm, I returned the smile. “Down, please.”
“As you wish, Seth.” The man bowed his head and whispered something. 
The elevator plunged downward. The car rattled and the lights flickered. Then the elevator eased its pace until grinding to a halt.
The worn aluminum doors parted, revealing an underground thoroughfare stretching as far as the eye could see.
“The Run, sir,” the man replied with a sweep of his hand.
We stepped out of the elevator into a dimly lit cobblestone street. The underground labyrinth had street lamps scattered irregularly throughout, but there were still plenty of dark corners for unpleasant creatures to lurk in.
The underground complex occupied many blocks, but The Run itself referred to the large thoroughfare that ran down its center for about ten city blocks. It was the underground equivalent of the Las Vegas strip. Or at least it would have been if the strip was lined with fortune tellers, grifters, and supernatural stores instead of strip clubs and casinos. There were also decidedly fewer neon lights. Few supernatural creatures enjoyed such things. If something wanted to linger in the shadows, it came to The Run and it did not want to be found.
The street was lit instead by street lanterns spaced along the boulevard.
The elevator from the Wanderer joined The Run at its southernmost point. If we headed east or west, the thoroughfares and passages narrowed and eventually became tunnels and sewer networks that were rumored to exit throughout Westminster and the surrounding suburbs. I had never spent much time there and for good reason. I had no desire to end up in a body bag.
There were things down here, creatures that enjoyed lurking and hunting in the shadows, preying on those who wouldn’t be missed. The best way to avoid such a fate was to stick to the well-trodden way. Even with Dizzy, Lara, and Murdoch watching my back, I had no desire to explore the dark expanse of the sewers.
“What’s the plan, boss?” Dizzy asked.
“We’ll start at the Panhandle,” I said. “If anyone knows where the Blind Lady is, it will be Levi.”
We headed north along Main Street. Not that you could tell which direction was which this far beneath the ground. I just knew from experience that The Run’s main stretch ran north to south. The Panhandle was a pub located roughly two city blocks away. It was one of the few constant fixtures in The Run. Most vendors came and went, allegiances shifted and changed and a presence in the underground metropolis seemed difficult to maintain. Greed and ambition tended toward conflict more often than not and order in The Run was kept by whoever had the biggest gun. Here, strength was everything and weakness would get you killed. 
Amongst it all Levi, barkeeper of the Panhandle, maintained a steady presence in the underground labyrinth.
A presence which made him a ready conduit for information passing through the place. Levi always seemed to know what was going on.
It was late and yet a steady stream of traffic made its way along The Run. Night was a good time to do business. People could come and go as they pleased, unconcerned with the presence of law enforcement above them.
We passed a bookstore, but not your usual Barnes and Noble. This one had a handful of tomes set behind glass in a narrow alcove that would barely have passed for a store above ground. Status in The Run could easily be determined by the nature of the shop a vendor operated. Those fortunate enough to have four walls around them, no matter how small, were a cut above those with canvas tents and pavilions cluttering the side of the way. 
We moved past the stores, walking with a purpose I hoped would deter others from interfering with us.
We made it to the edge of the first block of vendors and crossed an intersection where smaller streets shot off to the east and west. 
Someone tapped me on the shoulder. Glancing back, I saw Lara pointing down one of the side lanes. There, asleep at the edge of the road, was a hulking great troll. Almost eight feet of flab and muscle lay slovenly against the wall. Its head lolled to one side as a river of drool ran down its chin onto its stomach. The creature wore almost no clothes to speak of but for a set of animal skins around its waist that hid whatever passed for reproductive organs for a troll. The skin seemed to have come from a Brahman cow, and I was grateful for its presence. There were some sights that would haunt my dreams.
The troll’s bluish gray skin was typical of a river troll and the sewers were lousy with them. It had likely wandered in out of the Thames to avoid conflict with normals. Such creatures were immensely violent and good at it. Here they could find employment as hired muscle in exchange for food.
“Is that a giant?” Lara asked.
“No, that is a river troll,” I answered. While the supernatural world had been outed, supernatural creatures still did their best to stay out of sight. Humans were jittery creatures that scared easily, and they had guns. 
Lara likely hadn’t seen anything like it. 
I smiled. There were going to be a lot of firsts for her here in The Run. 
“There are still a few of them around the river, but less of them than there used to be. Giants are much bigger, but they tend to stick to the mountains and hill country, places where it is hard for humans to follow them.”
Lara nodded. “This one clearly spends a lot of time around people, sleeping here without a care in the world.”
“Here,” I replied, “it knows its place in the food chain. River trolls regenerate and can shrug off most wounds. Be grateful he’s asleep. They don’t get any more pleasant when they’re awake.”
We shuffled further down the street, passing a merchant selling ritual ingredients. Placards on his table offered everything from unicorn mane to dragon scales. He had to be a fraud. Anyone bold or clever enough to come by dragon scales wouldn’t sell them at any price, let alone advertise the fact they had them in their possession.
Whoever this charlatan was, he would likely be dead by sunup, killed by a thief who would end up bitterly disappointed by the fakes. 
That was life in The Run. Crime and opportunity drove people to make terrible life choices.
Ritual components were a vital element in both crafting arcane items and as focuses for rituals and other enchantments. Elemental magic drew its power from the environment and the arcane energy coursing through it. Ritual magic was a more subtle craft, making use of the different aspects of the ingredients at its focus and then unleashing or combining them, using magic in such a way that the whole would be greater than the sum of their parts. 
Dragon scale, for instance, was highly sought after as a component for enchanting equipment. Armor enchanted with dragon scale was nigh on impenetrable. It would be proof against blade or bullet and was almost impossible to buy at any price. Dragons had been hunted virtually out of existence by the dragon scale trade. There were still a few ancient beasts lurking beneath the mountains of the world, but they knew better than to come above ground. Cunning and dangerous, they were unparalleled masters of mind magic.
A close cousin were the dragon shifters, humans with draconic ancestry capable of shifting back and forth at will. While lesser students of mind magic, they were still nonetheless dangerous and since their principal defense had been outlawed by the magical community as a whole, they lived in exile and secrecy. Mind magic scared people. Nobody wanted to believe for a minute that they weren’t in control of their own faculties. Mind magic allowed its practitioners to cloud, change, and even reshape a person’s thoughts. One could compel someone to deadly acts overtly, or through a subtle shift in their fundamental beliefs about themselves or the world around them. Poorly practiced, it could break a fragile subject’s mind, leaving them a gibbering husk.
It was a hugely dangerous discipline, even among the forbidden.
Up ahead, the Panhandle came into view. A simple timber sign hung from wrought iron chains over the street. The tavern’s name had been scorched into the timber by some sort of brand. Beneath it was a painting of a skillet resting on an open fire.
The Panhandle occupied an entire city block and was one of the largest tenancies in The Run, perhaps rivaled only by the Red Room, The Run’s premier brothel and a popular haunt for those with supernatural appetites. 
It had always been a source of amazement for me that the Panhandle occupied such a space. Clearly it was in a sought-after and highly central location. It occupied enough space that any merchant would have killed to have it. On its face, the Panhandle was simply a tavern with live music and a kitchen that served quality fare. The Panhandle did a roaring trade but not so much that I thought it warranted such a valuable site. That mystery I was sure had something to do with its proprietor, Levi.
I paused at the door and took a deep breath.
“What are you waiting for, Seth?” Lara asked.
Dizzy let out a laugh. “He’s probably hoping Levi, the owner, has forgotten what happened last time he was here.”
“What happened?” Murdoch asked.
They had a right to know what we might be walking into. I turned to face them. “I was using the Panhandle for a meet and the deal went south. It sparked a bar fight that trashed the place. Dizzy and I barely got out with my life. Levi was less than thrilled. I paid for the damages but—“
“Beacon of destruction that you are, he’s probably not gonna be thrilled to see you again,” Lara cut me off. “Seems he knows you pretty well.” 
“More than I would like,” I replied. 
Levi always knew too much, and one of these days it was going to get me killed.






  
  Chapter 5


I pushed open one of the saloon style doors to the Panhandle and held it while Dizzy, Lara, and Murdoch followed me into the tavern. Fires roared in pits on opposing sides of the vast room, providing heat to stave off the winter chill. The room was filled with small round tables set at irregular intervals. Low hanging timber beams appeared to support the weight of the roof, but with a few hundred feet of earth and stone above us, I couldn’t help but think they were more for aesthetics than anything else. 
A large bar ran down the opposite wall of the establishment; behind it a set of doors led into a kitchen. Live music was being played by a trio of women dressed in leather and armed with a variety of stringed instruments. Servers bustled through a truly diverse mix of patrons. 
Cigar smoke shrouded the back left corner of the tavern. A game of cards was being played at the table with three men who appeared straight out of different periods of history, and a woman that could have been an opera singer fresh from the stage. Their security details, dressed in similar manner to their employers, watched from nearby tables, their hands never straying far from their sidearms.
The Panhandle did not discriminate and served all comers, provided they were willing to abide by the house rules and didn’t start any trouble.
On my last visit, I’d been selling a tome that I had acquired entirely by accident while on another job. Unfortunately, my buyer figured it would be easier to take the tome than pay for it and had tried to slit my throat.
He might have succeeded if I hadn’t brought Dizzy to watch my back. She’d seen him pull the knife and before he could lunge across the table, she hit him like a freight train. The resulting chaos forced the tavern to be evacuated and managed to set fire to one end of the bar. I had made reparations; the other party had done a runner. I hadn’t seen or heard from them since. I doubted they made it out of The Run alive.
“Keep your eyes down, and don’t start anything,” I whispered, largely for Lara and Murdoch’s benefit. Dizzy already knew the score.
As we waded through the tables, a high-pitched voice called out, “Ryder.” 
That wasn’t good. I tended to use my middle name as my alias whenever I dealt with criminals. Seth Caldwell was the son of a mining magnate. Seth Ryder was a thief with access to a dizzying array of supernatural contraband. It also made me a target.
I looked down at two small creatures sitting on three-legged stools. Neither of them could be more than about four feet tall, and sitting as they were on the stools their feet didn’t reach the ground. Their leathery skin was a mottled pinkish gray and largely concealed beneath black combat fatigues and custom fit bulletproof vests. They wore combat rigging and were armed to the teeth. Each had a pistol resting on the table beside their meal. One wore a bandolier of grenades. The other had several bricks of what looked like Semtex tucked in pouches on his rigging. Automatic rifles were slung over a leather strap on their back, and I knew from experience that the two gnomes were lethal with any of them. 
 Say what you want about size, but anyone who had seen the gnomes in action knew better than to bandy insults with them. Savage Garden as they were known, were two of Europe’s pre-eminent demolitions experts. If you wanted a job done right, you dug deep and the Garden took care of business.
I met their blue eyes and grinned.
“Smith, Wesson. I didn’t know you were in town.” 
I used the creatures’ aliases. Like most fae creatures, they placed great importance and power in a name. I’d only ever known them by their preferred pseudonym, but we’d worked together profitably in the past. I’d hired them for some demolition work, and they had proved more than equal to the task. There was a reason people no longer relied on castles to house their valuables: gnomes armed with explosives were the world’s preeminent sappers. 
“We have a contract,” Smith, the smaller of the two, replied. He had a small scar that ran underneath his left eye down his cheek where it disappeared into his beard.
“Not me, I hope,” I replied, leaning on the table, the thought of my DB5 fresh in my mind.
“No,” Wesson replied, adjusting the small gray cap perched on his head. “We passed on that one. Professional courtesy.”
I nodded. “Appreciate it. You wouldn’t happen to know who tried to blow me up a few hours ago, would you?”
They both shook their heads. 
“Couldn’t tell you if we did, boss. You know how it is,” Wesson replied. “I will tell you there’s plenty of people looking for you though. Your Spanish friends are still chafing, not to mention the Americans. I’d be keeping my head down if I were you.”
“I’ll do what I can,” I replied. “Enjoy your evening, gents.” 
I had no intention of introducing the assassins to Lara. The fact that they had turned down the contract once, didn’t mean they would forever, and I didn’t particularly want to give them ideas for leverage. Besides, assassins tended to be insular sorts and introducing them to a CIA operative would hardly score any points with the miniature murderers.
I breathed a sigh of relief knowing they weren’t a part of the hit on the manor. They could be lying, of course, but my gut told me they were on the level. They seldom missed. If the car bomb hadn’t got it done, they’d have hit us as soon as we left the manor. The Garden didn’t leave things to chance.
We wove through the tables toward the bar, taking a detour around an ogre that was arm wrestling with a human. But given the man’s relatively relaxed pose and the fact his arm hadn’t already snapped off, I suspected there was more to him than met the eye. Shifter perhaps, maybe a lycan. You never really knew in the Panhandle.
As we approached the bar, a golden-haired man emerged from the kitchen. Several inches over six feet tall, he had broad shoulders and wore a simple cotton spun shirt and khaki slacks with a leather apron. A dish cloth hung over one broad shoulder. His physique, all muscle, seemed to flex with tension as his eyes met mine.
One brawny fist rose, and he leveled a finger straight at me. 
“You know better than to come back here, boy,” he bellowed.
The band ceased and the tavern went still. All eyes turned to us, which was about a hundred pairs too many for my liking. 
“Levi. I made good on the damages, didn’t I? Manyfold, if I’m not mistaken.”
“You may have,” he replied, leaning on the bar, “but you broke the peace. The Panhandle is a sanctuary. Those who break the peace are not welcome back.”
“Are you really going to hold that against me? Taggart started that whole debacle. I was just trying to stay alive,” I said, cautiously approaching the bar.
“Taggart paid the price for his stupidity,” Levi said, his eyes roving between my companions and me. His words confirmed my suspicions about Taggart’s fate. 
“I’m not looking for trouble and I’m not meeting anyone, so you can relax.” I met his gaze as I tried to reassure him.
Levi’s eyes were unlike anything I’d ever seen in another being. The sclera was brilliant blue, while his iris was a single vertical slash of black cutting through the middle, almost reaching the bottom of his eye. 
He studied me intently, then raised his hand and gestured to the band. The women launched into another tune and the Panhandle’s patrons went back to their meals. He regarded us warily as we sat down on stools in front of the bar.
He leaned on the bar, his muscled form hunching forward over it. “I thought there were five of you. Where is the fifth man?”
“Nope, I replied. “Just the four of us. The other man in the elevator was the doorkeeper.” 
Levi cocked his head to the side, looking for any sign of duplicity.
“I know the doorkeeper, boy. But you’re telling the truth. Which means he’s not with you but was following you. You say you won’t bring trouble to my bar, but it follows you wherever you go, like a shadow.”
I went to protest but Levi shifted down the bar, looking at Dizzy. “The lady Alasa. I see you still saddle yourself with this troublemaker.”
“Levi,” Dizzy replied, and her smile had a genuine warmth to it, “it’s good to see you again.”
“Hey,” I protested. “You give me grief, but Dizzy gets a welcome. A not inconsequential share of the damage was wrought by her as she rampaged through the place. Brown bears aren’t known for being light of foot.”
Levi fixed me with a stare. “Only to defend your skinny ass. Besides, I know her heart. She is a friend.”
Dizzy beamed. “It’s been too long. Mother said to send her regards.”
“She is a good woman,” Levi replied with a smile of his own. “A drink, my dear?”
“Dealer’s choice,” Dizzy replied.
Levi grabbed a silver tankard from beneath the counter and filled it from a cask before setting it down before her. “House brew. Let me know what you think.”
Dizzy lifted the tankard to her lips and took a long draw before setting it down with a pleased sigh. “Heavenly. I don’t know how you do it.”
Levi grinned. “Practice. Years and years of practice.”
He moved down to Murdoch and met his eyes. If my driver had any concerns, it didn’t show. But with Murdoch it seldom ever did. He simply stared into Levi’s piercing blue eyes until the barkeeper took a step back. 
“What are you?” Levi asked, his brow furrowing.
Murdoch leaned on the counter, gave him a wink, and replied, “Irish. I’ll have a Guinness, please.”
Levi drew a tankard, filled it, and set it before Murdoch, his eyes lingering on him as he moved down the bar.
I was parched and he was definitely avoiding serving me.
“No drink for me?” I asked. 
Levi shook his head. “I’d prefer you keep all your faculties intact, young wizard. Things have a tendency to crumble around you. I don’t want to give them any encouragement.”  He looked to Lara. “Who is your new companion?”
“Lara Stiel,” she replied, catching his gaze. “A pleasure to meet you, Levi. Fascinating place you have here.” 
Levi looked at her and turned back to me. “You bring a normal into the Panhandle, Seth. You play strange games.”
“I couldn’t have kept her out if I tried,” I replied sincerely. “She goes where she pleases and right now that’s wherever I go.”
“Owes you money, does he?” Levi replied, looking at Lara.
She covered her mouth to try and stifle the laugh, but Levi’s eyes lingered to her hand where the braided gold engagement ring rested. 
“Oh, I see,” he muttered, “a different form of obligation then. An interesting mate to be sure. She has many secrets.”
“Hey,” Lara began, “you don’t know me.”
“On the contrary,” Levi replied, “I know you better than you know yourself.”
Lara pushed a wayward hair back behind her ear. “What makes you say that?”
Levi ignored the question, but leaned on the counter before her. “Pick a number.”
“Between one and ten?” Lara asked. “I’ve seen mentalists before. You won’t impress me with a little educated guesswork.”
“Between one and a million then,” Levi replied. “Let’s make it interesting.”
Lara closed her eyes, waited a moment, and nodded. “Got it.”
The barkeeper looked at her, and grinned, “Two.”
“Between one and a million, you pick two?” Lara’s voice rose.
Levi pulled the dishtowel off his shoulder and wiped the bar. “Am I wrong?”
Lara leaned on the counter and let out a sigh. “No. You’re right. How did you do that? Can you read minds?”
Levi tossed the towel back over his shoulder. “Something like that. Don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me.”
A look of genuine panic crossed Lara’s face as Levi produced a tankard, filled it beneath the counter, and set it down before her.
“I don’t drink,” Lara said.
“I know,” Levi replied. “It’s apple juice. That’s your favorite, right?”
Lara’s jaw dropped in disbelief. I knew the feeling. I’d felt much the same way when I’d met first met Levi.
I studied the barkeeper as he fussed about behind the counter. His eyes kept shifting from the counter to Murdoch and back.
After a moment, he stopped and looked back at me. “What do you want, Seth?”
I wondered at that. Clearly, Levi possessed the ability to read people’s minds. I suspected it was a subtle form of mind magic. Highly illegal but then again, most things in The Run were. I wished I knew how to shield my thoughts from him, but I knew next to nothing about the discipline. Which begged the question, why did he ask if he already knew the answer? Perhaps he liked the conversation. If so, he’d certainly chosen the vocation for it. Professional poker player might have paid better though.
“Information,” I replied, studying his face for any sign of a tell. I got nothing.
“I sell drinks, not information. I can’t help you.”
“I’m looking for the Blind Lady,” I replied. “I know she’s down here somewhere.”
“I know,” Levi replied as he stacked tankards beneath the counter.
“If you knew, then why ask?”
Levi shrugged. “It seemed the polite thing to do.”
“She’s here in The Run. She has her own store. I’ve never seen her, but I’m sure you know her. You know everyone down here. I need her help, and I mean her no harm.”
“You say that, Seth, but harm follows you wherever you go. Even now, your presence here in The Run has not gone unnoticed. Wherever you go, trouble will follow. I can defend myself, but the lady has less means to do so.”
I met his eye. “Levi, I’ll ensure no harm comes to her. You have my word.”
He folded his arms. “You come here with your friends, Seth. None of whom are what they seem.” He looked at Lara. “The spy that would be a lover.” His eyes hovered to me. “An honest thief.”
Hi gaze traveled to Dizzy. “The lady Alasa, a woman of many shapes who wears this one by necessity, but longs for another.”
Levi’s eyes settled back on Murdoch. “You are a long way from home, Qáy--”
“You could no sooner read my mind, than I could read yours,” Murdoch hissed, as he struck the bar with his tankard, “so stay out of my head.”
Levi’s fist tightened around a tankard, the metal bowing under his grip. As he did, the tavern went still. 
Not quiet. Still. The music ceased and it was as if the entire tavern and everyone in it had chosen to hold their breath. 
I looked over my shoulder. At one table, a man held an unmoving spoon inches from his mouth. Another man had a tankard raised, but never took a sip. Everyone in the bar was frozen still. I looked at Levi and could feel the magic radiating from him as he held the entire tavern in place. Mind magic, and a lot of it. If Levi could bring the entire room to a halt, there was no telling what else he could compel them to do.
If we had to fight our way out, we’d be dead before we reached the door.
Levi looked at Murdoch. “I would like you to leave now, and never return.”
“So much for hospitality,” Murdoch replied, his stool grinding against the floor as he stood up. “I’ll wait outside.” 
He took a step but stopped and turned back to Levi. “Hold your tongue, or I will be back.”
Levi swallowed as Murdoch turned and wound his way through the Panhandle before shoving open the pub’s swinging doors. As he exited, Levi let out a breath and the tavern sprang to life as if nothing had happened, its patrons seemingly unaware of the sway Levi had exercised over them.
A bead of sweat ran down Levi’s brow. 
“Don’t even think of asking,” he whispered, leaning on the counter, his eyes locked on mine. “It’s fascinating the company you keep.”
“What was that about?” Lara asked.
“Historical differences,” Levi replied. “We serve different masters. Sometimes that creates a chasm that cannot be bridged.”
I tried to make sense of what had occurred, but I was at a loss. I knew little of Murdoch’s life before he’d come to Weybridge Manor. He was a veteran, that much I knew, but he’d never spoken of his family, his roots, or his past. If he was capable of hiding his thoughts from Levi, clearly there was more to him than I had come to believe.
“What do you want with the Blind Lady?” Levi asked.
“She’s a diviner and I need to know more about an artifact I found. My life depends on it. Name your price.”
Levi’s eyes glimmered. “Funny that you should mention a price. Your last payment still intrigues me. I would see it done.”
I went quiet. I had paid Levi a considerable sum of gold in reparation for the damage done. I had paid him with gold I had transmuted myself using my gifts. The labor had taken me the better part of a week to manage. If I had to guess, he had detected some lingering aspect of the magic I had used in the transformation.
“It’s not fake,” I replied, tapping my temple. “It’s as real as any other.”
“It is,” he conceded, “and yet it is more. Show me how it is done. That is my price.”
“I can rely on your discretion?” I asked, reaching into a bowl of nuts resting on the bar and grabbing a handful of them. I held them out before Levi in an open palm and clenched my fist around them.
“You can,” Levi replied, his eyes alight with anticipation. 
 I looked about the bar, not excited at the prospect of demonstrating my gift for others to see. Holding my fist close to my body, but above the bar where Levi could see it, I whispered words of power as I willed energy into my fist. I felt the transmutation taking place against the palm of my hand. Faint traces of light seeped out from the gaps between my fingers. I let the transformation complete and opened my hand. 
Each of the nuts had been transmuted into solid gold. I leaned out and tipped them into Levi’s open fist. He held them up to his eye, examining them each in turn. Then he put one of them between his teeth and bit gently before pulling it out. He studied the faint indentation in the golden nugget.
“Utterly fascinating,” he said. “Never in all my years have I seen that.”
“The Blind Lady?” I asked.
Levi pocketed the gold and pointed at the door. “Head up The Run, two blocks, take a right turn, and carry on until you reach the fountain. Turn left and travel until you run out of road. Hers is the last store at the end of the way.”
“Thanks, Levi, I appreciate it. We’ll be on our way,” I said, placing both hands on the bar to rise. 
Levi reached across the bar and grabbed my arm in his meaty fist. The pressure on my bicep threatened to crush it; I had little doubt he could snap it with a single motion.
Dizzy cocked her head as Lara reached for her Colt. I shook my head at them. If Levi wanted to hurt me, he’d had ample opportunity to do so. 
Levi leaned close. “Things move quickly, wizard. You wear your heart on your sleeve, but there are many who would use you to further their own ambitions. Choose carefully the path you tread, and the company you keep.”
His words sent a chill down my spine.
“Move quickly. They’re coming,” Levi warned, releasing my arm.
I knew better than to ask for clarification.
“Time to go,” I whispered to Lara and Dizzy.
“What did he say?” Lara asked. 
I heard the question but was already racing for the door, weaving between tables, taking all the care I could not to disturb any of the patrons. We had the Blind Lady’s location, but the barkeeper’s warning rang in my ears.
Who was coming for me?






  
  Chapter 6


A churning sensation erupted inside me and settled in my gut. Levi knew better than anyone else what was going on in The Run. Whether it was idle gossip spoken a little too loudly over a beer, or something he read in the minds of those coming and going from the Panhandle, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that he knew it, and he was never wrong. 
I had no idea what Levi truly was, but the display of mind magic I had just witnessed was beyond anything I had ever seen. Using mind magic was illegal under the Arcane Covenant, so capable practitioners were few and far between. Levi’s talents rivaled the legends I had heard of the dragons of old and they had been killed for it. 
His skill was as unnerving as it was dangerous. I had spoken with him before, but everything about today’s meeting bothered me. It had started with Levi’s comments about Lara’s loyalties. That had found a nerve. What was it the shifter had seen that caused him to question her so? And Murdoch, what was that about?
I’d never seen Levi that close to losing his cool. Something about my pilot had unsettled him. It was almost as if the two had recognized each other. Why hadn’t Levi been able to read his mind? Murdoch was a normal, wasn’t he? He should have been an open book for the bartender, but Levi had hit a wall. I was going to have to ask him how he did that. Being able to shield my thoughts from the intrusions of others could come in handy.
Even more concerning were Levi’s warnings. If Levi said someone was coming, I took him at his word.
Who was the fifth man Levi had seen with us? I’d had my eyes open and been on the lookout since we left the manor, but I hadn’t seen anyone. It was possible that someone might be using magic to conceal their presence. Veils were subtle illusory magic and not one that I had a lot of talent for, but there were plenty of practitioners and supernatural creatures who used them as if they were second nature. It was how creatures like the fae passed without detection in the mortal world.
Depending on the skill of the being working the veil, I might be able to detect the magic itself even if I couldn’t see through it. In a place like The Run though, there was simply too much ambient magical energy to detect something so subtle.
I was forced to concede that there was every chance something had followed us into The Run, and I had simply missed it. The thought made my blood run cold.
We needed to move and quickly, before whatever it was that was trailing us decided to make its move.
I shoved open the door of the Panhandle and stepped out into the stone thoroughfare. Murdoch was waiting for us just outside, leaning against a wrought iron streetlamp.
“Sorry about that, boss,” he began, “didn’t mean to cause problems.”
“What was all that about?” I asked, heading north up the street.
Murdoch pushed off the streetlamp and fell into step beside me. “There are things about my life before I came to work for your father that I’d rather keep to myself. That creature has no business playing around in my mind.”
I shot him a sideways glance. “He seemed to know you.” 
“Mistaken identity,” Murdoch replied. “Creatures like him get so used to being able to read minds, they flip out when they run into a wall. Start assuming the worst.”
“And what might that be?” I asked, scanning the street ahead of us for any sign of an ambush.
Murdoch shrugged. “That I’m a murderer and a vagabond sent to vex him.”
“And?” I looked at him, searching for any sign of deception. “Are you?”
Murdoch laughed. “I just wanted a drink, same as you lot.”
I looked at Lara but she dodged my gaze, clearly troubled by the meeting with Levi. 
Well, that was less than ideal.
I tried to remind myself not to be paranoid. Lara deserved the benefit of the doubt. I had deceived her for six months. There was no doubt in my mind that she still had her secrets, but there were things in my past I hadn’t volunteered either.
Besides, she’d saved my life in Panama. If she meant to harm me, she could have just stood aside and watched it happen.
Moreover, she was CIA. There had to be a whole lot of classified information floating around inside her head. Spilling those could put her in danger, and frankly I didn’t need any more reasons for the CIA to take issue with me. Maybe that was what Levi had meant by confused loyalties. She might have been on an unscheduled sabbatical, but sooner or later they’d work out she was alive, and she would have the Director to answer to.
You’ve gotta get your head in the game, man, I told myself. The Run was a dangerous enough place when you are alert; being distracted was a recipe for getting us all killed. 
Perhaps that had been Levi’s intention, to mess with our heads and distract us from the real danger. I couldn’t put it past him. He didn’t owe me anything. Perhaps someone else had bought his loyalty.
I pushed the questions to the back of my mind and focused on the task at hand: finding the Blind Lady. We took the next right and headed down a much narrower street. It was crowded with market stalls that further reduced the laneway to about a third of what it should have been. It was an ideal avenue for an ambush.
“Keep your eyes open,” I whispered as we turned down the road.
Lara’s hand hovered to the holster tucked beneath her arm. She unzipped her jacket to make her weapon easier to access in a hurry. Murdoch pulled his baseball cap a little lower, casting a shadow over his features. Dizzy was two steps behind me and bringing up our rear. I could feel her eyes on us as she watched our back.
We filed between the market stalls, their vendors calling out to us about their wares. I just smiled and nodded politely but we didn’t have the time to dawdle. 
I glanced back over my shoulder, looking for anyone who had followed us around the corner. Something clipped me from the front. I turned to find a short figure tumbling to the ground in front of me. He wore a simple brown robe with the hood drawn over his head.
I reached down to help him up, but he raised a hand apologetically. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t see you. My mistake.”
He got to his feet and stepped into the nearest stall, bowing and apologizing. The gesture only served to further conceal his features beneath the hooded cowl of the robe.
I patted my pockets and checked my wallet. Finding it still there, I nodded to him and we moved on through the market. At the next intersection we turned left. The path ran off at an odd angle, not perpendicular to the central stretch of The Run. The street tapered into a cul-de-sac on which there was only a single store. Unlike the market stalls on the previous street, the store was set into the stonework of the passage itself. 
“That has to be it,” I said, turning down the street. “End of the lane. Just like Levi said.”
Lara caught my arm. “Exactly. A dead-end street, one way in, one way out. No cover. It’s the perfect place for an ambush.” 
I didn’t want to believe that Levi would send me into a trap, but on the other hand it was difficult to deny the reality of the situation. The alleyway was a killing field.
Best to take precautions just in case.
“Murdoch, you stay here. Be our eyes and ears. If you see any trouble stay down and give me a call. We’ll bug out as fast as we can.”
Murdoch pulled out his phone, checked the signal, and nodded. “Got it.” 
He slipped the phone back into his pocket and made his way back into the market stalls, striking up a discussion with a woman selling handmade scarves.
We carried on toward the store, periodically checking back over our shoulder as we went. The street itself was deserted but for a beggar sleeping outside the store on a worn-out bedroll. A homeless woman sheltered beneath a blanket that had seen better days. A few strands of wispy gray hair stuck out from underneath her beanie and it looked like she was wearing a second-hand football jersey that was several sizes too big for her.
The woman was haggard and lean and ill-prepared to face a winter in London. It seemed a miracle that she had lasted this long. One had to be truly desperate to beg in The Run. If you vanished down here, no one would ever go looking for your body. Likely she was hoping for shelter from the breeze that bracketed the streets of London.
Before her sat a small wooden cup with some loose change in it. 
We were in a hurry, but I couldn’t just ignore the woman’s plight. I reached into my pocket, pulled out the pair of hundred-pound notes I had in there, and jammed them into the cup. It was the least I could do. It wasn’t like money was in short supply and she needed it more than I did.
The woman didn’t stir, for which I was grateful. I much preferred to remain anonymous. In my mind’s eye, I saw the look on her face as she woke up and discovered the bounty and it brought a smile to my own. I had stolen plenty from the rich and powerful; it felt good to give something back. I had a ways to go to catch up with Robin Hood but there was no harm in trying.
I stood up and examined the store. It had no external signage whatsoever, simply a wooden door with a glass pane and a small placard that announced it as open.
A small bell rang as we pushed open the door, announcing our presence. Inside the place reminded me of something between a pawnbroker and a fortune teller’s tent. There were bookcases laden with different trinkets. None of them were labeled, but for a price. I could feel a faint hum of energy thrumming through the store, but I couldn’t discern its source. It almost felt like arcane white noise.
Clever. With that much power readily apparent it became impossible to detect what the truly valuable relics were and what was simply junk meant to distract ignorant thieves. I doubted the diviner had any difficulty sorting trash from treasure.
A beaded curtain divided the store from a backroom and as I took a step toward it a woman appeared, sweeping aside the curtain and entering the store front. Her violet dress clung to her figure in a very pleasing way. Her dark hair was set high on her head in a bun held in place with jeweled pins. Over her eyes she wore a mask the same shade as her dress. It was a solid piece of fabric with no holes for her eyes and accented with an elaborate gold thread stitching. 
“Who’s there?” the woman called, her voice firm and unafraid. With the mask hiding most of her face it was difficult to tell her age.
“My name is Seth,” I replied, putting a hand on my chest and feeling a little sheepish when I realized she couldn’t see the gesture. “My friends are Lara and Dizzy.”
“Are they now?” the woman replied, an amused note in her voice. It was almost as if she’d seen the foolish gesture. “What brings you to rouse a tired woman from her slumber?”
 I looked back at the door. The sign had read open, hadn’t it?
“We are always open, child. Whether we can help you or not is another matter,” the woman said.
I looked about, wondering if I was being conned. Perhaps she wasn’t blind at all and the fabric was thin enough to see through. Perhaps she could read minds like Levi, or perhaps over the years she had dealt with enough idiots like me and we were simply predictable in our approach. Doubtless everyone came to her needing the same help. It wouldn’t be difficult to predict how such an exchange might go for a new client.
It seemed unlikely that she was clairvoyant. Prescience was rare and I had to believe that if she were capable of seeing the future she would hardly be hiding out in this tiny hole in the wall beneath Westminster. No, doubtless she would have been making a fortune playing the stock market or betting on horses, not eking out a life among the miscreants of The Run.
“I have come into possession of an artefact. It’s quite old and of great significance to my family. It was used in a ritual generations ago. I was hoping you might be able to help me identify the nature of that ritual.”
I drew out the blade from my pack and set it on the glass countertop. “It’s a ritual knife. Mind the blade.”
The woman’s mouth tightened into a thin line of disdain, and I got the distinct impression she did not enjoy being told her business. 
“This isn’t my first rodeo, young man.” She ran her hand through the air above the knife and then took hold of the blade’s hilt just above the skull. She raised it aloft, paused for a moment, and set it back on the counter.
“I’m sorry, I can’t help you with this,” she replied. “Please take it and leave.”
My heart sank. “If it’s a matter of payment, I can pay you anything you ask.”
“Be careful what you bargain with,” she said. “The truly valuable things in life can’t be bought with money and a careless bargain could cost you your life.”
Didn’t I know it? It seemed every bargain I had been forced to make lately was costing me something. My father had bargained with Lynch to save my life, but it was going to come at the cost of my freedom. I had bargained with Edward Knight, one of the world’s pre-eminent criminals, in exchange for the temple’s location. I hadn’t come anywhere near fulfilling my end of either bargain, and both seemed likely to kill me.
And that was to say nothing of the dangers of making such deals in the supernatural world at large. Such bargains, when sworn on a wizard’s power, had dire ramifications should you choose to forsake them. A blood oath, for instance, would result in death. An oath sworn on one’s power might diminish that power should the oath remain unfulfilled. Certain supernatural creatures did not even possess the ability to neglect their sworn bargain. The Fae were simply incapable of leaving an obligation unmet. They might swear in bad faith, deliver on the letter while neglecting the spirit of a deal but they would never break their word. It was wholly against their nature.
“Please,” Lara said, “we need your help. Anything you can tell us about the knife could change our life.”
The woman backed away behind the counter. “That may be so, but this blade has been the cause of great suffering and pain. It is drowning in the forbidden. I want no part of it.”
We had come all this way for nothing. We had risked The Run and the dangers it held, not to mention whatever was currently stalking us. I couldn’t just leave empty-handed but neither could I compel the Blind Lady to use her gifts.
“Matilda, please,” I said, “I need your help.”
The woman flinched. “Take the knife and get out.” 
She reached beneath the counter, pulling out a small snub-nosed pistol, and pointed it straight at my face. I could see down the business end of its barrel as she showed me her teeth. 
I heard rather than saw Lara’s pistol clear her holster. Beside me, Dizzy tensed like a cobra about to strike. I’d been intending to simply refuse to move until she gave us something, but I had no desire to eat a bullet for dessert and began to reconsider my options.
The tension in the room rose and her finger tightened on the trigger.
“Let’s all just calm down,” I said, which felt prudent given I’d almost certainly be the first to die. The Blind Lady would be next as Lara reacted on instinct and training, but her avenging my death wouldn’t do anything to bring me back.
 There was a faint jingle of bells as the door to the store swung open. I looked over my shoulder to see the beggar standing behind us. Arcane power coursed through the store, gathered around her.
We were surrounded.
She was no beggar, of that much I was now certain.
“What did you call her?” the newcomer asked, her voice old and tired. 
The beggar stood there, her hands raised but empty, ready for the spell I could feel coursing through the room. My eyes climbed steadily taking in her carefully crafted disguise. The blanket was still pulled around her shoulders, but it was her eyes which caught my attention. Both of her eye sockets were sunken and hollow, the skin closed over the empty sockets.
“Matilda,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. “But that isn’t her name, is it? It’s yours. You’re the Blind Lady and she’s a ruse.”
“That ruse is my daughter,” the blind lady answered, and the arcane energy pulsed angrily about us, causing the hair on my neck to stand on end. “And your friend has pulled a gun on her.” 
“I wasn’t the first,” Lara said. “She drew on us. I only responded.”
“If we meant to harm you, that gun would hardly save you,” The Blind Lady answered. “Pull the trigger and none of you will leave here alive.”
“Matilda,” I pleaded, my heart pounding in my chest as I stared down the barrel of the gun. “My mother sent us. She told me you could help.”
In the excitement, I had completely forgotten my mother’s message. “She told me to tell you that Rose hopes that you are well.”
Behind me, the Blind Lady let out a low sigh and the gathering energy dissipated. “Larissa, put down the gun. They are friends.”
The woman in the mask slowly lowered the gun and placed it back beneath the counter. She eyed us warily as if expecting us to strike. I reached out and rested my hand on Lara’s arm. She lowered her weapon and put it back in her holster, but her eyes never left Larissa.
Matilda bustled past us to stand by the counter. 
“Jillian is your mother?” she asked, her lidded eye sockets staring at me as surely as if she could see.
It was an unnerving sight, but I knew better than to flinch. “Yes, she is. She told me I might find you here.”
“Jillian is a good woman,” Matilda said, her lips parting into a smile as she reached beneath the tattered blanket and produced the notes I had placed in her cup earlier. “I see the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.”
“Your need was greater than mine,” I replied, leaning on the counter.
“A necessary deception,” Matilda said. “I prefer to know the heart of those who would seek my help.”
“And?” I asked, studying her wrinkled brow. “What do you see?”
Matilda drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “A man with a good heart, a troubled soul, and a relic of unspeakable torment.” 
Her blind gaze descended to the knife on the counter.
“How do you know my mother?” I asked, still curious about their connection.
Matilda’s face softened. “She was always kind to me. She stood up for me when others played pranks on me. I never saw her face, but I will never forget her voice or her scent. She always smelled like a rose garden in full bloom.”
“She still favors them,” I replied, thinking of the gardens mother had planted around Weybridge Manor. 
Matilda smiled. “I hope life has been kind to her.”
I didn’t know how much I should share. “It’s been complicated.”
Matilda nodded and ran her hand over the blade. “Pray tell, how did such a relic come to be in your possession?”
I drew in a deep breath. “I recovered it from a temple belonging to an ancient order of witches that practiced blood magic and ritual sacrifice. I believe the blade was used to lay a curse that still afflicts my family.”
Matilda straightened up. “Your mother? She suffers from this malady?”
“Thankfully not,” I replied. “It passes from parent to child through my father’s lineage. Mother has been spared its grip but watches in pain as her husband lingers in its grasp. In time it will take his life, and then it will be my burden to bear.”
“If you are hoping the blade will present a cure, I fear you are going to be disappointed,” Matilda said, her fingernails slowly rising and falling against the glass countertop.
“Why?” I asked. “What do you know? What can you tell me?”
Matilda turned and waved to Larissa who vanished into the back of the store and reappeared moments later with a three-legged stool that she sat behind the counter. Matilda settled onto the stool. 
She picked up the knife and examined it, not with her eyes but with her hands, running them over the surface of the blade, feeling the etchings before sliding them along the handle with its skull-shaped pommel.
“It is an unusual instrument,” she began. “I sense clearly its use in ending the lives of countless victims. No doubt their sacrifice was used to power whatever ritual was being invoked with it, but sacrifice on this scale is unheard of in our day. From whence did the knife come?”
“Panama,” I replied. “It was last used four centuries ago, but before that it would have seen routine use.”
“That makes sense.  The ancient inhabitants of Central America were well known for human sacrifice. You believe the last time it was used, was to cast the curse that afflicts you today?”
“Yes. It has haunted our family for almost four centuries, a relentless curse meant to wipe us from the face of the earth. The bitter reproach of an angry witch.”
Matilda nodded. “It is that ritual that you wish to know more of?”
“Anything you can tell me will help,” I replied, “At the moment, we know almost nothing but the place it was cast. I’ve been there. That’s where I found the blade, still lodged in the high priestess’ heart. She took her own life to lay the curse.”
Matilda recoiled. “That is a bitter hatred and a dangerous focus for such a ritual. To understand it better, I will need to perform a reading of the weapon. Four centuries is simply too long a time to understand such complex magic by touch. The trace elements of the magic that was wrought have faded. There are hints of what was done, but not enough for me to understand without further investigation. Come with me.” 
Matilda picked up the ceremonial knife and beckoned us to follow her into the back of the store. She brushed aside the beaded curtain and led the way into the next room. Unlike the store’s front of house, which consisted mainly of stone walls and wooden cabinetry, the back room had purple hanging drapes suspended from shelves that ran the entire edge of the room. 
A large circle had been inlaid in the center of the chamber. It was made of brass and contained a pentagram that touched the outer edge of the circle at each of its points. 
A pentacle, as the shape was known, was a common supernatural pattern rich with symbolism, both in magic, and in cultures throughout the world. From the shield of Gawain, one of Arthur’s knights, to references by renaissance scholars. The crucial element of most magical disciplines was that they were framed in the mind and shaped by the belief of the individual working it. As a result, practitioners of varying cultures and beliefs might use the pentacle as a focus for their magic but channel power through it to vastly differing ends.
Ritual circles often used the pentacle as a means of focusing power and working more complex enchantments and evocations. 
Spellsmiths often used such circles to imbue items with power. Those that dabbled in the forbidden were said to be able to use such circles to summon spirits and creatures from beyond the Veil. The power of the circle was utilized to contain such creatures until they could be bound to the caster’s will and purpose. I’d never seen it in practice and the only creatures I had ever encountered from beyond the Veil had been sentient, self-determining, and moving of their own deadly accord. Like the creature that had possessed Torquemada in Panama.
I doubted that Matilda had such intentions with it. Far more likely that the circle would be an instrument for channeling her power to make a more intuitive and insightful read of the dagger.
Lara stared at the circle, her expression one of curiosity and wonder. “What’s she doing?”
I couldn’t say for certain; I didn’t rightly know. “Ritual magic isn’t really my thing. It’s subtle and requires an understanding of each of the elements involved. I have read about it, but never really done it myself.”
“True enough,” Matilda said. “Divining is a subtle art. It is not difficult to misinterpret the signs and be misled in your conclusion, particularly when you’re working with something as ancient as this dagger. There are many traces of residue upon it, but until I take a closer look it will be impossible to determine the nature of the ritual it was used in. Not only must we understand the ritual itself, but the components and order in which they were used so that we might properly understand it, and in time unmake it.”
“So, it’s possible then? Breaking the curse?” I asked, stepping closer to the circle.
Matilda set the blade down in the middle of the pentacle. “Of course. If we understand the curse itself, it will simply be a matter of constructing a ritual with sufficient strength to break it. But to do so we must counter each of the elements that went into its creation. No easy task after four centuries.”
It sounded like a long shot, but it was something.
I had always seen my curse as an infallible adversary stalking unseen behind me, waiting for a chance to strike. Matilda’s description made it more akin to a puzzle or one of those do-it-yourself furniture kits from IKEA. While initially they might seem like an unfathomable mystery, with the right instructions you could put it together or take it apart.
“Each point of the star is used to form the ritual. The northernmost point is believed to connote the soul or spirit, while the other four points are said to represent the elements of matter; air, fire, water, and earth. While this isn’t untrue, it is a simplistic representation.” Matilda walked to the edge of the room swept, aside one of the curtains, and fussed about, searching for something. She produced a laurel wreath and set it down at the point above the dagger.
“The symbol of Apollo,” Lara mused out loud. “An interesting choice.”
“Symbolic of both wisdom and victory,” Matilda replied. “The northern point is the focus point of the reading. It is what we hope to obtain and so we use the wreath to represent it.”
“Why Apollo? Why use one of the ancient gods over one of the new?” Lara asked, the anthropologist in her clearly fascinated by the experience.
“Magic works by belief and framing one’s work in the mind; therefore I chose an item of significance to me. One that meets my needs might not meet your own. This room is full of an assortment of focuses or foci that I might use to obtain different results.”
“Fascinating,” Lara replied. “And the other points are for…?”
Matilda smiled, pleased with Lara’s interest in her craft. “They are guides or grounding points for the ritual, designed to help us steer the reading. We will choose foci that will help us discern the use of this blade.”
Matilda made her way around the chamber, pulling materials from the shelves lining the walls, never once taking more than a few moments to locate what she sought. Clearly, she had an encyclopedic memory of her inventory and moved through her arcane laboratory with practiced ease.
To the right of the dagger, she placed a gold pocket watch. Beneath it, a skull from a small bird or other diminutive creature. On the fourth point counter clockwise she placed a small length of chain. Standing over the final triangle, she produced a pin, gently pricked her thumb pad on her left hand, and dripped several drops of blood into the triangle.
“The watch is to help us understand the time that has passed and how it has altered the residue on the blade,” Larissa said.
“The skull represents death?” Dizzy asked, pointing at the creature’s skull.
“Indeed,” Matilda replied. “The stench of the Forbidden is strong on the blade. No doubt some aspect of the ritual that was wrought employs necromancy or one of its perverse sister studies. The chain represents a binding. For the curse to have endured for so long it must have been bound to something in our realm, otherwise magic tends to ground itself over time. Truly enduring incantations and curses are by their very nature rare. There must be a binding.”
“And blood,” I concluded, “representative of the sacrifice that was made.”
Matilda nodded, lowering herself to the floor beside the circle. She sat cross-legged, her hands on her knees. “I will begin the divination. I will need absolute silence for my focus. Please save any questions until I have completed the ritual.”
Lara and I exchanged a glance. Dizzy took up a spot next to the bead curtain. Larissa slipped back into the storefront where she could be heard tinkering with the door’s lock before returning.
I watched in silence as Matilda began to chant, in Greek.
Well, that explains Apollo. 
I couldn’t help but consider the same coincidence that Lara had been referring to. The temple of Apollo had been vandalized earlier in the day and here we were in the one place we might obtain knowledge about the dagger, and it just so happened that our diviner was a disciple of Apollo. It was a hell of a coincidence. If Murdoch was here, he would say there is no such thing as coincidence, but Murdoch had always been like that. He liked to insist that everything was part of the divine plan, and that God had a hand in everything. Me? I wasn’t quite so sure, but I wasn’t ready to dismiss the connection out of hand.
Matilda’s chanting grew in volume and intensity. A bead of sweat ran down her brow and fell off her cheek into the dusty blanket she kept around her shoulders. She raised her hand toward the circle but did not reach over it. I knew enough about the use of such constructs to know that breaking the barrier during the ritual would cause it to fail.
The dagger trembled on the stone. A faint gold hue emanated from the blade and then it went still. The light dissipated and was gone. The room grew quiet, and I looked about, concerned. Apart from the weak light show, nothing had happened. Had the ritual gone awry? Or was there something that only Matilda could see? 
I looked to Larissa, who held up a hand. 
Wait, she mouthed, careful to ensure not a single syllable was audible.
Without warning, smoke rose from the dagger. Just a wisp at first, like the initial hints of a campfire being lit. The trickle of black smoke rose into the air. A plume of red smoke burst to life. A third plume blossomed from the blade, this one dark green. The three plumes intertwined their colors, mixing and swirling inside the pentacle.
Matilda barked a command in short clipped Greek syllables and the three plumes parted, separating by color and flowing to different points in the pentacle. The red plume rushed to the triangle occupied by the silver chain and hovered there. The green plume danced back and forth before charging over to the point occupied by the pocket watch. The black plume settled over the skull.
The points containing the laurel wreath and the blood remained unoccupied.
Matilda took several deep breaths and motioned like a conductor beckoning her orchestra to sit. The plumes dissipated and the room went still once more. Matilda gently reached across and ran her finger from the outside of the brass circle to the inside edge, breaking it. 
“Fascinating,” she said. “Nothing was as I expected.”
“Perhaps you are rusty, Mother,” Larissa teased. “It’s been a while since you’ve had a true test of your abilities.”
Matilda rose from the floor, her brow furrowed. “Not rusty, no. Just operating on flawed assumptions. We’re working with the wrong foci.”
“What do you mean, flawed assumptions?” I asked, moving to her side. “What did the smoke mean?”
Matilda turned to face me. “You told me that the owner of this dagger killed themself to cast the curse that afflicts you. Such a statement led me to believe that it was powered by the blood sacrifice that brought it into being. But that can’t be true.”
“It is the truth. I took the dagger from her chest myself,” I replied, my heart beating a little quicker. “She gave her life for the curse.”
“No,” Matilda replied, “the plume of matter representing her blood settled over the chain. Meaning it wasn’t the power of the ritual at all. It was the binding. You said the curse afflicts you and your father. It affected your ancestors too, didn’t it?”
I nodded. “The Priestess’ own daughter ran away with my forebear. Their child was the first to perish from the curse. It has taken the lives of every descendant, some quickly, some slowly, but it never fails. Our family have been fighting our extinction for four hundred years.”
“The priestess’ own daughter. That makes sense.” Matilda picked up the dagger. “She bound the curse to her own bloodline. Her death did not fuel the ritual. It served another purpose. Did you see how the green plume settled over the watch?”
“Yes,” I replied, “what does it mean?”
Matilda pushed a wisp of gray hair out of her face. “I don’t know. Normally, it connotes life but I don’t see how the two are related. The black settling over the skull is equally as perplexing. We knew there would be some aspect of the forbidden here—I would have bet that necromancy was at play in the ritual based on my divining—but that makes little sense too. You told me you found her body, so clearly the ritual was not intended to prolong her life. So what part did it play? She dabbles with the energy of life and death in a way I have never before seen. But this much I can tell you, the ritual was wrought to interfere with the balance between life and death and was bound to her blood.”
“Can we try again? Perhaps with other foci now that we know what we’re dealing with?” I said. “Perhaps if we can find what elements infused the other two aspects of her ritual, we can more clearly see the bigger picture.”
Matilda shook her head, “I’m sorry. It’s just not possible. There just isn’t enough residue for another reading. It’s been too long.”
“What are you saying?” I asked, a note of panic creeping into my voice.
Matilda bowed her head, looking down at her feet. “I’m saying that I used all that there was to gain that reading. There simply isn’t any more. Another reading will find nothing. I’m sorry.”
I ran my hands through my hair in frustration. Three out of five was not good enough.
It wasn’t going to cure me. We needed all five ritual foci to understand the curse and break it. We had one for sure, and two hints that were better than nothing but still a far cry from actionable information.
And now the dagger was out of juice. Perhaps I should have waited until I knew more so that we could get a better read. If only I’d known we’d only have one stab at the divination I might have chosen differently.
Lara put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s more than we had before, Seth. We’ll find the rest.” 
I wanted to believe her, but we were running out of time. I didn’t even know where to look next.
I tried to hide my disappointment but failed miserably. “I appreciate your help, Matilda.”
She handed me back the dagger. “Please give my regards to your mother.”
“I will,” I said. As I reached for my bag, I was interrupted by music rising from my pocket.
I jumped as the first few bars of Steely Dan’s Reelin in the Years began to play. Everyone turned to me as I pulled my phone out of my pocket. Murdoch’s face filled the screen. He’d been messing with my ring tone again.
“That’s Murdoch. We’ve gotta go,” I replied. “Our thanks, ladies. But we best be moving before we bring trouble on your store.”
I slid the dagger into my backpack and raced to the door, Dizzy and Lara a step behind me. I reached the glass paneled door and grabbed the handle only to spot what seemed like an angry mob charging down the lane toward the store.
In the excitement of the divination, Levi’s warning had slipped my mind.
Now it was too late. We were trapped. 






  
  Chapter 7


At least a dozen men and women advanced down the street toward the store. They wore no uniforms or identifying markings, just a mass of people moving with purpose, and my gut told me I didn’t want to find out what it was. 
“I don’t suppose there is any other way out of the store?” I asked Matilda.
Matilda shook her head. “Just the laneway. I like to see trouble coming.”
“Of course you do,” I replied, somewhat impressed at her ability to keep a sense of humor while a frenzied mob made its way toward her door.
“Well, there is a whole lot of it headed this way. We’ll take it outside and do our best to keep you out of it, but I suggest you lock up and batten down the hatches.” I reached for the door handle.
“Are you sure that’s wise?” Dizzy asked, placing a hand on the door. “If we take it outside, they can surround us. At least in here they have to come through that doorway, one at a time. We can take them that way.” 
“True, but they can burn us out or blow up the store with us inside it. If the only way out is through them, we best get moving.”
I pulled open the door and stepped out into the street, Dizzy and Lara flanking me on either side. I couldn’t see Murdoch but I suspected he was behind the mob somewhere, waiting for an opportune moment.
The door swung shut behind us, a deadbolt locking it into place. At least in the street we could try to prevent Matilda and Larissa being caught up in the collateral damage.
On seeing us emerge, the group slowed its approach to a cautious advance. I searched their faces, looking for foes or old enemies from my past, but found nothing. They looked like a collection of twenty- to thirty-year-olds in street wear with heavy coats and cloaks to protect against the weather.
They stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the entire lane way. At their head was a man in his late thirties with a mop of black hair. He was clean-shaven with a small pair of wire-rimmed glasses. He was of a medium height, perhaps an inch or two shorter than me, with his hands buried in his pockets. Whether they were holding a weapon or just sheltering from the cold, it was impossible to tell in the heavy coat. He had a resolute gaze and stared at me as he approached. He was a man with a mission and my gut was screaming at me that I was that mission.
I didn’t want to lash out preemptively. I didn’t know who they were and they appeared unarmed, but that could change in a heartbeat. I started running through a library of spells in my mind, evocations that might allow me to put them down without harming them. For the billionth time in my life, I wished I were better suited to using veils and glamours, something subtle that might let us slip past them unnoticed. If it came down to a fight, we were severely outnumbered and in a place like The Run, there was no telling who these people might be. Were they normals who had trailed us ignorantly into the supernatural bazaar, or were they members of my world? Gifted individuals with magical talent?
The latter would mean we could be as outgunned as we were outnumbered.
Of course, arcane talent came in a broad-spectrum. 
I tried to get a sense of the approaching mob, extending my awareness using my own power. It was a trick I had learned as a child. Hide and seek was much easier when you could feel the movement of others around you. It also came in useful when seeking out relics in ancient temples and dusty catacombs. Such places were always full of traps of both the arcane and mundane variety. More than once, augmenting my natural senses had been the difference between life and death.
I searched them with my senses and felt something there, but it was fleeting. Were they masking their talents? Or was there simply not enough of it to get a good read on what I was dealing with?
Diplomacy and tact would be required. Wonderful. My mouth tended to get me in trouble more often than not, but I wasn’t gonna light up a dozen strangers without some idea of what they wanted. The Arcane Parliament frowned on that sort of thing.
“Evening, gents and ladies,” I began as I searched for a reaction. “What can we do for you this fine evening?”
The group came to a halt about twenty paces from where we stood. 
Their leader looked at me, his brow furrowing just a touch. “We’re looking for you, actually.” 
“Congratulations, you found me. What did I win?” I was fishing for a reaction, something that would give me an indication of what I was dealing with. If they were hostile, they would have already had weapons out. 
The group members looked at each other, a little uncertain.
“Unless you didn’t. Find me, that is. I get this all the time. I just have one of those faces. Who is it you’re looking for?”
“Seth Caldwell,” the man replied, looking at me over the top of his glasses, as if he were daring me to disagree. “You’re a hard man to find.”
I let out a sigh. So much for that hope. On the plus side, they weren’t looking for Seth Ryder so that vastly diminished the chance they were looking to murder me. 
The question remained, what did they want with me?
“I don’t get out much,” I answered, raising my hands. “In fact, I have been playing hide and seek with the sun my entire life. If you burnt this easily, you would too.”
“What are you doing?” Lara whispered from behind me.
I turned my head, speaking softly so that we couldn’t be overheard. “Trying to work out who this lot are before they try to do whatever it is they’ve come here for.”
“Someone has already tried to blow you up once today,” Dizzy hissed. “Tread carefully. There are a lot of them, and I’d prefer not to have to make a mess of them.”
“It’s twelve against three,” Lara whispered, “and they may be armed.”
“Yes, not really fair for them, but they started it,” Dizzy replied, pointing at her sneakers. “Besides, these are some of my favorites, and blood doesn’t come out easily.”
“I think you get around just fine,” their leader replied. “You were in New York a few days ago. Now you’re in London. The world is your oyster, isn’t it, Seth?”
“Clearly you know who I am. Who might you lot be?”
“We are the Seekers,” their leader replied. “You can call me Thomas.”
It was an alias if ever I’d heard one. Lara must’ve had the same thought because she pulled out her phone and took a picture of the group. My gut told me she would know who they were soon enough.
“What’s that for?” Thomas asked, looking at Lara.
“Insurance,” she replied. “If anything happens to us, it will make sure that karma finds you quickly.”
“We have no intention of harming you,” Thomas said, taking a step forward. “We just want answers.”
My shoulders relaxed a little, and my heartbeat slowed. “Well, we’re on quite the schedule, Thomas.  You’re going to want to be done before anyone else shows up.”
“Anyone else?” Thomas asked, his head tilting a little to the left and looking over his shoulder.
I really didn’t have the time or inclination to explain the precariousness of my situation to every stranger I met in a dark alley. “Suffice it to say, there are others looking for me with considerably less charitable intentions. You are going to want to be gone before they show up. For your own well-being.”
Thomas lifted a hand out of his pocket and made a dismissive shooing gesture. “We can take care of ourselves just fine.”
That was a concerning response for many reasons. Either it meant Thomas and his friends were far more dangerous than I believed, or they were unthinkably ignorant of the dangers posed by The Run and its eclectic mix of supernatural beings. More than a few of which wanted me dead.
“What do you want with me?” I asked, drawing a little power from my surroundings. If they had arcane talents, they ought to be able to feel it. I didn’t want them getting too comfortable.
Thomas’ eyes locked on me. He knew precisely what I was doing, and he wanted me to know he knew.
“When you left New York City a few days ago, you were one of the most wanted men in the world. An all points bulletin went out through the United States government and its many and varied law enforcement organizations.”
I lifted up my hands and gave a little shrug. “And?”
“Less than two hours later, the bulletin was canceled, and all trace of it started to disappear from the face of the earth. Our people saw it, and then it was gone. I want to know how you did that.”
Thomas’ accent was difficult to place but I suspected he was from the West Coast of the United States. He and his friends had come a considerable distance to ask their question, which told me a number of things. First, they were committed. One does not fly halfway around the world on a whim. Second, they were outside the know. 
If they were members of the Brotherhood, they would have known exactly why the bulletin disappeared. Andrew Lynch’s reach was a well understood fact of life for those in the Brotherhood’s sphere of influence. Edward Knight had also known about it, but his criminal network spanned the globe.
Thomas and his friends had seen it but had no idea how it was done, meaning they represented some other interest and were curious. Curiosity was a dangerous thing. Answering their question could place them in harms’ way.
I didn’t lie, which might seem strange for someone who’s made a living taking things that don’t belong to me, but as someone who had been lied to about my curse until I turned eighteen, I knew how it felt to be misled. I vowed never to do that to another. I had lived in a world of delusion, created by those who loved me most, but robbed of the knowledge that might have made me free. 
There were times in my life when I wish I could lie. The truth could be dangerous, particularly when it was a truth that others were looking to conceal. The Brotherhood did not play nicely with those who sought to reveal their existence. Their power and influence stemmed from the secrecy surrounding their true loyalty. If people knew that there was a secret society of wizards and the world’s wealthy elite pulling strings and toppling governments, changing laws and steering society, there would be consequences.
Those who didn’t understand the Brotherhood’s purpose would rebel against it. While I might not agree with their methods, I could see what they had accomplished. As a whole, the world had come great leaps and bounds in the past four centuries. The information age they called it, but the truth was, more invention and innovation had occurred in the past two centuries than the two millennia before it. For better or worse, the Brotherhood had a hand in that.
As Henry Ford once said, ‘the highest use of capital is not to make more money, but to make money do more for the betterment of life.’
Some days I almost believed it. The truth was, there was always someone in power. At least with the Brotherhood, I knew who they were and the principles that guided their movements, away from anarchy and toward order.
None of which they could accomplish if the world knew of their existence.
Thomas was asking very dangerous questions, and the set of his jaw and calculated nature of his inquiry conveyed the impression he knew exactly what he was doing.
“It is a simple question, Seth,” Thomas prompted.
“Why do you want to know?” I asked. There was every chance that Thomas and his posse might just be good actors, working on Lynch’s errand and testing my loyalties.
“We are the Seekers. We want to know the truth,” Thomas replied.
Seekers, that was a new one. I’d never heard of them. 
“Seekers?” I asked, taking a step closer.
Thomas didn’t back down. “We take that which hides in the dark and bring it to light.”
“A dangerous occupation,” I answered, wiping the sweat off my palms onto my slacks. “Most things hide for a reason. Have you considered that?”
Thomas ignored the question. “We have been tracking an organization with vast reach and influence. They are good at hiding their trail, but even they could not conceal what they did for you. From nobody, to most wanted man in America, and back all in a matter of hours. What did they want with you?”
“Oh nobody, that’s pretty harsh. I’ll have you know I got that notoriety all on my own. I’m pretty good at kicking hornet’s nests, for a nobody.”
“Seth,” Dizzy warned. The Alasas had ties to the Brotherhood, and they were no secret to her. She had a point. I was playing with fire.
“I’m sorry, Thomas, I can’t tell you what you want to know,” I replied. Doing so would be a death sentence for him.
“Can’t, or won’t?” Thomas asked, his followers growing a little uneasy at the impasse. 
“Take your pick,” I said. 
If these seekers became a big enough burden to attract the attention of Lynch, he would snuff them out like a cigarette beneath his boot. I had no desire to encourage them on to their slaughter.
“We could make you talk,” Thomas said, his right hand fishing about in his pocket.
I raised my hand to stop him. “I wouldn’t. I’ve given you the time of day, Thomas, but I don’t owe you anything. If you throw down here, the consequences are on you. Look at your friends. You might be willing to die for an answer but if you get one, they are going to share your fate. Are you willing to spend their lives as carelessly as you would your own?”
“Every Seeker knows loss,” a redheaded woman next to him called out. “These people have taken from us, and we won’t rest until we have exposed them.”
I sighed. If that were true, they had no intention of letting us pass. We were the straw they were clutching at to answer for their pain. The Brotherhood might strive for the betterment of the world, but that often came at the expense of the individual. Were these Seekers a byproduct of the Brotherhood’s activities? None of them would have had a say in it.
“We’re on the same side, Thomas,” I began. It was true. The Brotherhood might have wanted me, but I wasn’t in any hurry to join up.
“I doubt that,” Thomas replied, his hand closing around something in his jacket pocket.
“Now,” I called, drawing on my power. “Don’t kill them.”
“We only want you,” Thomas replied, clearly under the impression I was speaking to him. I wasn’t.
His hand came out of his pocket and he opened it, revealing a series of small stones. With a word, they rose into the air above his outstretched hand and then accelerated towards us. We had been closing with each other during our conversation, and now only a dozen paces separated us. One of the stones raced toward me and I tried to leap out of the way.
The rock struck my left shoulder, near the joint, like a hammer. Pain flared through my being. The force of the blow turned me about, knocking me off balance.
Lara was faster, dodging nimbly beneath the next stone and coming up pistol in hand. Had she heard me? Knowing her, there was every chance she had and simply thought better of it.
She drew a bead and then lowered her aim, firing at two of the men charging toward her. They had drawn short retractable batons, but Lara’s rounds punched through their legs. Both of them went down, clutching at their wounds.
Dizzy vanished and in her place a bull pawed at the cobblestone street. The stone meant for her bounced harmlessly off her flank, and Dizzy let out a derisive snort, before charging the group.
Regaining my balance, I drew a bead on Thomas.
Another series of stones rose above his fist. He was some kind of Kinetomancer, able to use magic to manipulate the energy of objects. He might not have had the juice to turn the alley into an inferno, but what talent he did have he was getting good mileage out of. He was smart.
He launched the stones at me, but this time I was ready. With a word, I countered with my own wave of force which struck the stones and robbed them of their momentum. As they plummeted, I caught the first, the other two striking the street at my feet.
Transmutation is where I did my best work. 
“La arena,“ I chanted focusing on the rock in my palm as I charged toward Thomas.
Two steps out, I opened my palm and with a word sent the fistful of sand I was now holding spraying toward his face.
Sand in the eyes was a dirty trick, but it was more palatable than killing an innocent man. The brawl would descend into chaos; it would be far better if their leader was incapacitated.
Thomas’ hand went to his eyes as I dropped my shoulder and slammed into him.
My shoulder smarted at the impact. He hit the ground hard, still trying to wipe the sand from his eyes.
Dizzy, still in her bull form, made my clumsy tackle look cute as she lowered her horns and charged through the group, scattering the seekers like they were rag dolls. Lara fell in behind me and together we plowed through the channel that Dizzy’s charge had opened.
Up ahead, more Seekers rounded the corner.
Reinforcements.
None of them seemed to be carrying guns, but there were brass knuckles, a few lengths of chain, and some other improvised weapons, including a broad-shouldered mountain of a man carrying a 2 x 4 like it was a toothpick. I slowed, considering my options. Thomas shouted something behind me.
The wave of focused energy hit my legs like a well-practiced judo sweep, taking them out from under me. I hit the cobblestone street, breath bursting from my lungs. I rolled over, gasping for air, only to find Lara on her side also.
Dizzy had continued her rampage into the reinforcements. She gored one of them in the hip before kicking another hard enough to send him into the wall. They tried to surround her, but Murdoch materialized out of the mass of bodies, moving with grim and practiced efficiency. One blow from his boot destroyed a Seeker’s kneecap, before he punched another in the throat.
The chaos dissolved into a bitter street fight, one thug shoving Murdoch forward while his companion drove her fist into Murdoch’s stomach. Dizzy accounted for two more of the Seekers before charging the behemoth carrying the lump of timber.
The man drew back like a batter stepping up to the plate and swung for Dizzy. The blow struck the bull’s thick skull and the timber cracked in half, Dizzy bucking her head as she thundered past him.
I leapt to my feet as the remnants of the first crew of Seekers encircled us. I raised my hands, drew on my power, and readied a wave of force that would level them. It was going to be taxing and I didn’t like to expend so much power all at once. Fatigue was a real factor and we were still deep in the heart of The Run, but I needed to buy some space for us to escape.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Thomas said.
I turned to find him holding his hand outstretched, five metal ball bearings hovered above it. “You let out that spell and I’ll send these flying.”
Lara drew a bead on the Thomas’ head. “You do that, and you die too. I’ll make sure of it.”
Thomas was panting, his red face huffing and puffing as he looked at us. “You’re really willing to die to protect their secrets?”
“You don’t know what you ask,” I replied, my eyes never leaving the steel bearings. With the kinetomancy behind them, they would be as good as bullets. “I’m not protecting them—I’m protecting you.”
“How do you figure that?” Thomas asked, his fingers moving slowly as he manipulated the pieces of steel.
“Because they will think nothing of killing you. And I don’t want your lives on my conscience,” I replied. “If you find out of your own accord, that’s on you. But I’m not gonna give you enough rope to hang yourself.”
“I’m more than willing to die for my cause. Can you say the same?” Thomas answered.
The circle of Seekers tightened around us. It was a stand-off but every second we delayed, their position was strengthening. I was running out of nonlethal options to deal with them.
“I’d rather not, but if you kill me, what have you got? Nothing,” I replied. 
I could see it in his eyes. He wanted the Brotherhood so badly he had flown halfway around the world on the faintest hope he might find an answer. I knew that kind of desperation well. I knew what it meant to need answers.
“You’ll be surprised what you can live through,” Thomas replied and the ball bearings danced. 
Beside him, a Seeker wearing a heavy brown cowl took a swift step to the right, grabbing Thomas’ hand and twisting it. He pinned Thomas’ hand behind his back, his other hand at Thomas’ throat, a slender metal blade pressed into the leader’s flesh.
The ball bearings clattered to the cobblestones as the Seekers turned on the traitor.
“What are you doing?” Thomas said, the blade a fraction of an inch from opening his carotid artery.
“Protecting my employer’s investment,” the man replied. “Tell your people to put down their weapons.”
“I’ll do no such thing,” Thomas spat. “Caldwell’s already proved he doesn’t have the stomach for it.”
The traitor was on the shorter side, with a voice as smooth as honey. There wasn’t a hint of panic in it, only measured resolve. He was a professional; it showed in his stance, his bearing, and the way he moved. With the shadowed cowl over his head, it was difficult to make out the man’s identity, but I had my suspicions. I had every confidence he would make good on his threat.
“He isn’t my man,” I replied with a shrug. “And I dare say he doesn’t really give a damn what I tell him to do. He’s gonna do exactly what his employer pays him for.”
“Precisely,” the man replied, the knife point pricking at Thomas’ throat. “Last warning. You’re out of your depth, little minnow. Here there are sharks.”
Thomas glowered at me, his face a mix of rage and frustration. 
“Don’t look so upset, Thomas. Today could have been much worse for you,” I said.
“How’s that?” he answered, his voice little more than a whisper.
I took a step closer to him so that only he could hear me. “If I was part of the group you seek, I would have killed you all to keep our secret. You need to understand the measure of the resolve of those you hope to thwart.”
“You know more than you’re saying,” Thomas replied. “I can tell.”
“Yes. I have the good sense to keep my mouth shut. Like I said, I know exactly what I’m dealing with and I have no desire to die. I suggest you tread more carefully.”
“I don’t need your advice, or your pity,” Thomas spat.
“Have your people throw down their weapons and you’ll live to seek another day,” I replied.
Thomas glowered at me then gave the slightest nod before the blade at his throat arrested the motion. “Throw down your weapons. Let them through.”
The Seekers looked down in sullen defeat and discarded their weapons.
“Now give us some space,” the hooded mercenary said. “We’ll take you with us to the corner and leave you there. Tell your people to walk to the other end of the street now.”
“What reassurance do I have that you won’t just kill me when we’ve done as you ask?” Thomas asked, as he strained at the man’s grip.
“None at all,” the hooded man replied. “But weigh that against the surety that if you don’t, you will die.”
Thomas looked up at the chamber’s ceiling in frustration. “Do what he says. Walk to the end of the street.”
“But what about you?” one of the seekers called. He was a young man in his twenties, his short black hair spiked upward with gel.
“I’ll be fine,” Thomas reassured him. “I have your word on that, right?” he asked, this time speaking to me.
“If you keep faith, yes,” I replied. 
Murdoch and Dizzy made their way back toward us. The bull melted away and Dizzy stood, favoring her left side a little as she walked.
“What about you?” Thomas asked his captor, as the Seekers trickled off, making their way back past the intersection we needed to use to escape and down the laneway.
“I will honor the bargain,” the mercenary replied. “My employer does not tolerate those who break faith. If your people do as instructed, and you give me no cause to do otherwise, we will leave you at the crossroads, your head still attached to your shoulders. Shall we?”
He eased his grip on Thomas’ arm and lowered the blade away from his throat. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Are you alright?” I asked as Dizzy and Murdoch arrived at our side.
“Right as rain,” Murdoch replied though his face was covered in a sheen of sweat. “Pretty sure we gave as good as we got.”
“One of them got me in the ribs,” Dizzy answered, placing her hand over her left side. “Might have cracked something, but they aren’t doing any better. Few of them are gonna need an ER.”
The hooded mercenary frog-marched Thomas to the intersection with us a step behind.
“I take it you’ve concluded your business here?” he asked me.
I thought of everything we had learned from Matilda. “Yeah, for the time being. We were just finishing up when these chaps arrived.”
“Good. My employer is waiting. He requires your services, as discussed.”
My jaw dropped open. Any doubts I had about who he might have worked for disappeared. I didn’t make a habit of giving out markers. 
“I, uh, now?” I stammered, a little taken aback.
“It is a time sensitive matter,” he replied, setting Thomas loose. “Let’s move. It is best not to keep him waiting.”
We covered the stretch from the intersection back to the main thoroughfare in record time. There was no doubt in my mind that Thomas and his Seekers would come after us as soon as they could regroup.
“How long do you think we have?” Dizzy asked.
“A few minutes tops,” Murdoch replied. “His crew will have turned around as soon as we cut him loose. They’ll be regrouping.”
“Did you see the look in his eye?” I asked, my boots pounding against the cobblestones as we ran.
“Uh huh,” Lara replied, “he’s a man on a mission. You as much as told him you have the answers he wants. They’re going to come after you even harder now. Why give him that much?”
I sucked in a breath as we ducked and wove through the crowd. “Because, if they oppose the Brotherhood, then they may one day come in useful.”
“The enemy of my enemy,” the hooded figure replied.
“Indeed,” I answered, trying to keep up with him. 
In spite of his shorter stature, his pace only seemed to grow, and he showed no sign of tiring. I, on the other hand, was still recovering from the beating I had taken in Panama, and the thrill of almost being blown up a few hours ago. Even without those extenuating circumstances, I wasn’t half as fit as I would have liked to be. New York living had added a few inches to my waist that I was yet to do anything about.
I just needed to run for my life a little more often.  A treadmill might have been better for my life expectancy but who needed that kind of boredom in their life?
A flurry of shouts and commotion erupted behind us, warning us of the Seekers’ approach. They rounded the corner, about a block behind us and mad as hell.
“I don’t suppose you know any other way out of here?” I asked the hooded figure.
“None that I would chance in a hurry,” he replied. “We go out the same way you came in.”
“So it was you that followed us in?”
I thought I saw a faint nod of the hood. “As I said, I had instructions to see to your well-being.”
“Where were you this afternoon? Someone tried to blow us up,” I asked.
“Critical oversight on my part.” His voice held an agitated edge. “We believed you would be safe at home. I won’t make that mistake again. You will stay with us, until you’ve completed your errand.”
Lara looked at me and raised an eyebrow, but I had nothing. There was nothing in the man’s tone of voice or demeanor that led me to believe I had the slightest choice as to whether or not I complied in the matter. He moved with a purpose that left little room for protestation. I hadn’t got a good look at his face, but I was pretty confident we had met before, less than a week ago, at an arms deal engineered by his employer.
The Seekers picked up their pace. I really didn’t want to let Thomas get close enough to start hurling things at us with his magic. The bazaar about us had no shortage of ammunition for him.
We approached the last intersection before the elevator leading back up to The Wanderer.  The river troll still lay there dozing against the wall. Without so much as a glance, our escort flicked out his right arm and the narrow-bladed knife hurtled through the air, turning end over end before it buried itself in the troll’s calf muscle.
There was a bellow of outrage, but we were already through the intersection when the bleary-eyed troll stumbled to his feet. The troll grabbed the wrought iron streetlamp and tore it clear out of the ground, swinging it about in a pain-filled stupor.
The creature stumbled into the intersection as the Seekers approached, and I saw the genius behind the gambit. If they wanted to catch us, they were going to have to charge the enraged troll—a dangerous proposition for anyone.
We reached the elevator and punched the call button. The display lit up and we waited. I tapped my foot against the stone and looked over my shoulder to see the first Seeker try to make a run past the troll. A backhanded blow sent the Seeker tumbling head over heels across the street and land in a heap. 
The rest of his companions converged on the troll, trying to distract it away from finishing the job.
“Clever,” I replied, “but that thing could kill them.”
“I only promised that I wouldn’t,” the hooded figure replied. “I didn’t force them to pursue us. They did that of their own accord. Whatever happens now is on them.”
There was a chime as the elevator arrived. The attendant looked at us expectantly and the hooded man answered for us. 
“Surface, please.”
As the elevator ascended, our companion pulled off the heavy cowl and cloak he’d been wearing and tucked it under his arm. Beneath that he wore a suit and tie. His head was clean-shaven and I recognized him immediately.
“Tan, I thought that might have been you in there. The last time we were together, I got the distinct impression you are seldom parted from your employer.”
I had met Tan when I had gone to Edward Knight for information on the Inquisition and the location of the lost temple. I’d been an unwilling participant in an arms trade, and when the deal went south, I had found myself fighting for my life beside him, his employer, and a pair of arms dealers from New York.
Tan adjusted his tie. “You are correct, but you made a bargain with my employer and have an alarming tendency to put your life in danger. Knight asked me to ensure you survive long enough to make good on your arrangement.”
I stuck my hands in my pockets. “Harsh but true, I suppose. Hard to argue with you under the circumstances.”
The elevator reached the lobby of the Wanderer and the five of us stepped out. Tan led the way across the porcelain tiles. His polished leather shoes clicked against it as he went.
We emerged from the hotel. It was dark out but the city lights stretched in every direction. A stiff breeze rose off the Thames, and we descended the stairs as a jet black stretch limousine rolled to a halt in front of us. The rear door swept open and a man in a three-piece suit, fedora in hand, emerged from it. His eyes glittered as we approached, his smile wide, showing his top row of teeth. 
“Seth, my good man, delighted to see you again. Hop in. Bring your friends. There is room for everybody.”
It was Edward Knight, one of the world’s pre-eminent criminals.
And I owed him a favor.






  
  Chapter 8


The limousine rolled through the streets of London. Tan had elected to ride up front with the driver, leaving the four of us sitting on the bench seats in the back of the limo with Edward Knight. The connoisseur of crime wore a giddy grin as he looked from one side of the limousine to the other. 
“I am delighted you could join us. When Tan told me of your trouble in The Run, I was quite concerned,” he said.
“You had someone following me?” I asked, clasping my hands together in front of me.
Knight leaned back in the black leather seat. “Not following. Protecting. It’s a subtle difference but one I would think you can appreciate given the evening’s festivities.”
“While being ideally suited to let you know my every move,” I replied.
Knight paused as if considering the accusation. “Seth, I know skepticism runs in your veins. I like it. A healthy degree of skepticism is good for one’s life expectancy, but I have no need to spy on you. You made a bargain with me, and I delivered on my end, at great cost. You still owe me a favor and with your singular ability to attract trouble, I thought it prudent to assign you a little extra protection. You can thank me any time.”
Having one of Knight’s thugs following me around may have come in handy in The Run, but it also made me uneasy. I had little doubt that Knight would consider any intelligence Tan came across during his protective duties to simply be a bonus.
“You’re really him. Edward Knight,” Lara asked, staring at our benefactor.
Knight’s smile returned. “In the flesh, my dear. But you can call me Red. All my friends do, and I dearly hope we will be friends.” 
“But you’re just—“ she paused as if considering her question. “What are you doing driving around London in a stretch limousine? You’re on the most wanted list. Surely something a little more discreet might be in order.”
Red chuckled. “Miss Stiel, I have been evading law enforcement agencies for the better part of two decades. I have forgotten more on the subject than most people will ever learn. I assure you we are in absolutely no danger of being discovered.”
“Hiding in plain sight,” Murdoch replied.
“Indeed,” Red answered, tapping the brim of his hat as it rested on one knee. “A useful exercise, as I’m sure you’ve discovered.”
There was an almost accusatory edge to Red’s statement and it wasn’t lost on me, or Murdoch for that matter.
Murdoch had always been reluctant to share information on his past and I had assumed there was trauma there. In the years I’d known him, he’d never mentioned family or friends. I had tried to draw him on them a number of times, but he had always given me the same pained look and avoided answering.
Levi’s comments at the Panhandle came back to my mind but I pushed them away.
If Murdoch didn’t want to share his past, that was his prerogative. He’d never given me any reason to doubt him, and I had a thousand reasons to trust him with my life. Murdoch had been my friend and bodyguard for more than five years. Mystery or not, I trusted him implicitly.
“I don’t know what you mean,” Murdoch replied.
Red crossed one leg over the other. “I think you do. You see, since Seth and I entered our arrangement, I’ve done a little digging on all his acquaintances. I know a little something about all of you. Ms. Stiel, for instance. I am aware of your involvement with the CIA. Dizzy wasn’t difficult to track. She’s always half a dozen paces behind Seth at most, but you, Mr. Murdoch. You are a genuine mystery.”
Murdoch shrugged. “And?”
“And I’m puzzled,” Red replied, “which doesn’t happen often. You see, everyone comes from somewhere. I have read your military files. Yes, even the redacted ones, and they are utterly fascinating. But none of them give any indication of what you were doing before you started flying. In fact, there is no trace of your life before you joined the Air Force whatsoever. In this digital age, that is intriguing.”
Murdoch leaned forward, met Red’s gaze, and held it. “Your intrigue is not my concern.”
Red tapped away with one hand. “I can see that. Fascinating. Most people are at least mildly concerned about the things I care about, but you’re not afraid of me in the least, are you?”
Murdoch scratched at his chin. “No, I’m not.” 
“May I ask why?”
“You’ve read my file. It contains only a fraction of the horror I’ve seen in my lifetime. There is nothing you can do to me that I haven’t already endured, and the only leverage you have on me is Seth. And you need him.”
Knight brushed his slacks with one hand. “I do love a good mystery.”
“Speaking of mysteries, where are we going?” I asked.
Red swallowed. “We’re going to fulfill your end of our bargain. But we have a stop to make first.”
“You want me to steal something for you? Now?” I asked. 
Images flooded my mind of breaking into the Tower of London or Buckingham Palace or somewhere comparably insane. We were in the heart of London, and there were more than a dozen such high profile targets in our immediate vicinity. If Red was cashing in his favor, it was bound to be difficult. I had no doubt he had no shortage of ordinary thieves on his payroll. 
“I’m going to need time,” I replied. “Time to prepare, gather a crew, scope out the target. These things don’t happen on the fly. Not well, anyway. What’s the target?”
Red held up a hand. “All in due time. As for a crew, I would prefer you make do with current company. If you trust them, I trust them. It’s a time sensitive target and we don’t have the luxury of vetting a new team.”
I looked around the back of the limousine. Everyone’s eyes were on me, as if this were somehow my decision to make. I had put all their lives in danger more than once. I didn’t want to do that again. It was a clever set-up though. Hidden behind Edward Knight’s cool manner and seemingly genteel facade was a master manipulator at work.
He made it seem as if I had a say in whether or not we took the job. I didn’t. I owed him. He knew it and I knew it. Whether I wanted to or not, I was taking the job. Turning him down would be to break faith with him and that was a dangerous proposition.
I’d watched the churchmen betray him and seen how he handled their duplicity. There was no backing out. I knew that when I made the deal. The real question was, was I willing to drag everyone I cared about with me?
“They agreed to a night out on the town, Red. I can hardly drag them into a heist without consulting them.”
Red gestured with both hands. “By all means, discuss away. Anyone who would rather not participate just let me know and I’ll drop you off before we depart. None of you owe me anything except Seth, but the task before him is not an easy one. Depart if you will, but this much I can tell you—he’ll need your help. Your respective skills could make all the difference.” 
He stressed each word and laid the guilt trip artfully.
He hadn’t compelled them to accompany me, but he didn’t have to. Cunning beggar.
“Where Seth goes, I go,” Dizzy said. 
“I’m not staying behind,” Lara added.
Red looked to Murdoch. 
Murdoch looked up from his lap, as if sensing Red’s gaze. Murdoch ignored him and looked at me. “Your truest friends are those you find about you when life sets its hand against you. I’ll be there.”
Red clapped his hands together, delighted. “Marvelous.  We just have a stop to make on the way. Don’t worry about supplies. I’ll have everything you could possibly need made ready for us.”
I raised an eyebrow. “If I knew where we were going, there is gear, arcane equipment I could bring that might assist us.”
“That may be true,” Red replied, “but we really have no time to double back to the manor.”
“Why the urgency?” I asked, wringing my fingers. Red’s timeline was starting to make me nervous.
“There are others who are aware of our target, and they are already moving to acquire it. We cannot let that happen,” Red answered as the limousine pulled to the side of the road.
“Why are we stopping?” Lara leaned forward as if she were about to get up out of her seat.
“Just that errand I mentioned earlier. No need to worry yourselves. You all stay here. Seth and I are going to duck upstairs.”
“No,” Lara said, placing a hand on my knee. “Wherever he goes, I go.”
Red shook his head. “Not tonight you don’t. Don’t worry, Tan will be with us. We’ll be perfectly safe.”
The muscles in Lara’s face tightened. She didn’t look the least bit convinced.
“Why do you need me?” I asked.
Red slipped his fedora onto his head. “In case the good Professor says anything that is relevant to your coming mission. I may not understand its significance, but you will.”
“The last time you dragged me along, it was an arms deal,” I replied, making no move to get out of the car.
“Yes, and this time we’re going to see an academic. It’s not gonna be anything like last time, so just relax and come along. We don’t have time to muck about.”
Red pushed open the door and climbed out of the limousine. I followed him out and found Tan waiting for us on the curb.
“Let’s go,” Red said, looking to Tan. “You take point.”
We followed Tan down the street and into a small alleyway. It was late, and my desire to stroll through London’s darkened alleys was non-existent. I’d already narrowly avoided death in The Run. This just felt like tempting fate.
Red moved at a brisk pace, and I had to lengthen my stride to keep up with him. In spite of his age and portly demeanor, he seemed to have no trouble making good time. 
The alley ran between several apartment buildings. We rounded a corner and Tan kept moving. We passed several buildings, weaving between their dumpsters, before Tan paused at the back entrance of a weathered eight-story apartment building. Tan bent over the lock and then pushed the door open. 
Had he just picked the lock?
Tan and Red slipped inside the building, and I followed them in. The first-floor carpets were made of an ugly brown weave that had seen better days. You could easily make out the tracks that had been left by the building’s foot traffic over the past decade.
Tan entered the fire escape and we climbed to the third floor. The hall was deserted, and we slipped down it without a word. Red paused at room 305 and knocked on the door.
There was a series of footsteps inside the apartment as someone moved to the door. Tan stood back, leaning against the wall on the left-hand side of the door. Red made no effort to conceal himself. In fact, he seemed to square up in front of the peephole so that whoever was inside would know exactly who was at the door.
“It’s late. Come back tomorrow,” a gruff voice called through the door.
“Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Red asked.
There was a pause. “It’s almost midnight. What are you doing here?”
Red leaned close to the door. “Professor, open the door or we’ll come through it anyway.”
I glanced down the hall, concerned that the noise might wake a neighbor, but there was no sign of anyone stirring.
 The chain scuffed against the door as it was unlocked. The door swung inward and a man in his fifties with a mostly bald pate and a few wisps of gray hair stood there. He wore a thick robe tied at the waist to keep the winter cool at bay.
There was a draft in the tiny apartment, and the old man looked like he had just woken up.
Red paid the disgruntled professor no heed and stepped past him into the apartment. 
The professor turned and followed Red. “What are you doing here at this hour?”
I followed them inside, with Tan one step behind me. Tan closed the front door quietly and Red turned on the professor.
“You know exactly why I’m here, Claude. Sit down,” Red replied. 
Claude took a seat at a small round dining table and looked up at Red. “I told you everything I know.”
“We had a deal,” Red said, standing over him. “I pay you an absurd amount of money, far more than you would have ever made at the university, and you tell me anything you discover about that location.”
“And I did,” Claude replied, his face turning a little red as he threw up his hands in frustration.
“You tell me and nobody else. That was our deal,” Red replied, brushing back his suit coat as he placed his hands on his hips.
A look of understanding crossed Claude’s face. He looked down at floor, unable to meet Red’s gaze.
“You thought I wouldn’t find out. I’m sure you had no idea those idiots would plaster it across cable news like they did, but you broke our deal, Claude.”
“I didn’t have a choice. They came to the museum and tried to blackmail me. I would have lost my job,” Claude said, a note of fear in his voice.
“You should have come to me,” Red replied. “I could have helped you, but now you’ve risked everything.”
The man buried is face in his hands. “You say that now, but where were you three days ago?”
Red shook his head, wrinkled creases forming beside his mouth and eyes as a look of disgust crossed his face. “I don’t answer to you, Claude. We had a deal, and you broke it. What am I to do with you now?”
Claude didn’t reply.
“I’ll tell you what you’re going to do,” Red began, gesturing at me. “You’re going to tell my friend here everything you told me. Leave nothing out.”
I moved closer and sat down on the arm of the couch a few feet from Claude.
“Leave nothing out,” Red stressed, “no matter how big or how small the detail. Tell him everything. Your life depends on it.”
I grew more and more concerned for the man by the minute as Claude groaned, but one look at Red’s face shut him up.
“I am a professor of anthropology. My area of study is Greek history and mythology,” he began.
I nodded, wondering what the point of this whole exercise was. If the professor had already told Red, why bother going through it all again, particularly when he had been so insistent that time was of the essence?
“Are you familiar with the temple of Apollo at Delphi?” Claude asked.
Apollo again. First the news, then the Blind Lady, I don’t believe in coincidences. I leaned a little closer. “Yes. At least the broader brush strokes.”
He let out a sigh, his face falling with disappointment. It was a look I was a little familiar with. I couldn’t let it pass, so I let him have it. “The temple was established to commemorate Apollo’s victory over Python. It has been destroyed and rebuilt a number of times over the centuries. It’s famous for its Oracle, the Pythia to whom much of the ancient world looked for direction and guidance. It is now in disrepair but was once one of the focal points of the ancient world, and in the news of late, if I’m not mistaken.” 
“That’s something at least,” Claude replied. “Little remains of the ancient temple bar a few foundation stones and it had been believed to be deserted, but recently there has been a development.”
“What development?” I asked, perking up a little. It had been centuries since ancient Greece had played an overt role in supernatural politics. Developments of any kind was something of a rarity. Instead, scholars continued to argue over the past, interpreting and reinterpreting old wives tales as they tried to sort the fact from the fiction. 
“Smoke has been seen rising from the ruins on a number of occasions in recent weeks,” Claude said, fixing me with a stare. Clearly that was meant to mean something to me. I regretted Lara not being here. She was the anthropologist and had a far better working knowledge of ancient matters.
“Except it wasn’t smoke, not from a campfire. It wasn’t early morning fog either. It was a white vapor, rising from the ruins of the temple. Do you know what that means? The Oracle was said to know the will of the gods and records of her skills often include references to a white vapor that filled the temple of Apollo. I believe it is the same vapor that is now being seen rising from the ruined foundations.”
It certainly was an interesting development, if what the professor was saying was correct. It meant the accounts of the ancient visions and omens might have been correct. The mist might have been a catalyst. Perhaps there was a supernatural element driving her prophecies. It wasn’t unheard of to find tears in the Veil, the barrier that protected our world from the supernatural realm. When matter leaked through from that realm into ours, there was no telling what it might do. Could the Oracle’s gifts have been the result of such a tear? Perhaps the Oracle herself had no real ability. Instead, it was the proximity of the temple to a tear in the Veil. The vapors’ reappearance after centuries of dormancy was certainly interesting.
“I’ll tell you what I told Red. Scholars know that the old temple was rebuilt many times. My theory is that the new temple was built atop the old. For centuries, we have believed the temple to be empty, due to fifth temple’s destruction. But if vapor is rising from Delphi, it means the Oracle is at work once more. I believe the Oracle has never left Delphi, but when the temple was destroyed the Oracle retreated into the hidden chambers of the old temple, buried deep beneath what we now know as the temple of Apollo. I believe the Oracle is there and active. The most potent seer of ancient times is active once more. And more importantly, no one even knows she is there.”
I stopped breathing as the full import of what the professor was saying sank in. If he was right and the Oracle was active once more, the ramifications were enormous. Assistance from the Oracle had tipped the scales and shaped the ancient world.
That was in an age without computers, the Internet, and nuclear missiles. If it were true, whoever possessed the Oracle could shift the balance of power in the world.
I didn’t want to believe that such a thing were possible, but I couldn’t dismiss it either.
Suddenly the TV report made a lot more sense. The symbol of the goddess Hera emblazoned on the temple. People weren’t vandalizing the temple of Apollo; they were claiming it. Hera’s earthly agents were moving on her behalf to secure the Oracle.
They had to be the other party that Red was referring to.
“Well, that’s not entirely true, is it now?” Red replied. “Who did you tell?”
Claude raised a hand. “I didn’t want to tell them. They made me. They threatened to destroy my career. They knew things about me. Things that no one should know.”
“What exactly did they say?” Red stepped forward, towering over Claude. “I want to know what I’m up against.”
“I would tell you if I could,” Claude said, sweat running down his brow, “but I don’t know. It’s not like they introduced themselves.”
“I know who they are,” I answered.
Red spun around, looking at me.
“At least I think I do. The graffiti on the temple wasn’t random. It was the symbol of the goddess Hera. I believe the men that accosted the professor are her disciples.”
“Then they are well ahead of us,” Red replied. “We need to make up for lost time.”
Claude chortled. “The Goddess Hera. Just a myth. Why would people vandalize the temple on her behalf? “
“She is as real as you or I,” I replied. “Fortunately, she avoids mortal affairs for the most part. I imagine it’s her rivalry with Apollo that has her interested in the temple and the Oracle.”
“What proof do you have of any of this?” Claude asked. “Just guesses and speculation based on myths and legends?”
“If the Oracle is real, professor, where do you think she gets her power, if not the gods?” I asked.
The professor looked befuddled. “What do you mean if she is real? We have records of hundreds of her statements and predictions, more than half of which came to pass. The Oracle is an academic certainty. Not a fable.”
“Funny how you are certain the Oracle exists but Hera’s a fable. That’s why I’ve never put much stock in academics,” I replied. “You’re right until you’re wrong and then you just take another guess. You lot didn’t even know magic existed until the attack on New York. You still think you understand the world as it truly is?”
Claude looked down at the floor. “I, uh…”
“Well, Professor.” Red sighed. “It appears you have outlived your usefulness.”
I looked to Red who had a silenced pistol in his hand.
“No, wait,” I protested.
The pistol bucked three times and the professor slumped to the floor, blood pooling beneath him.
“What did you do that for?” I demanded, rising up off the sofa.
“He broke faith with me, Seth. We had a deal and he broke it. If a man can’t keep his word, he is of no use to me.” Red held the pistol in hand and looked at me from beneath the brim of his fedora.
He didn’t need to say it aloud, but I took his meaning. Suddenly I knew why I was here. Red didn’t really need me to listen to the professor. He brought me here as an object lesson, to show me what would happen if I broke faith with him. I would share the professor’s fate.
Red unscrewed the silencer and handed the weapon and the silencer to Tan. “We really must be going. Someone might have heard this commotion and we don’t want to still be here when the authorities arrive.”
I was in shock. One minute the professor was alive. The next, he was dead. I didn’t know what to say. Edward Knight was just so matter-of-fact about the whole thing. He’d just strolled into the man’s apartment and executed him without a care in the world. And I had watched it happen. I was an accomplice.
I ran my hands through my hair. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life on the run. Red might be used to having the authorities after him, but London was my home. I didn’t want to have to flee the country. 
I thought back to our trip into the building. I hadn’t seen any video cameras but that didn’t mean there were none.
“Relax, Seth. No one saw us arrive and no one will see us leave. Besides, my cleaner will be here in a minute. Relax.”
“Relax? You just made me an accessory to murder. So much for being nothing like the last time.”
Red raised both his hands. “There was no one shooting at you this time, was there?”
I let out the breath I had been holding in. “I guess not.”
Red smiled. “See, much better.”
Tan led the way out of the apartment, closing the door behind us. We walked briskly back to the staircase and disappeared into them as the first door opened behind us on the third floor. Someone had heard us. Had they seen us leaving? They could have been watching through a peephole.
Red lead the way back down the stairs, and out the back door. We moved silently but swiftly.
As we made our way through the alley, Red turned to me. “Claude had already sold us out once, so he knew the value of the information. No doubt he would have sold it again. The blackmail was a fiction he spun to try and save his skin. The more he talked, the more danger we would all be in. Killing him was the only way to ensure his silence.”
There was a grim efficiency to Knight’s reasoning. I understood it, but that didn’t mean I agreed with him, or that I would have done the same in his place. He hadn’t even broken a sweat. Killing the professor bothered him about as much as deciding where to eat breakfast.
As we reached the limo, I turned to him. “What’s the job exactly? What is it you want me to do?”
Red put a hand on the door and looked at me. “I would have thought that was obvious by now.”
“Spell it out for me,” I replied, waiting on the curb.
Red opened the door. “I want you to steal the Oracle of Delphi, of course.” 






  
  Chapter 9


The limousine was silent as it rolled through the streets of London. Our brief interlude with the professor had clarified the severity of my situation. I had always known that Edward Knight would require me to deliver on our bargain. I just hadn’t imagined a task like the one before me. I suppose the fact that he had been willing to torch his relationship with the Inquisition should have been a warning that what he would require from me would be difficult. This was realms beyond difficult. It was tantamount to suicide. 
But I now knew the stakes. If I refused to comply, or neglected our bargain, he wouldn’t think twice before putting a bullet in me. Moreover, he now had a car full of hostages to use against me. Those who are nearest and dearest to me, all in one convenient location. There was no world in which I could turn him down without paying the price, or watch one of my friends pay it for me.
Suddenly the timely rescue in The Run seemed less like salvation and more like leaping out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
Steal the Oracle of Delphi? Was such a thing even possible?
Up until an hour ago, I had thought it ancient history, but if the professor’s musings were correct, the Oracle was not only active but was at this very moment beneath the temple ruins at Delphi. An Oracle of the gods, a semi-divine being in our world. What was she doing after all this time? More importantly, what was she capable of? I didn’t have the faintest clue as to whether Edward Knight’s objective was even possible and figured it likely that trying would irritate some powerful beings.
“Penny for your thoughts, Seth?” Red asked. He had a glass of brandy in one hand. With the other, he tapped the brim of his fedora resting neatly over his left knee.
“Our bargain was that I would steal something for you. What you’re suggesting is kidnapping, not theft.”
“Is there anything about your experience this evening that leads you to believe I care about that distinction?”
I was silent. There was no need to say anything; he already knew the answer. That had been the entire point of the exercise.
“You said you wouldn’t kill for me,” Red continued. “I’ve respected that, but this task is what I require. Do this thing for me, and we will be more than even. I’m a powerful friend, Seth, one you’ll want in your corner if you are to succeed in gaining your heart’s desire.”
“And what is it your heart desires?” I asked, resting my head in my hand. “What do you want with the Oracle?”
Edward Knight swirled the cup in his hand. “The benefit of being the boss is not having to answer that question. When you understand what a man desires, you gain a measure of control over him.”
“Control.” Murdoch scoffed. “One can always choose. Seeking to control men is a fool’s errand.”
Edward Knight looked at Murdoch. “Perhaps, but if it were not true, none of you would be here.”
It was a fair response. If it wasn’t for me being so desperate to find the temple, I would never have struck that bargain with Knight to begin with and none of this would be happening. On the other hand, if I hadn’t, Bishop Torquemada might have succeeded in his lunatic quest to sunder the Veil and bring about the Apocalypse. So perhaps it had been for the greater good, which I supposed was a small comfort as I considered the personal cost I might end up paying for it.
Dwelling on the precariousness of my situation wasn’t going to do anything to get me out of it. I needed to focus on Greece and the seemingly impossible task ahead of us.
“What else do you know about the Oracle?” I asked Red, hoping he had some sort of plan for getting the edge on a divine being. 
“Little more than what the professor said, I’m afraid,” he replied, then took a swig of his brandy. “That’s why I wanted you to hear it for yourself.”
“So what’s the plan now?” I asked. “Any more stops to make?”
Knight drained the last of the brandy. “None that require your assistance. I have a private jet fueled and waiting to take you all to Athens.”
“You’re not coming?” Lara asked, a note of suspicion in her voice.
“I’ll be along soon, but I still have some errands of my own to attend to. Don’t worry, Tan will be with you. Anything you need, you have but to ask. The full resources of my organization are at your disposal. Money, equipment, guns, whatever it takes. Give Tan a list and it will be waiting for you when you arrive.”
“I don’t do babysitters,” I replied. “If we are going to attempt something like this, I’m going to do it my way.”
Red smiled. “By all means. Leave him in the hotel if you wish, or if you want the extra backup, take him along. He is not there to be a hindrance, merely a resource. I do not want to lose the Oracle because you were inadequately equipped for the task at hand. Use him or not, it’s your choice, but understand that you must succeed, for all of our sakes.”
I didn’t even want to begin to interpret that one. 
The limousine wound its way out of the city to the countryside heading for Blackbushe Private Airfield. I knew the way well. Our family maintained a hangar there. It seemed Knight favored it also. Probably for the same reason. It was close enough to be convenient, but just out of town enough to be discreet. One could come and go relatively unobserved, yet it was only a short trip from London itself.
I needed to do some research. If the Oracle was beneath the temple, I needed to learn everything I could about it. Most ancient temples and constructions had built-in defenses, traps and dangers designed to deter or destroy those who would violate their sanctity. Add to that fact the reality that Apollo was the Greek God of the sun; he was orders of magnitude higher than a wizard on the supernatural pecking order.
Something told me that to rip off such a being was an exceptionally foolish endeavor. Just another tally on my scoreboard of reckless stupidity. I’d managed to last this long. I just had to take it a day at a time. One insanely difficult day at a time.
Everyone in the car was already exhausted. Dizzy was asleep on Murdoch’s shoulder. Beside me, Lara was quiet, but I could see her mind working, already trying to put the pieces together on the Oracle.
“Where do you even start for something like this?” Lara whispered.
“We need to break the problem down into smaller pieces,” I began. “As a single problem, it seems insurmountable but broken down into smaller tasks, it becomes a little more manageable. Finding the entrance to the temple. Navigating whatever defenses are in place. Locating the oracle and then safely extracting her. Each has a solution. We just need to find it.”
“So the genuine Oracle, huh?” Lara asked, putting a hand in mine. “You think she’s there? At the temple?”
“It’s possible,” I replied. “The Gods are divine beings that live beyond the Veil. It’s possible that when the temple was destroyed, Apollo simply took the Oracle and hid her away somehow.”
“That was centuries ago,” Lara said. “Surely she would be dead by now.”
It was a valid point but one that relied a great deal on our understanding of who the Oracle was. If she was a mortal woman from a local village given to prophecy because of some tear in the fabric of the Veil, then Lara was right: she would have been dead centuries ago. If we considered that she was an emissary of Apollo and could well be in possession of knowledge or endowments from her benefactor that could account for how she had survived, then there was the possibility that Apollo had whisked her out of the temple before its destruction and spirited her away into the realm of the Gods. 
“Perhaps. But time passes differently beyond the Veil. If Apollo took her there, she could still be alive. On the other hand, if she was killed when the temple was sacked, perhaps Apollo has called a new Oracle and the real question remains why? Why now after all these years? It can’t be a coincidence.”
“Proof of the Oracle’s existence comes to light, and days later the symbol of Hera is found inscribed in the temple’s amphitheater,” Lara said, pushing her hair back out of her face. “Hera and Apollo never did get along.” 
In spite of our predicament, Lara was smiling. Something about her changed when she got carried away with history. Her voice took on an excited tone, her eyes lit up, and there was an enthusiasm that was infectious. She would have made an exceptional history teacher.
I smiled and for a few moments I felt like we were back in her museum, trading stories about history and fable like we had so many times during the last six months. There was a warmth to the memory, and it felt good. Actually, it felt great.
“I remember. I’m no anthropologist but I did have a good teacher.”
Lara smiled as I continued. “Apollo and Artemis were the children of Leto, born of Zeus’s infidelity. As Zeus’ wife, Hera was furious and vexed Leto while she was pregnant. Apollo never forgot that injustice and while he couldn’t challenge her authority directly, his own ascension and prominence was a persistent thorn in her side and a reminder of her husband’s infidelity.”
“Right,” Lara said, “so if the Oracle is the jewel in Apollo’s crown, it makes sense that her own disciples would wish to intervene in the matter. The loss of the Oracle would be a public embarrassment for Apollo and would add to her own status among the Olympians.”
“Exactly.” I tapped my knee with my free hand. “But, clearly, Apollo expected something because they were ready.”
Lara cocked her head to the side. “What makes you say that?”
I placed my hand on hers. “Hera’s people couldn’t get into the temple. I think they tried but failed. So they left their mark, perhaps trying to intimidate the Oracle into the open.”
“How do we get in then? Archaeologists have crawled all over the temple of Delphi for centuries. Every square inch of the place has been examined and re-examined. I find it hard to believe that they haven’t found where this Oracle has been hiding.”
“They were searching using mundane means,” I replied with a smile. “This is the temple of a God famed for his wisdom, torn down and rebuilt many times. It’s possible that there is something supernatural at work, perhaps a veil or illusion. Something that masks the temple’s true extent from detection.”
“That’s why we have you, Seth,” Knight interrupted. “I have plenty of men I could send to scour the mountain, but I expect there is more to this puzzle than meets the eye. Otherwise, as Ms. Stiel says, it would have been found centuries ago. I think that a wizard will succeed where others have failed.”
I pondered on Knight’s words, and their significance struck me. Knight knew that men scouring the mountain wouldn’t do any good because he had already tried that. This wasn’t his first attempt at finding the Oracle. He’d tried to find the temple’s inner sanctum and he failed. He hadn’t idly happened upon the knowledge that the Oracle was active again. He’d been waiting for it. If he hadn’t, how could he possibly be the first to know? How had a university professor in London managed to sell that information to one of the world’s most wanted fugitives? Somehow, I doubted they shared a pint down at the local pub. 
No, Claude had already been aware of Edward Knight and his interest in the Oracle long before it had resurfaced. If I had to hazard a guess, I would suspect that the professor had been on Knight’s payroll for many years, perhaps looking for traces of the Oracle or something that might be of assistance in locating her.
This quest wasn’t a random opportunity for the criminal overlord. It was something he had spent years of time and resources pursuing. That was why he had been willing to burn his bridge with the Inquisition and give me what I wanted.
I was a wizard. One with experience breaking into ancient temples and finding their hidden treasures. I had a knack for avoiding the mundane and magical dangers that lay within.
I was Knight’s ticket into the temple. As I looked up at the steely eyed crime lord, I couldn’t help but appreciate the extent of his artifice.
“It wasn’t coincidence that we met, was it?” I asked him.
“I don’t believe in coincidence. I make my own luck.”
He had said it himself: he’d watched my progress with interest for some time. If I were a gambling man, I would have bet every dollar I had that he had ingratiated himself with the Inquisition to gain the information he had traded to me in exchange for this favor.
It demonstrated a terrifying degree of forethought on Knight’s part.
It also meant that I knew the depth he was willing to go to in order to reach his objective. He was not going to accept failure.
“So we need to assume there is some way of gaining entrance to the temple,” I said. “There has to be some ritual or rite of passage that will open the temple. We need to find that before the servants of Hera do.” 
The limousine rolled through the open gates of Blackbushe Private Airfield. The security took no interest in the vehicle whatsoever. If anything, they actively ignored it in spite of the obscene hour of its arrival. The limo bypassed the hangers and drove straight onto the tarmac where a Gulfstream private jet waited.
The limousine came to a halt beside a set of airway steps leading up into the plane. 
“I have every confidence in your abilities, Seth,” Knight said, patting me on the arm, just above the wrist. On the second tap, he gripped it, just for a moment. “I’ll be there shortly. In the meantime, I’m relying on you to represent my interests in this matter. Don’t disappoint me.”
I swallowed and nodded. The door swung open, and Tan stood waiting for us. I didn’t reply to Knight, because I didn’t know what to say.
I was a thief, not a hero, but there was no world in which I wanted to give that murderer any more power than he already had. It would be like handing him a nuclear weapon and hoping he used it responsibly.
There was no way I was going to let that happen. 






  
  Chapter 10


Delphi had been a site of both mythological and archaeological significance for more than two millennia. Located in the foothills of Mount Parnassus in Greece, it was home to the famed Pythia, or Oracle as she was known. It also became the site of the sacred temple of Apollo. 
In ancient times, kings, pilgrims, and truth seekers traveled from far and wide, seeking wisdom from the gods and a better life for themselves. The Oracle’s word could bring peace or drive a nation to war. Power and wisdom seldom went hand-in-hand but here was evidence that such a thing was possible.
It was almost midday by the time our van arrived in Delphi. Exhausted from our excitement at The Run, we had slept away most of the flight. The van had been waiting for us in Athens. As Edward Knight had promised, it was laden with the equipment we had asked Tan for during the flight.
We really had no idea what we were walking into at Delphi, so the request had been more educated guesswork than actual preparation. Ideally, I would have liked to stop by the vault to collect a few things, but Knight had made it clear we had no time for that. I suspected his reluctance to return to Weybridge Manor was driven more by a desire to control us, than by a timeline, but I kept that suspicion to myself.
After all, Knight had what he needed: me, and enough leverage to ensure I did as he asked. He wasn’t going to give me a chance to tip the scales back in my favor.
Knight had remained behind in London, but Tan had never left our side. He steered the cumbersome van through the foothills of Parnassus without complaint. Dizzy and Murdoch were asleep in the back. Beside them, Lara scrolled away on her phone. She would be reading everything about Delphi that she could get her hands on. 
I was a little more concerned with who we might face when we arrived. It was clear that Hera’s followers had taken an interest in the temple. The professor had told us as much before he’d been executed for breaking his agreement with Knight. 
The disciples of a god complicated matters considerably. There was no telling exactly what we were dealing with. While Hera herself resided beyond the Veil, she would have agents to carry out her will. Agents that could well be from either side of the Veil. At one end of the spectrum, we might be dealing with mortals who worshiped Hera in return for her favor, but we could also be dealing with members of the supernatural community who, for one reason or another, had aligned themselves with her agenda. Such practitioners, blessed by her boon, would be dangerous foes indeed. 
Both of those options paled next to my fear that we might need to contend with some beast of legend from beyond the Veil. Hera had no reservations about employing such creatures or dispatching them into the mortal world. The serpent Python had been sent to vex Leto, Zeus’s mortal lover. When she had wanted to keep Io prisoner, she had set Argus, the many eyed giant, to keep a watchful eye on her. What would Hera would do if she had set her sights on the Oracle? 
“What is on your mind?” Tan asked.
Up ahead, I could make out the small collection of buildings that made up the city of Delphi. Calling it a city was generous. It was a loose collection of churches, hotels, and stores to cater to the tourists and sightseers. Slightly separated from the township was the Archaeological Museum of Delphi.
“Just concerned with what we might face at the temple,” I said. “Aren’t you?” 
“No,” Tan answered, his eyes never leaving the road.
I had always considered a little fear to be healthy. Just like the body had the nervous system to warn it of damage with its pain receptors, I figured a little fear prevented humans from running headlong into situations that were likely to get us killed.
I had seen enough bluff and bluster in my day to know Tan was not lying. Neither was he indifferent. His eyes were alert, scanning the road ahead for any sign of danger. Perhaps it was ignorance.
“Why not?” I asked, tapping a steady rhythm on my armrest. “You’re wading into a feud between rival gods—ancient, jealous, and powerful beings who could crush us with a thought. That doesn’t bother you?”
“No,” Tan replied, knocking the vehicle into a lower gear as it struggled to climb the hill. 
“Oh, come on, your boss has sent you into a gunfight with a rusty spoon and it doesn’t faze you at all?  How?” I asked, turning to look at him. “And don’t give me any of that courage isn’t the absence of fear garbage.” 
The edges of Tan’s mouth crept up into the slightest hint of a smile. “Or you’ll do what?”
He had me there. There wasn’t a great deal I could do. If the Red Knight’s bodyguard didn’t want to talk, there was nothing I could do to make him. Nothing that wouldn’t irritate his boss anyway. I folded my arms across my chest and let out a sigh.
“I’m just playing with you, Seth. Relax. What do we have to be afraid of? We have you,” Tan said, looking at me and then back at the road, “our rusty spoon.”
I had walked into that one. I might have been the butt of the joke, but I still managed a smile. I had finally learned something about Tan. Beneath the cool, calm exterior, he had a sense of humor. It was a good thing, because after two hours of near silence, I was beginning to fear he had been born without a personality.
“If I am the source of your inner peace, I have news for you and it’s all bad,” I replied. “I’m terrified.”
“That’s good,” Tan said. “With time, you will grow accustomed to it and then terror will hold sway over you no longer.”
“I doubt it,” I replied.
Tan shrugged. “You asked for my secret. That is it. I was born afraid and lived in that fear until I realized that it made no difference. Afraid or not, I had but one life to live. Why waste it worrying about things I could not change?”
“You expect me to believe you live without fear and still work for Edward Knight?” 
Tan checked the mirrors. A small gray sedan had been following us up the mountain road. There had been several opportunities to overtake us, but it had made no effort to do so.
“You mistake loyalty for fear,” Tan replied. “A good leader must know the difference.”
I ignored the subtle jibe. I had finally got the man talking. Given he was the only other man in Knight’s organization that I had met, he might be valuable in determining what I was dealing with.
“What has Edward Knight done to inspire such loyalty in you?” I asked.
Tan was quiet. I knew better than to fill the silence. I just sat and listened.
After almost a minute, he answered. “I was born in Macau. I never knew my father and my mother died before I was five years old. I lived on the streets and was a páshǒu, a pickpocket. I fell in with a thug, Chao Zhu. I didn’t know it then, but he was a member of the Triad. I stole what I could to survive, and Chao took what he wanted, in exchange for letting me live. Sometimes he would direct me to particular targets in the market. One day a man came. He was a well-dressed American. Even at a glance I knew he was wealthy.”
“Edward Knight?” I asked, glimpsing back to check on the sedan. It was still there, right on the van’s tail.
“Yes. Chao told me to steal his wallet. I tried, but the man knew better. He laughed, called me audacious, and sent me on my way. When I returned empty-handed, Chao beat me, badly. He broke three of my ribs and left me bleeding in the street. I thought I was going to die there in that dusty alleyway in Macau, when the wealthy stranger appeared. He killed Chao, wrapped me in his coat, and carried me out of the market. No one cared what happened to a beggar boy, except him. He got me out of Macau, fed me, cared for me, and educated me. I don’t fear him. I stand at his side because he stood at mine.”
I didn’t know what to say. I’d figured Tan for a hired gun but the bond between them ran far deeper than I had expected. It also told me that the bodyguard could not be bought. If I turned on Edward Knight or deviated from his agenda, Tan would be there to stop me.
Damn.
The van rolled to a halt at a set of traffic lights leading into Delphi. The sedan came to a halt behind us. There seemed to be two passengers, but their faces were difficult to make out with the glare reflecting off the vehicle’s windshield.
“Is that sedan making you as uncomfortable as it is me?” I asked.
“Yes.” Tan looked in the mirror. “They’ve been following us since Athens. I’ve given them more than a few opportunities to pass us and yet they do not. The real question is, who are they?”
The road forked at the traffic lights, one road leading off to the left into the town of Delphi. The other wound off to the right toward the temple and the museum. 
If someone was tailing us, I didn’t want to wait for them to reveal their agenda. Better to flush them out now, on the road, before we reached the town and put other bystanders at risk. 
“Why don’t we ask them?”
I took off my seatbelt and pushed open the door of the van. Swinging down, I landed on the asphalt, loose stones grinding beneath my boots. I made for the sedan, not running but walking at a brisk, measured pace. There was a chance, however slim, that the occupants of the sedan were simply out for a leisurely drive, and I didn’t want to alarm them.
I cleared the back of the van and got a good look inside the sedan. Its occupants were two men of medium height and build. One wore a cap, pulled low that kept most of his face in shadow. The other had long black hair pulled back into a sort of man bun. He was broad shouldered and looked like the sort of individual who would knock out my teeth for using the phrase man bun aloud.
“Hi there, gents,” I called, “just a little curious—why are you following us?”
The car was still about ten feet away when man bun said something to the driver. I couldn’t hear him, but I could see his lips move through the windshield.
The driver in the baseball cap nodded and punched the gas.
I had half a second to leap out of the way before the sedan launched through where I’d been standing only a moment before. I hit the ground, grazing my palm but rolling with the dive. I got my boots beneath me and pushed myself up off the road as the sedan swerved around the van and launched through the intersection, paying no heed to the red light.
I raced back to the van and clambered up into it. “Follow them.”
“I was only waiting for you,” Tan said, stepping on the gas. “What was your plan if they shot at you?”
He had a point. I hadn’t given it a great deal of thought. Maybe it was the jetlag, or perhaps I’ve been spoiling for a fight. Either way, it had been an unnecessary risk. At least we had flushed them out.
“I’ve been shot at before,” I replied. “It didn’t take. At least now we know the score. Time to find out who they work for.”
The sedan peeled right, heading for the temple. Tan pushed the van hard to try and make up the distance.
“We’re going to lose them at this rate,” Tan said. “This van wasn’t built for speed.”
“We don’t need to catch them,” I said, “we just need to see where they’re going. There’s not much but the temple, the museum, and mountain roads in this direction. If nothing else, we’ll have lost our tail.” 
The van lumbered along the mountain road and into Delphi. Two story buildings lined the street barely wide enough for a single lane of traffic. The first floor was mostly storefronts and souvenir shops with residences above them. The sedan wound nimbly through the traffic-laden streets and started pulling away.
Tan pushed the van harder as we rounded a bend heading for the temple of Apollo.
Up ahead, a handful of police vehicles blocked the road, forming a checkpoint. The sedan hit the brakes, rolling to a halt as a policewoman stepped up to the window. Tan eased the van as we approached the blockade. Half a dozen police officers stood around the vehicles. Beyond the blockade, the Delphi Archaeological Museum could be seen, its brick and glass facade facing the mountain road. The car park before it was empty, not a single tour bus present. Unusual for the popular mountain destination. A result of the police presence perhaps.
The policewoman waved the sedan through, and Tan rolled up to the checkpoint.
 The officer was about five foot five and wore a neatly pressed uniform. Tan rolled down the window as she approached.
“I’m afraid the summit is closed today,” she said, “but you’re welcome to visit the town. It’s just back down the road you’ve come. Plenty of attractions and stores to visit.”
“We were just hoping to visit the temple,” Tan lied. “We’ve come a long way and would really like a picture.”
The woman frowned. “Then you best get a room for the night. Hopefully it will be open tomorrow.”
The sedan pulled away from the blockade, taking with it any chance of getting answers. 
“What about them?” I asked. “Why are they allowed through?”
“Locals from the museum. They have business here,” she replied, one hand on her hip as she pointed back towards the town. “There are still a few rooms in town if you are quick. We should have everything taken care of shortly and you will be able to get your picture tomorrow.”
“What needs taking care of?” I asked, changing tack. 
The woman let out a sigh. “There was an incident at the temple. We have secured the site while we attend to the scene. I can’t say any more than that. Now turn the truck or I’ll be forced to detain you.”
I leaned forward, wanting to press her for more information. Whatever she knew could be crucial. The disciples had already made one attempt on the temple.
Tan placed a hand on my chest and pressed me back into the seat while he smiled at the woman. “Yes, officer, we’ll do that. Thank you for your assistance.”
Tan reversed the van and use the wider shoulder to execute a lumbering three-point turn. As we rolled back toward Delphi, he looked at me. “Getting arrested serves no one.”
“We need to know what is going on though. It might have something to do with the Oracle.”
“No doubt,” Tan said, “but we aren’t getting through in this van, so let’s drop it at the hotel, set down our gear, and make our way in on foot. Delphi is a small town. There is no way they have enough police here to establish a cordon in the hills. It will be far easier than trying to drive through the checkpoint.”
It was a good plan. I relaxed a little as he guided the van through the tight streets. 
Our pursuers worked at the museum. That was an interesting development. What would museum staff have to gain by following us? It didn’t make sense. Perhaps we’d misjudged them and had simply scared the hell out of a pair of staffers for no reason. Had they said something to the police? Perhaps that was why the officer had been so adamant to keep us away.
It took Tan all of a few minutes to find the hotel. Delphi had a few choices for accommodation, but the Kastalia was a delightfully quaint little hotel that I could have seen myself enjoying under less threatening circumstances. It was a little hard to enjoy the cozy atmosphere and clear mountain air while being shepherded into a deadly temple for a ruthless criminal.
The hotel itself was a simple affair; two stories like much of Delphi. The building was white rendered concrete with wooden window panels stained red to bring out some color. Each room on the second floor had its own wrought iron balcony and I suspected from them you would be able to see clear down to the ocean. It was a magnificent location for a hotel, but the Kastalia couldn’t have had more than two dozen rooms.
Tan pulled onto the curb, and we all piled out, collecting the equipment duffels and carrying them inside.
We waited while Tan made his way to the counter to speak to the clerk. While he was busy, I took the opportunity to gather Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch together.
“What’s the plan?” Dizzy asked, trying to straighten her hair with her fingers.
“Police have shut down the temple. We know something is going on up there and we need to take a closer look. We’re going to ditch the bags, gear up, and then hike our way over the hill to the temple.”
“What are we doing about Tan?” Murdoch asked. “We aren’t really going to take him with us, are we?”
I shook my head. “The Red Knight was clear. Tan would get us here and give us what we need, but how we handle the temple is our call. Besides, we don’t know what else Knight has planned, and I don’t want someone I can’t trust watching our back.”
“What makes you think he has something else planned?” Lara asked, setting down her duffel.
 I leaned closer to ensure no one could overhear us. “The fact he isn’t here. He made a song and dance about how important the Oracle was to him, and yet he is somewhere else running errands. We don’t have the complete picture. Knight is holding his cards close to his chest, and Tan does his master’s bidding. So, we go in alone.”
 Tan made his way back from the counter and handed us room keys. “The rooms are upstairs. Mr. Knight is picking up the tab, so feel free to avail yourself of the amenities, though I will remind you time is of the essence.”
“Our thoughts exactly, Tan,” I replied, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “That is why we are going to get changed and make our way up to the temple now. You will be staying here though.”
Tan looked at me and raised an eyebrow.
He was about to protest when I held up a finger. “Look, you heard your boss. You might be here as a resource, but we run the mission. He was fine with that. You need to be, too. Stay here and hold down the fort.”
Tan didn’t like that one bit.
“It’s that or we call it a day, Tan,” I replied. “Knight was very clear that I could conduct the task as I saw fit. If we need anything, I’ll let you know.”
Tan let out a breath. “Very well,” he replied, placing a hand on my chest.
I looked down at the hand and then up at him. If Tan wanted to hurt us, he had ample opportunity to do it before, so I waited.
Tan spoke quietly but firmly. “I would remind you of the obligation you have entered into with Mr. Knight. Should you fail to meet your obligation, the results will be punishing. Should you fail because you did not adequately avail yourself of every resource at your disposal, you will not leave this place.”
As far as threats went, it was a good one. It was one last gambit to be included in the mission. Doubtless Knight would prefer to have his man on the inside, but I couldn’t afford the risk. After all, our lives would mean little to Knight compared to the Oracle and I didn’t share his view. My friends were everything to me. I wasn’t going to give their lives for Knight’s crusade.
“Understood, Tan. You stay here and take a load off in this quaint little village. Have a Grecian holiday on the boss. You’ve earned it.”
We took the bags and headed upstairs.
The place was tiny, and it only took us a moment to find the rooms that corresponded to the little key fob Tan had given us. 
As they reached their door, I called to Murdoch and Dizzy. “Gear up, we’ll meet you downstairs in twenty minutes.”
“Yes, boss,” Dizzy replied. 
Murdoch gave a slight incline of his head to signal his agreement and I pushed open the door to our suite.
“After you, my dear.” I motioned for Lara to head in.
“And they say chivalry is dead,” she replied, sliding past me into the room.
“Only if we make it so.” I followed her into the room, letting the door closed behind us. “You were awfully quiet on the ride up.”
“Just doing a little bit of research,” she replied. “Time got away from me though.” 
She unzipped her duffel and unloaded its contents onto the bed. 
A tactical vest, her colt pistol, and a compact submachine gun, a P90 by the look of it, came tumbling out onto the bed. I shouldn’t have been surprised; Knight clearly had connections in the weapons trade. I doubt he had any trouble acquiring what we were after.
“Did you find anything interesting?”
“I did,” Lara said, turning with a pleased grin. “We know that the temple was destroyed and rebuilt many times over the centuries, but I found something interesting. Not in archaeological texts but in the words of the poet Pindar. He describes the third construction of the temple to have been wrought by the Gods Hephaestus and Athena.”
She raised her phone and read from it. “Listen to this:
Muses, what was its fashion, shown.
By the skill in all arts
Of the hands of Hephaestus and Athena?
Of bronze the walls, and of bronze
Stood the pillars beneath,
But of gold were six Enchantresses
Who sang above the eagle.
But the sons of Cronus
Opened the earth with a thunderbolt
And hid the holiest of all things made.”
My mind raced as the words sank in. “The Son of Cronus opening the earth with a thunderbolt, that has to be Zeus.”
“Exactly,” Lara replied, shaking the phone excitedly. “And the Oracle was renowned for her virtue and sanctity. She purified herself in the Castalian spring before entering the temple. She has to be the holiest of all things, right?” 
“She’s been there all along, hidden by the Gods in the third temple.” I let out a sigh, running my fingers through my hair.
“What’s wrong?” Lara asked, placing a hand on my back. 
If the Oracle was hidden in the third temple, our task had just become a lot harder. “You said that the temple was crafted by Hephaestus and Athena?”
Lara nodded and I could see the realization dawning in those big emerald eyes. 
“Hephaestus was the god of smithing, responsible for building the weapons and homes of the gods. Athena was a goddess of wisdom and warfare. If they built the temple…”
“It’s going to be a deathtrap,” Lara said, finishing my thought.
“Exactly.” I opened my duffel and dumped its contents onto the bed. 
All of a sudden, I was wishing I’d asked for more firepower.
Mortal traps were one thing; arcane devices were entirely another. Hephaestus was arguably one of the greatest Spellsmiths who had ever crossed the Veil. If he had wrought the temple’s defenses, there would be no breaking through them. Our only way into the temple would be to follow the path that he had set out. Unfortunately, we only had an old poem to work with.
I picked up the bulletproof vest off my bed and fastened it on. “We’re definitely going to need these.”
“Already ahead of you,” Lara replied. She was in the process of fastening a leather jacket over the top of her vest to hide it. She lifted her Colt off the bed, checked it, and tucked it into her pants at the small of her back. She raised and checked the submachine gun. It was a P90. The boxy but compact weapon was fed from a 50-round magazine situated at the top of the weapon. She loaded it and found two spare magazines in the duffel. 
The gear I had asked Edward Knight for was a little more pedestrian. A length of climbing rope, some pitons, and a gas mask with a small oxygen tank attached. I hadn’t asked for any firepower. I wasn’t a big fan of guns, and I was an ordinary marksman and didn’t want a poorly aimed round taking out an innocent bystander. I tended to rely on my magic when I needed to put someone down. That said, I had asked for a sheath for Aleida’s ritual blade. There was no way I was letting it out of my sight and since Knight had scooped us up, I hadn’t had any opportunity to stash it somewhere safe. 
I lifted the sheath and slid it beneath the bulletproof vest at the small of my back. Then I tucked the knife into it, with it arranged vertically beside my spine, so that only a small portion of the handle stuck out beneath the vest, allowing me easy access. 
I pulled a big leather coat out of my bag and used it to conceal my vest much as Lara had hers. Then I loaded my supplies back into the duffel and turned to Lara.
I felt woefully underprepared to kidnap a servant of the gods. Not that one could really be adequately prepared for such a task, but I’d had neither the time nor research I needed to feel remotely confident.
Ahead of us somewhere, the servants of Hera were making their own play for the Oracle. Behind us was Edward Knight, a man who had made abundantly clear the price of failure. My life and the life of those I loved, hung on the outcome of this impossible task. 
I felt very keenly the weight that rested on my shoulders.
“Seth?” Lara asked. “Are you okay?”
I nodded but my heart wasn’t in it. I’d faced difficult fights before, but I was out of my depth. With everything that had happened in the last few days starting to build up on me, I was drowning.
Lara set her duffel down on the bed, took a step toward me, and wrapped her arms around me. I buried my head in her shoulder and took a deep breath. The scent of her lavender shampoo filled my nostrils as her warmth enveloped me.
“We can do this, Seth. Together, just like Panama.”
The words brought a smile to my face. Panama had been an absolute dumpster fire. A demon had broken into our realm, and we’d narrowly escaped with our lives. We’d destroyed a temple, dozens of the Inquisition, and a Section 9 strike team beneath the mountain of rubble. But we had survived, and that was something.
As Lara embraced me, I felt the gloomy cloud that had settled over me disperse. 
I took half a step back, placed my hand beneath her chin, and raised it before kissing her. The feel of her lips against mine was electric and I savored the soft sensation of her against me. I found myself regretting having told Dizzy and Murdoch we would see them downstairs so soon.
I drew back and Lara gave me a coy smile. “What was that for?”
“Reminding me what matters most.”
We were together. From different worlds, we had found each other, and in the chaos that was our life we had managed to carve out enough space to battle it together.
Love. I didn’t have much of a reference point for it, but it felt right.
“We best be heading downstairs. They’ll be waiting,” Lara whispered.
I scooped up the duffel off the bed and headed for the door, holding it open for Lara as she made her way into the hall. I closed it behind us, and we headed downstairs to the lobby.
Murdoch and Dizzy were there waiting for us by the door, bags in hand.
“You two have everything you need?” I asked.
Murdoch grinned. “The Knight got us the good stuff. Really came through.”
“It’s not mine but it will do,” Dizzy replied.
I imagined she was referring to her bow. She much preferred it to firearms.
“I also grabbed us a few snacks from the deli across the street, just in case.” Murdoch held up his bag. “Never hurts to have a packed lunch.”
“Atta boy, Murdoch,” I replied, slapping him on the back.
We left the Kastalia and headed north, cutting through side streets and alleyways as we bisected Delphi. The edge of town was a scrubby hill that separated us from the temple of Apollo. We hovered in an alley at the edge of town while we searched for any overly officious law enforcement officers. Not seeing any, we started our climb. The road off to our right was where the blockade had been established.
We moved through the sparsely wooded hill, doing our best to keep as much cover between us and the road as possible. It wasn’t a tough hike. Within a few minutes, we could make out the ancient stadium of Delphi, a small oval clearing with raised stone seating that was gradually crumbling to dust. We skirted the edge of the stadium, moving northeast. If something was going on at Delphi, I wanted to get a good look at it first. Coming in from the north would give us a view over the amphitheater and temple structure itself.
On the southern slope of the hill, I could make out the museum in the distance and beyond it the police blockade. As I looked toward Delphi, I stopped. Dozens of first responders crawled all over the ancient temple. A team of coroners and forensic investigators were cataloging evidence and loading bodies into bags. Nine of the plastic bags had been lined up at the edge of the ancient theater.
“What happened down there?” Murdoch whispered.
“I don’t know, but we can’t go down there while it’s crawling with police,” I replied.
“Well, let’s have a bite to eat and kill some time,” Lara replied. “It’ll be getting dark soon. Besides, it looks like they’re almost done.”
She was right. 
We hid at the edge of the ancient stadium and broke out Murdoch’s snacks while we waited. It was an assortment of Saganaki and other cheeses along with some olives, cured meats, bread, and dip. My stomach let out a low growl of approval. I was ravenous. I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast on the plane. 
We waited in silence, not wanting to be overheard by those below. The last thing we needed was to spend our night in holding in Delphi. The disciples of Hera were already ahead of us. We didn’t need to give them any more of a head start.
It was frustrating. They could already be within the temple and here we were, stuck outside while the police dealt with whatever had happened. We were a little too far away to make out the details, but the bodies were loaded into the back of transport vehicles and carted away. The last of the crime scene technicians finished up as the sun vanished and night fell over Mount Parnassus. The moonlight cast enough illumination to watch the police cordon pack up and call it a day. As their vehicles pulled away, we watched and waited. 
When the temple had been still for twenty minutes, I turned to the others. “I think we’re clear.”
“Let’s go break into an ancient temple,” Lara replied, unable to hide her enthusiasm.
We descended the hillside, making straight for the ancient amphitheater at Delphi. The foliage and cover dissipated, and we made our way across open ground and into the arena. Scrawled across the stone stage was an enormous black peacock feather:  the symbol of Hera; the same image we had seen on the news.
As I studied it, I could detect the residue of the magic that had been spent there.
“This is where they tried to breach the temple,” I whispered. “Earth magic and a lot of it.”
“Makes sense,” Dizzy replied. “If the temple has been buried, they would have to tunnel to it.”
Lara studied the stage while Murdoch paced around the edge of the amphitheater.
“It’s not that simple, though,” I replied. “This is the sanctum of the sun god. It can’t be as easy as simply getting a shovel, otherwise the archaeologists would have unearthed it centuries ago.”
“Whatever they did, they didn’t even get through the stone,” Lara replied.
I took heart at that. The disciples of Hera might have beaten us here, but it didn’t look like they had managed to breach the temple.
I studied the stone stage around me, and a strange tingle ran down my spine. There was an eerie feel to the ancient stage. I almost felt as if someone was watching me. Perhaps it was just the residue of whatever ritual they had being using. It felt fresh, less than a day old, which didn’t make sense. The graffiti was days old, which meant whoever had worked the ritual had been back since then to try again. Maybe they hadn’t failed at all. What if they had succeeded? Maybe they had made it back and this time they had gotten inside. 
“Seth,” Murdoch called from the edge of the amphitheater; his voice had a tinge of panic in it.
I made my way over to where he stood. “What is it?”
He pointed to a red stain on the stonework to his right. “Blood. It’s dried but it’s recent. Over there too.”
I walked the perimeter of the amphitheater with him and found a handful of bloodstains around it. Walking back to the stage, I found another.
“Those bodies,” I whispered, “this is where they found them.”
Murdoch nodded, pointing to the stain by the stage. “They were doing something here when the first one fell. Then they ran, and something picked them off one at a time as they tried to flee.”
I looked at the wide-open amphitheater and realized what Murdoch was saying. They had been ambushed. 
And we’d walked right into the same trap.
“Down!” I cried as I tackled Lara. 
There was a slice of wind as something cut through the air above us. I followed the sound as it struck the stone beside us and skittered across the stage. It came to a halt next to Murdoch and he picked it up. It was an arrow, easily a foot and a half long with a barbed head and green fletching on the shaft.
I looked up to see four hooded figures standing at the top of the amphitheater, bows drawn, arrows nocked, aiming right at us.






  
  Chapter 11


The four figures stood spaced equidistant along the top of the amphitheater. Each of them was dressed identically: black leather boots, tanned combat leathers, braided gold belts, and green cloaks with the cowls drawn over their head, casting their faces into shadow. 
They had moved in behind us and we hadn’t heard so much as a footstep.
And they had us dead to rights.
The hunters let loose a volley of steel tipped death.
I raised my hands and focused my thoughts on the stage, and the four of us crouching on it. Drawing on my power, I shouted, “Proteger.”
There was no point in pretending here. I wanted them to know they were dealing with a wizard.
A spherical shield shimmered into existence above us as the arrows cut toward us. The shield was semi-translucent and, in the darkness, almost invisible but for the glimmer of blue between us and our foe. 
The arrows collided with the shield and were deflected away, rattling angrily across the stone.
“Move,” I shouted. “We need to find better cover.”
Murdoch clutched his duffel as he raced across the stage and leaped off it. “Who still uses a bow anyway?”
“I do,” Dizzy replied. “A true hunter’s weapon.”
Lara opened her duffel and pulled out her P90. Crouching at the edge of my shield, she leveled it at our pursuers. She squeezed the trigger and the compact weapon roared to life. It fired so quickly I could hardly distinguish between the rounds. It sounded more like a drum-roll as she emptied a dozen rounds in less than a second. 
The hunters dropped, ducking for cover, using the elevation to their advantage. 
“This one hunts just fine,” Lara replied with a grin.
“Keep moving while they are down,” I replied, silencing the debate.
“But the temple,” Lara protested.
“Is no good to us if we are dead.” I grabbed Lara’s arm and dragged her after Dizzy and Murdoch.
I dropped the shield as we moved. There was no point wasting energy maintaining it when we had already cleared the stage. 
Something steel raced past my ear and vanished into the darkness ahead.
Maybe that was a little premature.
As we raced south toward the ruins of the fifth temple, I was starting to see my mistake. I had assumed that all of the temple’s defenses were going to be within the temple. I had figured with the usual tourist traffic that the old temple precinct would be safe.
Well, you know what they say about assumptions.
Who were these hunters anyway? And why had they killed those people? 
The bodies had to belong to the disciples of Hera who had been trying to breach the temple. The hunters had left the first responders alone.  
Then it clicked. We were two different groups clearly intent on entering the temple. The disciples had been trying to blast their way in. The hunters had driven them off and then we’d arrived, strapped and ready for battle. Maybe they thought we were more of Hera’s thugs.
Dizzy came to a halt, leaning against the tree for cover, and opened her duffel. She pulled out a bow and quiver. Slinging the quiver across her back, she raised the bow, and drew an arrow in one smooth motion. 
There was a rustle in the brush to our right. Dizzy ducked out and fired, loosing an arrow in the direction of the disturbance.
An arrow hurtled back in response, narrowly missing Dizzy’s throat as she slipped behind the tree to reload.
Lara sprayed the scrub behind us with her P90, but it was dark, and we had lost track of our pursuers. They could be anywhere by now, behind us, beside us. The longer we sat still, the more chance we had of being surrounded.
“Let’s keep moving. If we can make it to the temple at least we have some solid stone around us,” I shouted. 
That decision also took us back in the direction of the town and the museum. Perhaps if we could get away from the amphitheater, we could outrun them.
We broke cover, racing for the ruins of the temple of Apollo. Lara covered our retreat, firing measured bursts into the woods behind us. She might have been firing blind but at least it would give the hunters pause.
The temple of Apollo at Delphi was more of a collection of loose stones slowly dissolving as the elements wore away at them. Nestled in against a rocky outcropping, there were a handful of external structures and partially ruined walls. All of it was exposed to the elements, as were the foundations of the fifth temple itself. The temple was rectangular in shape with half a dozen columns at one end. The northern face still had a few rows of stone left atop each other. As far as fortified positions went, it would have to do.
We raced through the remnants of an ancient structure.  Three of its walls were almost entirely in ruin. We sheltered in the partial structure as we contemplated crossing the path that wound around the temple itself. There was about thirty feet of open ground before reaching the temple and its walls.
Thirty feet of killing fields for the hunters to get a good long look at us.
Sheltering in the battered chamber, I looked back up the hill. One of the hunters perched on a rocky outcropping, following our progress. As soon as I caught sight of him, he dropped and disappeared from view. I thought I caught another darting between trees, off to our right. They were there and then gone again in a heartbeat.
It was hard to tell if I was seeing the same hunter again and again or whether they were moving in a pattern meant to confuse us. The four of them looked impossibly identical, and I couldn’t make out enough of their features to tell them apart. I had the distinct impression they weren’t going to hold still to give me a better look.
“Lara and Murdoch, you go first. Dizzy and I will cover you. Once you get to the ruins, tuck in and give us some cover fire. If we can make it into the temple, we will be on even ground. They’ll have to cross that killing field to get to us.”
“But we’ll have to cross it first,” Lara said.
“You’ll have cover,” I replied. Drawing on my magic, I chanted, “Nieblas de la oscuridad.”
Thick black mist broiled from my outstretched palms, stretching like a smokescreen before us. The mist blossomed outward, covering both the hillside and the path ahead as it billowed out. It wouldn’t stop the hunters from taking a shot in the dark, but it reduced their chance of hitting us, to dumb luck.
As the mist expanded, Lara and Murdoch raced across the field. I lost track of them as they disappeared into the smog. Somewhere in the distance, I heard a bowstring twang. Something skittered across the stone ahead of us, but it seemed well wide of the mark. I didn’t hear any screams from our companions, so I took that as a good sign. I gave Lara and Murdoch a few more moments and then tapped Dizzy on the shoulder.
“Our turn. Let’s go,” I whispered.
Dizzy and I charged into the smog; my heart was hammering in my chest as I had visions of a hunter drawing his bow right behind me.
The surprise of the ambush and our flight from the amphitheater had adrenaline pumping through my body.
Dizzy was far fitter than me, and she disappeared into the smoke.
I pushed hard and almost didn’t see the rocky stone ahead of me. I slowed in time to slam into it without knocking myself out. I reached up and grabbed the edge of the stone and began to pull myself up and over the remnants of the temple’s wall.
The smoke behind us was starting to dissipate, helped by a breeze whistling through the mountains. I thought I saw something behind me in the smog, but then it was gone. My heart stopped beating as I tried to track the motion, but my foothold slipped, and I slid back down the stone, slamming into the wall. 
The coarse stone bit at my arms and legs and I cursed my clumsiness. Sweat ran down my brow as I grabbed the stone once more. Jumping, I pulled myself up, my boots finding purchase on the second tier of stone as I dragged myself over it. I rolled over the top and half dismounted, half fell over the internal wall into the ruins of the temple itself.
I tried to get my feet beneath me but still ended up over balancing and falling on my butt on the stone floor of the temple. I looked up to find Dizzy and Lara looking down at me.
“As graceful as a fairy elephant,” Dizzy muttered, shaking her head.
I wished I had some kind of witty retort, but I was struggling to catch my breath. 
The form of a hunter stood atop the wall, bow drawn, arrow nocked, pointing straight at me. I froze.
“You trespass in Apollo’s temple,” the hunter said as he pulled back the string of his bow. The words weren’t harsh or abrasive; they were smooth and clear.
I wanted to respond but I didn’t know what to say. The hunter had the drop on Lara, Dizzy, and me. Wait. Where was Murdoch?
There was a deafening roar of gunfire from within the temple as Murdoch emerged from somewhere behind me, an AA12 fully automatic combat shotgun in hand. The first blast took the hunter in the chest and was followed by a second, third, and fourth.
The hunter’s arrow went wide as he stumbled backward off the wall.
“Yeah, the Red Knight brought the good stuff,” Murdoch shouted gleefully, smoke rising from the barrel of the weapon. The shotgun itself was barrel fed like a Tommy gun, making the AA12 a devastating close quarter weapon.
I got up off the stone and looked over the wall. There was no sight of the hunter. As I looked across the top of the wall, I tried to process the last few seconds in my brain. Murdoch had hit the hunter, several times. I’d seen it with my own eyes, but there was no blood anywhere. None on the wall, the ground, or on us. The weapon at that range should have turned the hunter into a ragged pulp. But it hadn’t. It was almost as if it had done nothing at all.
Then I realized the truth.
“They’re not human,” I whispered.
“What do you mean?” Dizzy asked. 
“I mean they aren’t mortal, and I doubt normal weapons are going to put them down.”
“They’re the hunters of Artemis,” Lara replied, “legendary hunters blessed by Artemis herself.”
“Artemis was Apollo’s twin sister. Her birth was similarly vexed by the goddess Hera. Artemis must have sent them to protect the Oracle,” I said, puzzling it out aloud.
“Oh dear,” Murdoch muttered, “I just attacked the servants of a God. Not my God, but ah, not good.”
“They probably think that we are with Hera, trying to force our way into the temple.”
“Any chance we can persuade them otherwise?” Lara asked, scanning the temple’s wall with her submachine gun.
“It might have been easier before Murdoch shot him half a dozen times,” I muttered.
“I was saving your skinny ass,” Murdoch answered, “and I’d do it again.”
“It’s worth a try,” Dizzy said. “They didn’t attack the locals, which means they aren’t mindless killers. They can discern between friend and foe. We should try to reason with them.”
We huddled in the temple, back-to-back, our weapons out, looking for any sign of the hunters. I held my power close to me, ready to unleash it at a moment’s notice.
“Servants of Artemis,” I called, “we apologize for our intrusion. We have come to thwart those who would harm the Oracle.”
It wasn’t a lie. Knight may have wanted us to kidnap the Oracle, but I was fairly sure I didn’t want to give him that kind of power. In the back of my mind, I was still hoping that with some wisdom from the Oracle herself I might be able to work my way out of the corner I had painted my way into.
“Lies.” A voice rang out over the temple. “You bumble about in the dark. If you served our master’s interests, you would have come suitably prepared to enter his sanctum. You defile this holy place.”
“That was never our intention,” I replied, searching about. “We heard the temple had been attacked and rushed here to intervene. Had we not been in so great a hurry we would have made good our preparation.”
I was stalling as best I could. The fact they weren’t shooting at us was promising. It meant they were at least considering our plea.
“Seth,” Lara whispered, “almost all temple worshiping cultures undertook ritual purification before entering their holy places. Ancient Israel had their washings and anointing. The people of ancient Greece, including the Oracle and the priests, cleansed themselves at the Castalian spring before entering the temple.”
“That has to be it,” I muttered. 
The hunters knew we weren’t on their master’s errand because we had not undergone the ritual purification. If we did that, they might let us pass. I still wasn’t sure how we were going to get into the temple but surrounded by deadly hunters who seemed capable of shrugging off bullets, that seemed like a lesser concern. One battle at a time.
“Mighty hunters,” I said. “We beg your leave that we might descend to the spring and make our preparations. Will you permit it?” 
“You have fired on us with your primitive weapons. You would shed blood on holy ground and hope to be clean,” the hunter called, this time from the temple’s southern face.
“You shed plenty of blood yourself earlier today,” Dizzy said, an arrow in hand, ready to act.
“Servants of the enemy,” the voice replied, this time from the east.
“We know. Hera seeks to take the Oracle from this place and keep her prophecies for herself. We may be mortal, but we have come to help, if you’ll allow us,” I called over the wall into the darkness.
“Is that all?” a voice called from the west. 
We were surrounded.
“No,” I replied. And it was the truth. I had questions of my own I wished to ask the Oracle. There was also Knight’s errand, but mentioning it would likely it ensure our demise.
“Like seekers of old, I come to inquire of the Oracle and gain wisdom greater than my own.”
There was laughter in the darkness, almost mocking in its higher lilting tone. “You seek knowledge, child. Knowledge the Oracle can give but wisdom you must make for yourself.”
“Want me to shoot him again, boss?” Murdoch whispered, his grip tightening on the combat shot gun.
I waved him off, though I understood the sentiment. I liked the hunters more when they were silent and trying to kill us. Condescension and riddles made me want to punch them in the face.
“I don’t understand,” Lara called into the darkness. “How can we make wisdom for ourselves?”
“Because your choices turn knowledge into wisdom,” the hunter said.
Another voice continued, “Tomato is a fruit. That is knowledge. It is true and unchanging. Wisdom is knowing that it has no place in a fruit salad.”
I had to cut off my response before the words left my mouth. 
Had the hunters of Artemis really just given me recipe directions for a fruit salad? On any other day I might have had something to say about that. But surrounded in the dark by bulletproof supernatural beings, I had the clarity of mind to shut my mouth.
“He learns,” the hunter called. 
I followed the voice to find the hunter crouching on the corner of the temple’s foundations, bow drawn. His companions similarly hid at each point of the compass.
“Knowledge is knowing you could hit us with a sick burn, but wisdom is knowing that your death wouldn’t make it worthwhile,” said the last hunter.
Beside me, Lara raised her weapon, but I gently pushed the barrel back down toward the ground. We couldn’t get into the temple if we were busy fighting its guardians. We were still alive and that meant they were at least considering giving this passage.
“Good call, wizard. Such weapons have no bearing on us. Our armor was crafted by Hephaestus himself. Such fickle weapons are useless here.”
“What about your face?” Lara replied, before lowering her voice so that only we could hear. “The hunters of Artemis were mortals on which were bestowed great blessings. They might have armor forged by a god but a bullet through the eye socket will still get the job done.”
“Are you threatening us?” the hunter replied.
“No,” I replied, waving Lara back from the precipice. “Just reminding you that we have the means to protect ourselves but would prefer that you give us time and space to depart in peace and return once we have been cleansed.”
The hunters regarded each other, weighing the request and us with it.
“If you serve Artemis and Apollo, you harm their interests if you harm us,” I said. “We are here to help. The disciples of Hera are not. When they return, there will be more of them. You might have surprised them today but next time they will be ready. If you let us pass, you will have allies in the fight against them. If not, you stand alone and your Master’s reputation waxes and wanes with your success.”
The closest hunter lowered his bow, the others following suit a moment later. “So be it, wizard. But know this—if you betray us, there will be nowhere the hunt cannot find you.”
Before I could respond, the hunter dropped from the wall and was gone. I turned to find his companions had similarly vanished, leaving us alone in the darkness once more.
I drew a deep breath and tried to calm my racing heart. We’d talked our way out of that one by the skin of our teeth. It was certainly a good thing we had left Tan behind, otherwise he might have complicated things. After all, he was still expecting us to emerge from the temple with the Oracle in hand. I had a feeling our new friends in green wouldn’t think very highly of that.
As usual, I found myself at a crossroads laden with undesirable choices and conflicting obligations. Even if I tried to carry out the Red Knight’s plan, I was unlikely to live through it. The hunters of Artemis were deadly foes, and I thanked the fates that they were alone and not accompanied by Orion and the wild hunt.
“Well, that was a little close,” Lara said, changing the magazine on her P90.
“Bit of an oversight on my part. I’d expected the temple’s defenses to be inside the temple. If Artemis has set her hunters here, she must be concerned that Hera will succeed. If Hera gains the Oracle, it will strengthen her position among the Olympians, while weakening Apollo and Artemis. A bold play. Perhaps her biggest since she led the rebellion against Zeus. This could change the balance of power among the gods.”
“At least my God doesn’t need an Oracle, to be all knowing,” Murdoch replied, resting the shotgun on his shoulder.
“Be that as it may, war among the Olympians is bad for everyone. The Greek deities have a way of dragging mortals into their affairs,” I said. 
The more I thought about our current situation, I couldn’t help but wonder if the gods had been involved in bringing us here. How had the Red Knight learned of the Oracle? The professor had given it to him. But how had a professor in England, of all places become aware of such a change in the status quo?
It reeked of interference, but whose agenda were we serving? Had Hera bought us here to help her? Could Knight be acting in accordance with her wishes? Or was Knight a devious ploy by Apollo to throw a wrench in Hera’s plans? 
It was impossible to tell. I needed more information and I definitely needed to keep my eyes open. In the meantime, we needed to find the Castalian spring.
“Lara, where is the spring?”
She pointed downhill to the east. “Down there. It shouldn’t be far. If we head past the museum, we should find where the spring surfaces.
We gathered our bags and set off out of the temple. The full moon provided us with enough light to make our way through the trees and down the hill. 
Lara pointed to a grove of trees. “It should be just ahead.”
“Seth,” Dizzy said, placing a hand on my shoulder, “I smell smoke.”
It took me only a moment to find the source. There at the foot of the hill was the Delphi Archaeological Museum, flames billowing from the structure as they rose into the night sky.






  
  Chapter 12


Smoke billowed from the museum and dozens of people piled out of the burning building and onto the street. At first, I thought they might be the staff evacuating until I noticed the weapons. 
Each of the people pouring out of the museum was heavily armed. There were an eclectic mix of rifles, pistols, batons—hell, one of them even had a sword. Three dozen men and women strapped and ready to do battle. They weren’t evacuating the museum; they were torching it.
“Down,” Murdoch whispered as he yanked on my shoulder, pulling me to the ground.
The four of us sheltered in a small impression on the mountainside as the angry mob left the burning museum and made their way up the hillside.
Leading the seething mass of people were three women in purple togas with silver circlets set in their golden blonde hair. Each of the women carried a gnarled staff that tapped against the road as they advanced. Even from where we lay, I could feel the latent arcane power they were exuding. If I had to guess, I’d say they were priestesses of Hera.
“It looks like Hera has brought in the big guns,” I whispered.
“Disciples?” Lara asked.
“Those three have too much juice to be disciples. More likely they hold some sort of office, priestesses perhaps.” 
“Well, looks like the hunters are going to have a busy night on their hands,” Dizzy said, hunkering in beside us.
“I hope so. We sure as hell can’t take them all. There’s too many.” 
The mob advanced up the hillside and once more we found ourselves behind the eight ball. There were simply too many to stop, and we still couldn’t even get into the temple.
I watched them pass us and my eyes lingered back to the museum. What had they been doing in there? When I realized my mistake, I kicked myself in frustration. We ran into the hunters of Artemis at the temple. We’d seen the disciples of Hera massing for their next assault, but I had to ask myself, where were Apollo’s servants in all this?
If the temple of Apollo was his most sacred site, why was the God of Prophecy and his followers not putting in an appearance? They had to have seen it coming, right?
Then it hit me. They already had put in an appearance. I’d just overlooked them. The men that tailed us from Athens had headed to the museum. The police had told us that they were locals. I just hadn’t sat still for long enough to work out their identity.
It stood to reason that Apollo and his followers would maintain a base of operations near the temple. Where better to monitor the site from than the museum at its base? As I thought about it, I realized there was something suitably Apollo-esque about it all. The Olympian favored institutions of learning; a museum was as good as a university for teaching. A museum here at Delphi would teach visitors from all over the world of the ancient god and his importance. The museum would be the perfect front for keeping his memory alive and sharing his word with the new world. Yes, the clever god might just find a few new acolytes in the thousands of tourists who thronged the site each month. Apollo had found a way to disguise himself as a tourist attraction.
I didn’t know why that surprised me. The old god of prophecy would have it over on me any day of the week.
So, if it was his agents that had followed us from the capital, what were they doing? And how had they known we were coming?
I had more questions than answers, which wasn’t unusual for me, but with the museum on fire, I felt like my chance to get answers might be burning to the ground as I sat here.
“What are we going to do?” Murdoch asked, staring after the mob. “Diversion? Destruction?”
“We’re going to wait,” I said, sliding right up to the lip of the impression and tracking the progress of the group as they moved north. “We don’t have to follow them. We know where they are going. They’re headed for the temple, and I suspect they now know how to get inside.”
“How would they know that?” Lara asked.
“Because they just hit the one group who would know how, Apollo’s servants. I didn’t see it earlier, but I’d bet that museum is a front for Apollo. I’d bet everything I’ve got that those men who were following us earlier were his errand boys. If Hera went after the museum, it’s because there was someone or something there that she wanted. I’d bet my life that someone in that museum knows how to get into the temple.”
“Then we are a long way behind them,” Lara replied.
“Yes, and we can’t shadow them. If they spot us, we’ll be outnumbered ten to one. We need to be smart. If any of Apollo’s people survived, maybe they can give us the inside scoop on the temple. Give us something we can use to outmaneuver Hera.”
“What makes you think they will help us?” Murdoch replied.
“Well, we aren’t the ones who burnt down the museum. That ought to buy us at least a little goodwill. They have to know what Hera has planned, now. Let’s see if they are ready to accept a little help.”
As Hera’s disciples vanished into the distance, I rose from the rocky hillside and led the way down to the museum. Dizzy, Lara, and Murdoch fell into step behind me. As we approached the museum, I listened. Something was wrong and it wasn’t just the fact the museum was on fire. Something else was afoot. It took me a moment to work out what was bothering me.
The museum was burning, left trashed by an angry mob, and there were no sirens, no alarms, nothing, just a plume of smoke rising into the air.
What was going on? Surely the police from earlier should have responded.
Something must have happened in town.
I strode across the narrow car park and up the front stairs of the museum. The front doors had been jimmied open with a crowbar and even now were too bent out of shape to close properly. I grabbed the door and yanked it open. Smoke wafted through the open passage and into the street. Most of the building was concrete and glass, so the structure itself was unlikely to collapse. There wasn’t a lot that could burn, other then the fixtures and fittings, but they could burn for some time. To anyone left inside, the smoke was just as dangerous as the fire, perhaps more so.
“Move quickly, stay low. Find anyone you can and drag them out to the street. We’ll split up. Lara, you’re with me. Dizzy and Murdoch, stay together, watch each other’s backs,” I said.
The museum at Delphi wasn’t a large affair; a handful of exhibits and some commercial office space in the back. The exhibits themselves were loaded with artifacts and explanations of the ancient world and the Oracle’s place in it. On any other day, they would have made for interesting reading, an education handpicked by Apollo himself, but today smoke choked the air and made my eyes water as Lara and I hurried toward the offices.
At the door, we passed two bodies on the floor riddled with bullets. The first had a pistol in his hand. The other hadn’t ever got his weapon out of the holster.
I entered the office and found a set of office workers; a man and a woman had been gunned down in their chairs. They weren’t even aware of the threat before it killed them. I was beginning to think I’d made the right choice by not following the disciples of Hera too closely. The goddess was well known for her sense of vengeance and retribution. Whether these people were disciples of Apollos or not, they were being gunned down with extreme prejudice.
I pushed on through the office block and found what I was looking for: the office of the curator, Lara’s counterpart here at the temple at the museum of Delphi. The door was ajar and made of heavy oak.
I avoided the handle. In a fire, they could get overheated. Last thing I needed was to melt my hand to it.
I pushed open the door. The smoke was less intrusive here. Clearly, the fire had been started somewhere out in the exhibits. 
On the desk, a man was lying on his back. He was alive, albeit barely. He had been bound to the table. His suit was torn open and long thin lines had been cut in the flesh of his chest. 
They were not deep enough to do lasting damage, but they would have stung like the devil when they were inflicted. There was more than a dozen of the wounds side-by-side. From the look of the torture, he’d put up a hell of a fight.
I raced over to the table and with a flick of my wrist and a word of power, I released a wave of energy like a knife that tore through the restraints, freeing the man. I placed two fingers on his neck. His pulse was faint, but it was still there.
“He’s alive, Lara. Help me get him up.”
The man was in his late fifties, with a heavy gray beard and shoulder length hair that was more silver than black. We lifted him between us, one arm over each of our shoulders, and carried him. It was slow going, but the three of us coughed and spluttered our way through the museum.
As we reached the central exhibit, the dense wall of smoke made it almost impossible to see.
“Dizzy, Murdoch, where are you?” I called. 
I was hoping that they could guide us to the exit. There was no response.
“Guys,” Lara called.
Murdoch materialized out of the fog and took some of the curator’s weight, before he started pulling us towards the exit.
“There you are. I was worried we’d lost you,” he said.
My lungs burned and I was unable to answer him. I just let him pull us through the thick smoke to the entrance. Dizzy held the door open, and we carried the curator out of the museum. Lifting him over the car park, we lay him on the grass. As comfort went, it wasn’t much, but it was better than choking to death in the museum.
“What happened to him?” Dizzy asked.
“Torture,” Lara replied. “Someone wanted something out of him bad.”
I nodded. “I dare say that curator is just our friend’s day job. I imagine when he is not guiding tours and setting up exhibits, he serves as a priest of Apollo.”
The man coughed weakly, his head lolling to the side. The sudden motion made me jump higher than I would have liked.
“Some water,” Murdoch said, gesturing for a canteen.
Dizzy handed her water to Murdoch, who pressed it to the curator’s lips. Murdoch took his time, feeding him small sips of water to ease his parched throat, while Lara examined the man’s chest.
“Painful, yes. Terminal, no. I think the smoke did more damage than the cuts will. He’ll be sore, but he’ll be fine.”
The man stirred and I knelt down beside him. 
Placing a hand on his shoulder, I shook it gently. “Hey, are you with us?” 
The curator coughed and then winced in pain, no doubt the result of the involuntary muscle spasm in his chest.
He opened his eyes and settled his gaze on me. He let out a sigh of relief. “Not Delphine, thank Apollo.”
“I don’t know that he had anything to do with it,” I replied, “and you’re in pretty bad shape.”
“I’ve seen worse,” the curator replied.
“Who is Delphine?” Lara asked, crouching beside me.
“The high priestess of Hera,” the man said. “A malicious and vexatious witch if ever I’ve met one.”
“She did this to you?”
The man nodded. “Yep. Wanted to access the temple. I held on as long as I could last but there is only so much an old man can take.”
His expression seemed dejected and defeated. 
I gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’m sure you did the best you could.”
His eyes seemed to find their focus and a gleam of realization crossed them. “It’s you. You’re here?”
“Kind of hard to drag you out of there if I wasn’t,” I replied, and then paused. “Wait, what do you mean me? You know me?” 
“All is not lost then,” the curator muttered. “He said you would come but I doubted him. I should know better.”
I shook his shoulder, perhaps harder than I meant to. “Who said I would come?”
“The master,” the curator wheezed. “I should know better than to doubt him after all these years. I barely see the board, but he sees every piece. You found us. You found the temple?”
“You’re going to have to roll this back for me. How do you know who I am?”
He grinned, the corners of his mouth barely rising. “I don’t but he does. You are Seth, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but—“
The curator cut me off. “Good, you must enter the temple and root out those who would take the Oracle for their own gain. Hera must not be allowed to have the Oracle.”
“Why not?” Lara asked. “Apollo took the Oracle for himself. This better not be one of those sexist things.”
The curator managed a laugh. “Not one of those sexist things. It’s a balance thing. Among the Olympians there exists a delicate balance. As the world turns away from them, their power wanes. Right now, there is equilibrium, but if Hera takes from Apollo and adds his strength to her own, that balance will end. If she thinks she can triumph, the gods may go to war. Rest assured, when they do, their human subjects will pay with their lives. Like in days of old, borders may shift but a few miles but tens or hundreds of thousands of lives will be lost. Balances are necessary. You were brought here to maintain balance.”
“I was sent here to do a job,” I replied. “If I don’t, I’m a dead man.”
“You don’t see the board,” he said. “You are but one piece. Trust the master.”
“I need answers,” I said. “Why am I here? How did he know I was coming? And how are we meant to stop them?
The curator shrugged. “I don’t know, but you will find a way. If you do, my master will reward you as he has me.”
“I don’t know that things have turned out particularly well for you, old man,” Murdoch replied, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder.
The curator looked Murdoch in the eye. “From one servant to another, the laborer is worthy of his wages.”
Murdoch’s face paled as he held the old man’s stare.
“What is he talking about, Murdoch?” I asked.
“Knowledge,” Murdoch replied, staring at the priest. “Apollo is the God of Knowledge. Those who serve him gain it. It’s how our old friend here knows much that he ought not to.”
“Only that part which was given to me,” the priest replied. He turned to me. “You seem like someone who needs answers, Seth. Enter the temple and find what you seek.”
“We couldn’t even make it past the hunters,” I said. “They almost put an arrow in my ass just for searching the place.”
The curator smiled. “They are zealous servants, doing their part.” He reached into his pocket and produced a vial of water with a stopper in one end. “It is from the Castalian spring, blessed by our order. It will prevent the hunters from laying a hand on you. Smear it on your forehead and go with our blessing.”
I flipped the cork off the vial and poured some of its contents onto my index and pointer finger before brushing them across my forehead. I repeated the process with Murdoch, Dizzy, and Lara and gave the curator the vial. 
“Go quickly now,” he said. “They must not reach the Oracle.”
“How do we enter the temple?” Lara asked. “The third temple.”
The curator closed his eyes. “If you know it is the third temple you seek, you already have the answer. As Pindar says, it was hidden; in the same manner it can it be revealed.”
I looked at Lara. I knew what she was thinking before she said it.
“A thunderbolt!” she said. “Zeus hid it with a thunderbolt.”
“Indeed,” the curator replied. “Now go.”
“What about you?” I asked. “We can’t just leave you here.”
“I’ll be fine,” he said with a wave of his hand. “When you reach the hall of many ways, head north. Always north.”
I didn’t have the faintest idea what he was talking about, but at the same time people who have been tortured don’t waste words on idle chitchat. As much as I didn’t want to leave him there, I knew that we were falling further behind by the moment.
At least our detour to the museum had clarified a few points in my mind. There was more at play here than Edward Knight and his favor. 
I pulled out my phone and dialed Delphi’s emergency services. I left the line open and dropped it next to the curator. It wasn’t much, but it was the best I could do.
“Let’s go,” I said, turning to head back to the amphitheater. 
I had only taken a step when the curator called after me, “Seth?”
I looked back and he beckoned me closer.
I hunched over him and he extended a hand to thank me. I took it and he pressed a gold vial into my hand as he lifted himself off the grass. 
“The Cassiotis,” he whispered. “Only enough for one. If you would speak to the Oracle, you must drink it. You will know when it is time.” 
He slumped back onto the grass, his eyes closing. I checked his pulse. It was faint but steady.
I looked at the tiny vial in my hand. Another piece of a puzzle that I couldn’t quite make out, but I was starting to see the edges. I tucked the Cassiotis in my pocket and raced to catch up with the others. 
“What did he want?” Murdoch asked.
“Instructions for the Oracle,” I said. It wasn’t the whole story, but it was enough. The last thing I wanted was to put my friends in danger by sharing the curator’s words. If one of them was captured, then the knowledge of the Cassiotis might fall into the wrong hands. If they didn’t know about it, they couldn’t give it away.
We raced up the hill toward the amphitheater, and then slipped through the ruins of the fifth temple where we had made our stand against the hunters and on through the scrub to the stone stage.
My gut told me that this was where the entrance to the third temple lay. The disciples of Hera had thought as much, and the hunters had ambushed us here. We saw no sign of the hunters of Artemis but another half dozen bodies littered the arena. We reached the stone stage and found two more, but the hunters themselves and the rest of Hera’s force was gone.
“They are already within the temple,” Lara groaned. “They have to be.”
“Without a doubt.” I stood gathering my breath for a moment. “Now it’s time for us to join them. Things are gonna get real hairy, real quick. Stay together, watch each other’s backs, and try not to touch anything.”
I drew on my power, my mind’s eye filled with the image of a thunderbolt descending from the heavens. 
“Relámpago,“ I chanted. 
The lightning bolt arced down from the sky and slammed into the stage of the amphitheater, grounding itself across the stonework. Thunder rolled through the heavens in the aftermath of the strike as smoke began to rise from the stage. 
Several seconds passed but nothing happened.
I approached the stage to take a closer look, but as soon as my boot touched the stone, the stage vanished. In its place, a shimmering tear peeled open as if someone had torn the fabric of reality itself. On the other side of the rift I could see stone stairs leading down.
“Zeus didn’t hide it beneath the earth,” I muttered, as I stared at the portal. “He hid it beyond the Veil.”
“But—“ Lara stammered.
“If we pass through that gateway, we are leaving our reality and entering theirs: the land of the spirits, home of the fae, and playground of the Gods. There is no telling what waits for us there. If any one of you want to bail, now would be a good time.”
“I’m with you,” Lara replied, “all the way.”
“We’re all with you,” Dizzy answered.
Murdoch nodded, and I turned to face the stairs. 
I took a deep breath and plunged through the rift, wondering what terrors lurked, waiting for us in the third temple of Apollo.






  
  Chapter 13


It’s difficult to describe the fear that gripped my heart as I trudged down those stairs. I tried to keep it off my face, and for the most part, I think I succeeded, but we were passing through the Veil. Twice in my life I’d met the kind of creatures that inhabited this realm, and both times they had tried to tear my face off. I’d survived, barely, but they had been weakened by the fact they were trying to exist in the mortal realm. In the spirit realm, such creatures would be in their element, and at the height of their power. 
The stairs descended steeply through the rift. Every seven steps, there were torches set in brackets on the wall that cast light through the tunnel. We’d made it down perhaps twenty of the stone steps when there was a sound like the rushing of a great river and the gateway to the mortal realm folded in on itself and disappeared, leaving us stranded in the stairway, with nothing but stone at our back.
“Just one question, Seth,” Murdoch asked. “How do you plan to get back through?”
It was a fair question. One I wish I’d had a better answer for. It wasn’t the kind of thing they taught you at the Academy. Sure, I’d met plenty of wizards who claimed to have managed the feat, but I didn’t trust them any further than I could throw them. Some humans, guided by fae companions, had passed to or from the unseen realm, but I didn’t know anyone who could simply open a rift of their own volition.
“We’ll burn that bridge down when we come to it,” I replied, resuming my trudge downward. I was hoping the Oracle could help us, providing we could find her of course.
“Always good to know you have a plan,” Dizzy said.
“My plan disappeared the moment the hunters of Artemis tried to turn us into shish kabobs.”
“I’ve always loved a good shish kabob,” Murdoch replied, his fingers tightening around his shotgun.
“How deep do you suppose this goes?” Lara asked, as she sidled up beside me.
“I don’t know, but given we can’t see or hear Hera’s minions yet, this place could be enormous.”
Down we went for what felt like an eternity. The stone walls of the passage grew smoother as the floor leveled out into a hallway. Up ahead, the tunnel glowed with warm light. I picked up the pace. We had to be getting close.
The tunnel walls vanished into an empty void and up ahead of us a set of giant bronze gates stood open. The path we were on led to the gates, and was flanked on each side by a towering bronze statue. On the left, it was the image of Hephaestus, god of the forge. On the other, Athena, goddess of war and wisdom.
“I think it’s safe to say we found the third temple,” I breathed as I studied the impossibly intricate manner of their working. Each statue was formed from a single piece of bronze, without seam or blemish. 
“Incredible,” Lara said, awestruck. 
I searched the tunnel with my senses, looking for any sign of a trap, arcane or otherwise. The priest had warned us that the temple’s defenses were active. There was no guessing what misery that entailed, but it felt like a safe assumption to believe that we wouldn’t simply be able to wander in and meet the Oracle.
No, if we wanted to reach her, we would have to navigate through whatever nightmare Hephaestus and Athena had in store for us.
The passage itself seemed devoid of any traps, so we pressed on. I took the lead, extending my senses around me as far as I could, hoping they would provide warning of any foul play.
Beyond the gates, the walls of the corridor were different. Gone was the stone from the entry passage, and in its place were sweeping bronze reliefs depicting images from history and legend. The walls stretched as high as I could see, the light from the torches not reaching the chamber’s roof. From the echo of our bootsteps, I figured the ceiling of the chamber was at least fifty or sixty feet high. On the walls around us, heroes fought monsters of every variety. One relief depicted Zeus atop Mount Olympus, hurling thunderbolts at those below. Another stretch depicted Heracles struggling through his labors. The work was exquisite; it must’ve taken its creator years to forge such a master work. Or perhaps only minutes, if it was worked by Hephaestus himself. Who knew what the god was capable of. I had to remind myself we were in uncharted waters. The true danger here lay in thinking that anything was what it seemed. We were in another realm, one with its own governing laws. Here beings like the mighty Hephaestus had access to more magic with a thought than I could muster on my best day. 
Even the torches were forged with care, and burnt steadily showing no sign of running out of fuel. I could feel the arcane energy being given off by them as they burned brightly, illuminating the passage around us. No, none of this was the workings of mortal hands.
“It’s incredible,” Lara uttered, stepping close to the bronze relief for a better look. “Literally the work of the gods.”
“Indeed, but this is their realm, so be careful. Don’t touch anything, if you can avoid it.”
The tunnel came to a crossroads; one path stretched off to the left, another off to the right. Up ahead, a solid wall of bronze blocked our path, presenting us with a choice of which road to travel. The priest had indicated that we should head north. We’d been doing so when we entered the temple and we hadn’t turned a single corner since, so as best as I could make out we were heading north, if such a bearing even existed here. Unfortunately the paths branched east and west, forcing us to make a choice. I looked down both paths and found that they soon split off again and again, forking a handful of times as I searched their depths.
“It’s a maze,” Murdoch replied peering along the right most path.
“The Greeks did love their mazes,” Lara replied.
“Indeed, they did,” I sighed. The maze was going to cost us time that we could ill afford. The disciples with their greater numbers could split up into a dozen groups, and pass through it much faster. We could do the same, but I wasn’t willing to let any of us venture alone through the eerie corridors.
“The priest said head north. So head north we will,” I answered, placing my hand on the bronze wall and drawing on my power. There were times in life when the ability to transmute matter from one form to another came in exceptionally useful. This was one of those times. My intention was to transform a small portion of the wall to dirt, allowing us to punch straight through and continue heading north. I’d reduce a section of the wall. We could pass straight through the maze, hopefully overtaking the disciples and leaving them behind.
I called on my power and channeled it through me into the wall and whispered, “Tierra.“ Energy passed through me causing the wall around my palm to blaze gold briefly before it faded back into a dull bronze.
“That didn’t go to plan,” Dizzy replied.
“Not at all,” I agreed. “There has to have been something worked into the maze’s forging to prevent pilgrims from using magic to cheat the maze. I guess I should have figured as much.”
“Yes, you should have,” a voice called from above. I looked up following the sound into the darkness above us. When I spotted it, I nearly fell on my ass. I stared up into the space and found a woman’s face staring back at me. It wasn’t the woman’s face that shocked me, it was the rest of her. She had the body of a lion, her muscled form covered in golden fur, a pair of feathered wings protruding from her back as a tail hovered behind her, flickering back and forth like a serpent. Then a pair of yellow eyes opened, regarding us warily as a forked tongue emerged from its mouth.
The creature descended the wall, moving as if gravity didn’t apply to it. It was as big as a horse and as it dismounted the wall it wove between us without a care in the world. The serpent tail moved back and forth, eying us each in turn. My heart pounded in my chest as its beady yellow eyes fixed on me. Why does it always have to be snakes? I loathed the creatures. Murdoch’s fingers tightened around his weapon as he looked to me for direction. I shook my head. If it had wanted to attack us, it could easily have sprung its ambush violently.
“Pilgrims of the temple, I give you a riddle,” the creature purred.
“You’re the Sphinx,” Lara replied. “You’re real?”
“Evidently,” the Sphinx replied, “And I have a riddle for you travelers.”
We looked at each other, as the Sphinx ambled around us gingerly. I’ve never been a fan of riddles, and not because they’re hard. I hate them because I feel like there’s always thirty different answers, and the Riddler is only ever looking for one. I can never narrow it down, and I always guessed wrong. I found them irksome at best, and that was when they were coming out of a party favor, not being delivered by a deadly creature famed for its intolerance of others’ failure to answer its questions. I could feel the magic emanating from the Sphinx, and understood immediately that it did not feel threatened by our presence at all.
“Answer me this,” The sphinx began. “The living have me. I can make you, or break you. I can bring power, poverty or pain. You can use me to walk in the light or in darkness remain. What am I?”
I ran over the words in my mind, trying to puzzle out the answer in my mind but the presence of the serpent hovering a few feet from my face was making it a little difficult to focus.
“What am I?” The Sphinx repeated, her voice growing a little tense.
“What happens if we get it wrong?” Murdoch asked, backing toward the wall.
“Well, you’ll have no need of the temple,” the Sphinx purred, her tail letting out a hiss of approval.
That wasn’t promising. “I’m fairly sure it means we’ll be dead,” Dizzy replied, studying the creature.
I was confident she was right, only the dead would have no need of the Oracle’s prophecies. The Sphinx smiled showing a row of sharply pointed teeth that seemed more than capable of tearing flesh from bone. No part of her smile was reassuring.
“What am I?” The Sphinx asked again.
“We need a moment to think,” I replied. 
The Sphinx cocked its head to one side, licking her lips but gave no other reply.
“It could be time,” Murdoch muttered.
I nodded, “Perhaps. It certainly matches the first few lines, but what about darkness and light? How does time fit into that?”
I’m sure a physicist might disagree, but the sphinx didn’t strike me as a creature of cold hard science. 
Dizzy pushed her hair back out of her face. “I think you’re right, Seth. Maybe not time, what about something else like freedom.”
It was a good option. But not quite it.
“Choice.” Lara replied definitively. “Or the ability to choose. It works. Everyone who is living can choose for themselves. Our choices can bring us power, pain, or poverty. We can choose to walk in darkness, or to walk in the light, it works literally or figuratively. I think it fits, what do you think?”
I thought about it. It certainly measured up better than anything I had come up with. “I like it.”
I turned to the Sphinx. “Is it choice?”
The Sphinx let out a faint “Yessss,” that faded into a hiss. “It is, and I would caution you to choose wisely. If you seek to cheat the maze again you will not see me coming as I end you.”
The riddle was just a warning. We’d tried to cheat the maze and the sphinx was telling us the score, as obliquely as possible perhaps. The sphinx had been set here to ensure that those who would gain the oracle’s gifts played by the rules.
“So we do this the old fashioned way,” Murdoch replied, pulling a can of spray paint out of his bag, “Trial and error.”
The Sphinx moved like lightning, her mouth opening wide, her teeth bared in a savage snarl as she paused mere inches from Murdoch’s face. “If you deface the temple I will skin you alive.”
“You will try,” Murdoch replied, poking the barrel of the AA12 beneath the creature’s chin. He was holding it one handed, but at this range, he couldn’t miss.
“You’re assuming your mortal weapon can pierce my hide, a terribly bold assumption here in this realm.” The Sphinx hissed.
Murdoch stared the creature in the eye, not backing down. “And you’re assuming two things, dearie. That you know what kind of slugs I loaded. And that you can kill me before I pull the trigger. There’s no need for either of us to find out we’re wrong. A simple please would have sufficed.”
The Sphinx’s eyes narrowed on Murdoch, but he didn’t move an inch. There were times I was sure ice ran in Murdoch’s veins. It would certainly explain his ability to stand his ground in the face of such creatures.
“Oh, I like you,” the Sphinx teased, “Don’t make me flay you…please.”
“No paint,” Murdoch replied, “got it.”
I rested my hand on the braided rope I had hanging off the side of my belt, “What about this? Seems fair play given Theseus.”
The Sphinx smiled. “I’ll allow it.”
I unhooked the rope as the Sphinx sprang onto the wall in a single bound, sauntering up the wall and around the corner into the maze.
At least now we knew the rules. With the Sphinx here to enforce them at least we knew the disciples of Hera would be compelled to play by them as well. Sure we could have tried to call the creature’s bluff, but despite Murdoch’s confidence, I wasn’t entirely sure we could take it. Hell, my spell hadn’t even made it through the wall. I had zero confidence in my ability to get one up on the creature here in its home.
“Looks like we’re doing this one the old-fashioned way,” I began as I untied the rope.
My plan was simple enough. One of us would stay at the crossroads holding one end of the rope while the others ventured into the maze. Guided by the priest’s instruction to always head north, we would first try any path that headed in that direction. We could eliminate any of the dead ends and try to make our way through the maze as quickly and efficiently as possible.
“Which way are we going to go?” Lara asked.
“I’ve always been a fan of the old adage, left is right and right is wrong. So left it is. We try to head north as best we can. I’ll have Murdoch anchor one end of the rope back at whichever intersection we’re working from. I’ll hold the other end and Dizzy and Lara can help me knock out any dead ends.”
“But how will you know which way is north?” Murdoch asked. “There is no sundown here.”
“Tracking spell,” I replied, pulling out one of the climbing pitons from my rigging. I willed a little arcane energy into the tool and set it down by the gate. I then retreated back to where everyone waited, held out my palm and whispered, “Encontrar.”
Above my outstretched palm a faint blue werelight flickered to life. It spun for a moment and then stretched itself into an arrow pointing back toward the gate.
“That should be south. Now, no matter where we go, we can orient ourselves.”
“We can also find the exit in a hurry,” Murdoch replied. “I like it.”
“Have you got any of that bread left?” Dizzy asked, holding her hand out.
Murdoch reach into his pack and produced a few pieces of the crusty bread and handed it over.
Dizzy took it and smiled. “It’s a little more Hansel and Gretel than Theseus but we can use it to mark the paths we have tried. That way we should only ever take a path once.”
It was a good plan. The Sphinx had been against us doing anything that might deface the temple or destroy its craftsmanship. Using the rope and a literal trail of breadcrumbs would ensure no lasting damage was done to the maze.
“Alright, let’s do this. Murdoch, you’ve got anchor. I’ll take point. When we get to an intersection we’re happy with, I’ll pull on the rope three times. Join us as quickly as you can and we’ll move on. If anyone sees trouble, call it out or give two sharp jerks on the rope and we’ll come to you.”
Lara, Dizzy and I took off into the maze, racing down the left-hand path. We had only made it about thirty paces when we came to an intersection with three other divergent paths. 
“This should be north,” I said pointing to the right. “Mark it just in case, Dizzy. We can come back here if we hit a dead end, and try the others.”
Dizzy tore off a piece of bread and placed it down near the wall. Then we all took off down the path.
The next intersection was a little less obvious, with two passages breaking off at awkward angles. I brought up the tracking spell and it pointed behind us. Neither of the options led north. 
“I’ve got this,” Dizzy replied, “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
Dizzy raced down the left-hand path and vanished around the corner.
I looked at Lara, studying the bronze relief metalwork while we waited.
“I’m sorry about dinner,” I replied, my thoughts turning back to London. I had a great little restaurant picked out until my car had blown up. That felt like a lifetime ago and it probably said something about my life that it was only yesterday and there had already been several attempts on it since. My life was like a mine cart racing along a set of rusty tracks with precipitous drops on either side. It really was a very real miracle I had made it this far.
“Are you kidding?” Lara replied squeezing my empty hand. “We are in the temple of Apollo. No one has seen the Oracle for more than a thousand years. We are making history right now. No amount of spaghetti and pizza can measure up to this.”
“The pizza isn’t trying to kill us. It would have been a quiet night out,” I replied, holding her hand tightly.
“Quiet is overrated,” Lara replied. “Give me a temple or a tomb any day.”
Her enthusiasm and thirst for knowledge was so infectious, it brought a smile to my face.
“You need to stop apologizing, Seth. I’m right where I want to be. Sure, it’s uncomfortable and I don’t really know what’s coming our way, but that’s life. We can be upset about our lot in life, or we can grab the day we’re being given and live the hell out of it.”
Since the day I had turned eighteen and been told about my curse, I’d had something to fear. Fear that kept me looking over my shoulder instead of enjoying the moment. If I didn’t do something about it, I was going to miss out on living the life I was trying to save.
“You’re right,” I replied.
“Of course I am.” She flashed me a little grin. “I’m surprised it’s taken you this long to get that.”
“I can be a slow learner at times.”
“Glacial,” Dizzy replied, interrupting us as she appeared silently behind us. “That one is a dead end. Let’s take the other.”
We took the path leading to the right, rounded the corner, and found another intersection. I looked down at the rope in my hands. I was running out of play. I gave the rope three sharp tugs and waited.
About a minute later, Murdoch appeared spooling the rope up as he went.
“That worked surprisingly well,” he said.  “How many more times do you think it will take?”  
I had no idea. There was no way of telling just how big the maze was. I looked around, hoping to get some sort of indication so that I could answer his question.
Voices carried through the maze.
I held a finger over my lips and tried to make out what the voices were saying, but they were too muffled. They seemed to waft down from up above.
I whispered a word of power and summoned an orb of light above my head. With a thought, I willed that upward into the dark space above our head. As the light rose, it illuminated the bronze walls, and I realized where the noise was coming from. High up above our heads, the bronze walls had holes in them. Holes that allowed the Sphinx to move swiftly through the maze without having to negotiate its corridors. Those same holes allowed voices to filter back through the maze.
“That has to be Hera’s minions. They are all around us,” I whispered. “We need to move quickly.”
I used the tracking spell and raced down the passage closest to north, Dizzy and Lara marking dead ends and possible alternative routes as we went. Each time we reached the end of the rope, I would give it three sharp tugs and we would restart the process. We moved quickly and quietly through the maze. The voices were all around us and it was clear that the disciples of Hera had split up in an attempt to navigate the maze. Clearly, the priest hadn’t been nearly as helpful to them as they would have liked.
On the plus side, in smaller groups there was a chance that we could take them. The dangerous part was those groups were all around us and we could stumble into them around any corner. We were quite possibly surrounded and while I thought we were moving in the right direction, I had no guarantee. There were still so many more paths we could try.
We reached a new intersection, bronze reliefs of the Titans lining both sides of each passageway.
I was just about to pull on the rope when I felt two sharp tugs. Murdoch had seen someone. I paused and gave three sharp tugs so that he would move toward us. I looked at Lara and she readied her P90. Dizzy searched down the passageways, looking for a threat, her bow still slung over her shoulder. In the tight confines of the maze, she would be more likely to resort to her magic for firepower.
Murdoch came running around the corner behind us, panting hard. “Five of them, with one of those ones in the purple robe. They must be trailing behind the others.”
“Probably took a wrong turn,” Lara replied.
“We need to stick together now. We can’t risk leaving anyone behind.” I summoned the tracking spell and we took off down the passage that it indicated was north. 
The passage turned left and right but no other parts diverged from it. The four of us jogged along in near silence. The sounds of Hera’s minions echoed all around us.
We rounded a corner. The walls of the maze simply ceased, opening into a huge chamber that stretched out before us. 
The space was the length of several basketball courts running end to end. At the far side stood a set of bronze gates just like those we had passed through into the maze. The roof of the chamber was supported by towering bronze pillars spaced throughout the hall.
More than a dozen people assembled before the gates. At this distance, it was difficult to get an accurate count, but at least two of them were wearing purple robes. The others hovered around them in a protective circle. Between us and them was another group of three people making their way across the chamber.
It only took me a moment to realize what was going on. They had found the exit of the maze and were summoning their followers.
My heart stopped, and my breath came in short, ragged bursts.
Anyone still within the maze would sense the summons, and when they did, and came looking for it, they would come out right behind us. If we tried to advance, we would be charging across the killing field into superior numbers. If we tried to retreat into the maze for cover, we were going to run into whoever else was still within.
The group hadn’t noticed us yet. From this far away, they probably thought we were just more of their own group, but it wasn’t going to take them long to discover their mistake.
I risked a look around the corner back the way we had come. Four bruisers advanced down the corridor. Behind them strode a strikingly beautiful blonde woman, holding a gnarled oak staff. The base of the staff clicked against the floor with each step.
Her piercing blue eyes went wide as they settled on me.
I backed around the corner, sweat rolling down my brow. 
“What’s wrong?” Dizzy asked.
I looked for a way out but found none. I turned to my friends, my voice quiet but growing more frantic by the moment. “We’re surrounded.”






  
  Chapter 14


I felt the seconds grind by as I searched for the best way out of this disaster of a situation we found ourselves in. I thought of and discarded a handful of plans in as many seconds. All of them would have required far more preparation than we had time. 
I pushed the chaos from my mind and tried to focus on the goal. We needed to reach the Oracle and we needed to do it in one piece. The disciples of Hera were ahead of us and if we waited much longer, we were going to be sandwiched between them in a shooting gallery of firepower and arcane might. There was no retreat; the path was already blocked. 
I considered trying to shimmy up and through one of the holes in the wall—perhaps it would lead us into a safe stretch of maze where we could wait out their passage—but then I thought of the Sphinx. Doubtless using its passageways would be considered cheating, and the last thing we needed was the Sphinx turning on us also. 
We also couldn’t afford to let all of them hit us at once. We wouldn’t stand a chance.
“Lara, Murdoch, you have the big guns. Watch our rear. Don’t let any of those thugs catch us in a crossfire. Watch out for the one in purple. She’s gifted. Dizzy and I will clear out the small pack ahead of us; give us some room to breathe.”
Lara raised the submachine gun to her shoulder and hunched in close to the corner, using it to protect her profile. “I’ll take the first run at them, Murdoch. When I fall back, you cover me. If we lure them out into a crossfire, we should be able to cut them to shreds.”
“Roger that,” Murdoch replied, checking the drum on his AA12 as he sheltered behind one of the nearby pillars, ready to cover Lara’s retreat. 
I turned, looking for Dizzy, but she was gone. I took a few steps into the vast chamber, searching its depths, but couldn’t see her anywhere. She could move like a ghost when she wanted to, and I almost felt sorry for Hera’s minions. They would never see her coming.
Behind me, the staccato burst of Lara’s weapon opening fire filled the chamber.
The acoustics in the chamber were spectacular. The salvo reverberated through the hall, alerting everyone to our presence.
Up ahead, the small party of disciples dove for cover, taking up firing positions behind the bulky pillars. Beyond them, the larger body of Hera’s force sprang into action. A handful broke off and raced deeper into the temple, led by one of the purple-clad priestesses. 
The others fanned out, searching for cover. They seemed intent on fighting a rearguard action while their leader found the Oracle.
“Two down,” Lara shouted. “The others have a shield. Falling back.”
She ran from the corner she’d been hugging, into the hall, taking up position behind a pillar. Murdoch crouched on the other side of the passage, waiting to spring his ambush.
I snuck through the hall, trying to flank the three thugs I had seen in the middle of the chamber. I figured they would expect me to come straight at them, pushed forward by their allies entering the chamber behind us. If I could slip around their field of vision and come at them from the flank, I had a much better chance.
I moved low and fast, trusting Lara and Murdoch to watch my back. 
The first of the thugs was crouched behind a pillar, a submachine gun held in one hand. It was one of those Mac 10s. Incredibly inaccurate but very cheap, it could turn a hallway into a death trap, but once you put some distance or cover between you and the shooter, it would struggle to hit the mark.
I crept toward him from his blindside, sneaking shoulder checks across the hall to ensure I didn’t leave myself open to anyone at the far end of the chamber. I was about ten paces away when my boot caught the edge of one of the bronze pillars. There was a squeaking scuff as it brushed against the metal and I staggered forward, losing my balance. The man turned, his gun raised. His first shots went well over my head. 
“Dormir,“ I chanted. 
The wave of drowsiness hit him before he could adjust his aim and he collapsed, the submachine gun firing a few wild rounds before it slipped from his hands. The gun skittered across the floor, and I went for it.
Lara was running low on ammo and we were seriously outgunned. I figured a spare might come in handy for a little extra firepower, or at least a distraction. As my hand brushed the steel grip, a shadow moved across the stone floor before me. The shadow had been cast by a torch behind me. One of them had got the drop on me.
“Don’t even think about it,” the disciple said.
I opened my hand and let the gun fall to the floor. 
“Smart choice,” the man replied. “Delphine is going to want a word with you. Don’t make me shoot you.”
“Hard pass,” I replied. “I’ve seen her work at the museum and I’m not a fan.”
“The old priest? He had it coming,” the gunman said. “Hoarding the secrets of the temple for themselves when the Oracle was meant for the whole world. She was never intended to be spirited away into some hole in the rock where only they could make use of her prophecies. Apollo was never one for fighting fair.”
“Spare me your domestic dispute,” I muttered. “I have no interest in your bickering masters and their petty politics. I’ve come for the Oracle.”
“Well, whether you are interested or not, you’re coming all the same. Your fate will be for Delphine to decide.” 
The pistol in his hand settled against my back.
My heart skipped a beat as the light from the torch went out, casting the area into shadow.
He pulled the trigger, the gunshot deafening me as the round slammed into my back.
I went down, hard. The muscles in my back spasmed as I fought to override their instinctive reaction. They wanted to clench up and protect themselves from the pain, but I needed to move, now. The bulletproof vest had caught the bullet, but it hurt like the devil.
I rolled over before the next round found my head. Another shot struck the ground about a foot from where I was. That was when I noticed the silhouette racing along the pillar above me. In the darkness, I couldn’t quite see much more than the motion as it passed, but I thought I could make out two large wings tucked close to a leonine body.
I was just getting my boots beneath me when the shooter found me. The pistol came up as a blur descended from above. Even in the semidarkness, I recognized the Sphinx, teeth bared as she tore into the gunman’s hand.
The man screamed as the Sphinx collided with him, using its weight to slam him into another pillar. Before he could break free, the serpentine tail struck, biting the screaming man in his chest.
The disciple’s shrieks faded as he collapsed. His muscles jerked and spasmed a few times before going still. I looked to the Sphinx, but she was already moving. I don’t know why the creature had come to my aid, but I was grateful for the intervention. I followed its progress as it tore apart a second disciple, leaving him a ragged mess before retreating back up a bronze pillar into the darkness.
With the three disciples down, the immediate threat had been dealt with, but we were still surrounded, and everyone knew we were here now.
I turned back to where Murdoch and Lara were fighting a rearguard action.
The priestess strode into the chamber, flanked by a pair of lackeys with assault rifles. Lara loosed a quick burst at them, but the rounds deflected harmlessly off a shimmering golden shield that sparked as each round struck it.
A smile of satisfaction crossed the woman’s lips as she lowered her staff at Lara. 
“Fotiá,“ the priestess shouted. 
An inferno of flames spiraled from the tip of the outstretched weapon.
Lara threw herself out of the path of the firestorm, tucking and rolling as she vanished behind another bronze pillar. The priestess moved the staff, wielding it like an arcane flamethrower, sending torrents of fire cascading into the pillar.
Murdoch stepped out behind the priestess and her minions, his combat shotgun ready, and unloaded into them at point blank range. The disciple on the right of the priestess caught the worst of it. He was dead before he hit the ground. The priestess buckled as the rounds hit her in the back, but to my amazement there was no blood. She was wearing little more than a toga but the rounds hadn’t even broken through it. The blasted garment must have been enchanted.
A trail of blood ran down her left arm where the blast had winged her, but before Murdoch could capitalize, her shield shimmered back into existence. The rest of Murdoch’s magazine rebounded harmlessly from the blazing shield. Harmless for her anyway; for the unfortunate disciple beside her, the ricochets were an exceptionally unfortunate development. He did his finest attempt at an impression of a man passing through a cheese grater, a sight that was going to haunt my dreams for years to come.
The priestess had her work cut out for her. She had foes on all sides and her muscle was down for the count. The problem with relying on magic to fight your battles was like any other weapon: it had its own inherent limitations. Maintaining an omni-directional shield was difficult for most practitioners. By its very nature, it was simply difficult to maintain focus in all directions at once.
Most wizards could manage a shield in front of them, or behind them, but trying to do both at once left it weak and liable to collapse. A full magazine from a P90 and an AA12 were certainly going to have taxed her efforts. Or at least they should have.
Instead, she stood there, staff in hand, drawing on what seemed like a limitless supply of arcane energy. That was when I realized my mistake. Here, beyond the Veil, the air was thick with magic and she was drawing everything she could.
It felt as if the priestess was the center of a whirlpool and all of the arcane energy in her vicinity was being sucked inexorably toward her. That much power was too much for a mortal to handle. Even wizards had their limits. 
I raced back toward the priestess. Murdoch and Lara were heavily armed, but they weren’t practitioners and didn’t seem to be aware of the danger. They had no way to protect themselves against an arcane assault, and the amount of energy the priestess was drawing was beyond dangerous. It was suicidal.
Murdoch seemed to recognize the danger first. He emptied the last of the munitions drum into the priestess and shouted at Lara, “Run!” 
But with the furor building in the chamber, his warning seemed to fall on deaf ears.
The priestess was going to overload with arcane power and take us with her.
I ran toward them, watching the cataclysm unfold before my eyes in slow motion. Murdoch on my left, running for his life. Lara on my right, tucked behind a pillar, loosing disciplined bursts at the priestess.
I simply didn’t have enough time to save both of them. Hell, I wasn’t wholly confident my shield would be strong enough to save one of them.
The priestess grinned in savage triumph as she began to glow. The arcane power coursing through her threatened to overwhelm her mortal frame.
In the midst of the madness, my eyes found Murdoch’s and in that moment an understanding passed between us.
I had to choose who was going to live. Murdoch, my loyal friend, bodyguard, and confidant, or my fiancé, Lara. It was an impossible choice. One that no person should ever have to make. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t choose. I just didn’t know how to live with that kind of guilt.
Murdoch pointed at Lara.
I couldn’t hear the words, but his lips mouthed them all the same. “Her!”
“Forgive me,” I cried, whether in my head or out loud, I did not know, but I tapped into the torrents of power the priestess was drawing and raised a shield between the priestess and Lara. I ran, pouring everything I could muster into the defensive spell, siphoning off as much power as I dared from the priestess.
And then the chamber went still. 






  
  Chapter 15


Not quiet, still. I watched in helpless agony as the energy ceased flowing into the priestess and reversed its course, unleashing itself in an explosion that shook the temple of Apollo to its foundations. 
There was a blinding flash of light. Heat surged forth from where the priestess had been. As for the servant of Hera, she simply ceased to exist: there one moment and gone the next as the energy the priestess had summoned tore her apart.
The explosion blossomed outward, impacting my shield. Daggers of pain tore through my mind as I fought to keep the shield up. It was as if someone were thrusting a branding iron into my brain.
Heat and arcane power washed over us like a tsunami, but in spite of it all, I clung to my shield. To lose it was to die, so I set myself against the floodwater of destruction, sure in the knowledge that if it failed we would both perish with it.
Tears rolled down my cheeks as I thought of Murdoch and his sacrifice. Without him and his selfless insistence, I would have lost them both. Dizzy was gone, Murdoch was dead, and Lara and I huddled at the brink as my shield flickered and wavered. 
Raw heartache threatened to overwhelm me, but I pushed it down. I couldn’t afford to let it cripple me. We’d come too far to fail now. We had fought too hard, lost too much. I couldn’t let it all be for nothing. I couldn’t let his sacrifice be in vain.
The energy dissipated, and I collapsed from the exertion. Gasping for breath, I dragged myself to my feet and half crawled, half staggered over to Lara. She stood, hunkered behind the pillar, sweat rolling down her face from the intense heat. She was panting but alive. We both were.
Fatigue settled in my muscles as I crouched down beside her. There was still plenty of Hera’s minions hiding in the temple, and somewhere beyond this chamber, Delphine was hunting for the Oracle.
There was no time to rest, no time to mourn, but I had no strength to move.
“Murdoch?” Lara asked.
“I couldn’t.” I choked up. It was impossible to get the words out.
Lara put a hand on my chest. “I’m sorry, Seth.”
I looked around the chamber, taking stock of our plight. The closest half dozen pillars had been torn apart by the blast. Whatever their manner of forging, the naked arcane power had carved straight through them. Two of them had been reduced to bronze shrapnel. A handful more lay where they had fallen.
I didn’t know how gravity worked in the spirit realm, but something told me that losing six of the support pillars couldn’t be good for the structural integrity of the room we were standing in. Particularly not the section of roof directly overhead.
I scanned the debris. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find but I hoped for some sign of my friend. Murdoch deserved a proper burial but there was nothing. I looked back to where the priestess had been standing. Nothing remained of her but a flash seared into the stone floor of the chamber. Maybe the blast had taken Murdoch in the same manner.
I wiped the tears from my cheeks. Somewhere in the distance, there was movement in the chamber.
The disciples were coming for us. What was worse was that I had no idea where Dizzy was. First Murdoch, now Dizzy, had disappeared. I figured she was scouting ahead but I couldn’t see any sign of her.
Lara and I huddled behind the pillar for cover. Lara lifted the magazine from her P90 and tossed it aside, then drew another clip from a pouch on her belt. 
“Last one,” she whispered.
“We best make it count then,” I replied.
“Chainbreaker,” a voice called across the chamber.
Lara and I exchanged glances. I didn’t want to give away our position. Outnumbered like we were, stealth was the only thing we had going for us.
When I didn’t answer, the voice came again. “Chainbreaker, our mistress is quite fond of you. It would be a shame for you to spoil her favor by impeding her purposes here.”
The sadness subsided as anger welled up inside me like a volcano, fit to explode.
“Cover me,” I whispered to Lara. “If you get a shot, take her out.”
Lara nodded and hunkered back into the shadows of the pillar, her P90 tracking the voice shouting across the chamber.
I stood up from behind the pillar. One of the priestesses of Hera stood about fifty feet away, a handful of thugs flanking her. My senses picked up a few more scattered around the darkness at my periphery.
“Chainbreaker,” the priestess called. “There you are.”
“Why do you keep calling me that?” I asked, taking a step toward her.
“How can you not know? It is what you are. All of Olympus watched with interest when you found the chains. Zeus practically brimmed with joy when you rescued them from their captivity. Then you started using them and it pleased him no end.”
I was putting two and two together quickly as I listened to the priestess. She was speaking about the Belt of Zeus. I had found it beneath the catacombs of the Vatican and spirited it away. When I had gone to Panama, I had been outgunned and I had taken the priceless artifact with me. Unfortunately, in putting down the demon Mephistos, I had destroyed the belt and left its shattered pieces in the mud. I hadn’t really given it much thought since. I hadn’t had the luxury of time, and people kept trying to murder me.
What I knew of the belt was that it was the same chain used to bind Hera after her rebellion. That had to be what the priestess was banging on about. In my hurry to save my own skin, I had destroyed a relic of the gods. I’d known at the time what it was, I just hadn’t considered the political import of my action. 
“Then you destroyed the chains and the God of Thunder was wroth. I thought he was going to smite you where you stood. My mistress laughed and laughed as the chains that had once been used to bind her sank into the mud. She swore that if you survived, she would do you a kindness, in return for services rendered.”
The priestess studied me as I approached.
“Is that right?” I asked. “Your compatriots try to kill us and here you are offering me a favor? I’m picking up mixed messages.”
“You fired first, Chainbreaker. Don’t try to play the martyr. It’s unbecoming on you.”
“Your sister almost brought down the temple and she killed one of my friends. Why should I listen to anything you have to say?” I asked. 
We were closer now, about twenty feet apart. There was no going back, even if I wanted to. Her guards would gun me down before I could get to cover.
“Because you have already lost one friend, and don’t need to lose another,” the priestess replied. “You’re outnumbered and outgunned and woefully out of your depth here. Add your strength to ours and help us secure the Oracle, and in return we promise you safe passage back to your realm, and a favor from our mistress. You have but to name it. Consider carefully, Chainbreaker. A favor from the mother goddess could change your life.”
A favor from Hera. I started to wonder what she might do for me. Could she cure my curse? Could she do away with Knight and with him my obligations? Or perhaps she could get the Brotherhood off my back. I never was a great theologian. My study of supreme beings was far more rooted in a practical sense than an earnestly educational one. Ignorant as I was on the divine order, I wasn’t sure what sort of limitations she had, if any, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that having one of the most powerful beings on Olympus owe you a solid was probably a good thing. 
There were, however, a few problems with the offer. One, I had no idea what Hera’s intentions were with the Oracle. Two, upsetting the balance of power among supreme beings had to be a bad thing. Three, they had killed my friend.
The first two were important, but I just kept seeing Murdoch’s final moment in my mind’s eye and it made my blood boil. Someone needed to pay for that. 
“That’s a tempting offer,” I began as I mulled it over out loud, “but how do I know that I can trust you?”
“You’re not dead yet,” the priestess replied. “We could have shot you the minute you stuck your head out. Still could. Every moment you breathe is a sign of my mistress’ goodwill.”
I took another step closer. Her guards shifted nervously. I was close now, almost close enough to touch her. Their fingers hovered by their trigger guards as I took another step.
“I don’t know your mistress. Heck, I don’t even know you. How am I meant to trust you when I don’t even know your name?”
The blonde priestess smiled. It was a pleasant sight, her full lips parting ever so slightly. “I am Helena, priestess of Hera.”
Her blue eyes sparkled with the confidence of someone used to having their way.
I extended my hand, not in a threatening gesture, but as a handshake. “I am Seth Caldwell. Some call me the Chainbreaker, but really I’m just a wizard trying to get by.”
Helena laughed and offered me her hand, turning it palm down. She didn’t want to shake my hand. She wanted me to kiss the ring.
That would do.
I took her dainty hand in mine and lifted it to my lips. I looked up to see her big blue eyes staring down at me, hungry with anticipation, eager to accept my capitulation.
Before my lips could touch her flesh, I drew on my power and chanted, “Roca!”
Helena tried to pull away, but I held her hand firm, channeling my power into hers as she tried to ward my spell away, but it was too late.
Her hand caught firmly in mine, there was nothing she could do to hold my transmutation power at bay. Apparently, they didn’t teach defense against transmutation at whatever arcane institution Hera sponsored. Why would they? Not many people could do it.
Starting at her hand, everything began to turn to stone.
Helena’s eyes bulged as she tried to tug away. “Why?”
“A favor won’t bring my friend back.”
The stone transformation swept up her arm. 
“Fool,” she spat. “Kill him.”
The nearest disciple raised his assault rifle, but no sooner had he drawn a bead on me than a single shot rang out. The thug dropped as a 28mm round passed through his head, courtesy of Lara. The others turned in her direction.
A feral screech overhead made them waver.
The Sphinx descended on wings of feather and fury, talons lashing out at Hera’s thugs. Another raised its weapon only to have the Sphinx’s serpentine tail strike at his throat. Bounding forward, the creature mauled a third. 
I looked back to the priestess as her face turned to stone. I wasn’t proud of it, but given the chance, she would have killed me, and I couldn’t sell out. Whatever plans Hera had for the Oracle, I couldn’t let her succeed, for the same reason I couldn’t give Knight the Oracle. It was simply too much power to put in the wrong hands.
Single shots echoed through the chamber as Lara dropped one thug after another. Focused as they were on the Sphinx moving through their midst, they gave little thought to her. 
A pair of thugs leaped at the Sphinx. The first one brandished a baton, the other had a pistol. The Sphinx darted back, swatting the baton aside. 
Eager to repay her earlier assistance, I raised my hand and chanted, “Fuerza.”
The thug hurtled backward as the invisible force struck him like a minivan trying to take the last car park at a Black Friday sale. It knocked him to the ground and rolled over him without remorse. 
The second thug raised a hand. It glowed with a purple haze that settled on the Sphinx’s hide, before he raised his pistol and fired. The shot clipped the Sphinx by its hind leg, and it stumbled. Emboldened by his success, he emptied the magazine into the creature’s flank. I readied another blast of power. A round punched through the Sphinx’s hide. Blood ran down her golden flank and she faltered, crashing to the stone. 
I couldn’t believe my eyes. The Sphinx flailed about on the floor, furiously trying to paw at the wound she had sustained. The thug lorded over his victory, raising the pistol to the creature’s head.
“No!” I shouted. 
The thug whirled on me, raising the weapon. “Hera will not be pleased with your meddling. You have chosen poorly here.” 
The Sphinx lay down its head in resignation. Then without warning, its form began to melt, turning fluid and shrinking until only a woman remained. A woman I knew all too well. Dizzy lay there on the stone, blood pooling from a wound in her thigh. 
That was where she had got to; she’d taken the Sphinx’s form and used it to sow chaos among Hera’s minions. 
“Dizzy!” I shouted.
“What in Hades’ hairy butthole are you?” the thug asked, towering over Dizzy.
When she didn’t answer, he pressed his boot into her wound. Dizzy groaned in pain.
I drew on my power, subtly in case he was gifted. I focused the energy into a small lance of power. I wanted to tear his heart out with a single blow. 
“I wouldn’t do that,” the thug bellowed, turning on me.
Damn it. He had talent. That explained the purple mist, and how he’d managed to get a shot through the Sphinx’s hide. 
I raised my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay.” 
My mind raced. Where are you, Lara?
She was out there somewhere, no doubt angling for a shot. 
What if she was out of ammo?
The thug turned his attention back to Dizzy. Watching both of us was keeping him occupied. So much so that he didn’t see the form moving in behind him. I was watching and I almost missed it.  He crossed out from behind the shadows cast by a pillar and crash tackled the thug to the ground.
Murdoch.
He raised a lump of steel. It took me a moment to recognize it for what it was: the twisted ruin of his AA12.  
Murdoch brought it down onto the thug’s head, and the thug went limp. He panted as he sat atop the thug. Half his hair was gone, scorched to the scalp. His shirt too was missing, and his pants had been shredded by the blast. His skin was covered in a sheen of sweat and soot, but otherwise I couldn’t see a mark on him. I looked at him, my jaw sagging open in wonder and confusion.
A pained groan shook me out of my stupor. I pushed myself to my feet, racing over to Dizzy’s side. Blood pooled beneath her thigh, and she used her hands to staunch the bleeding as best she could. 
“How bad is it, Diz?” I asked, bending down for a closer examination.
Dizzy clenched her teeth. “Worse than it looks. He got the muscle.  Hurts like the devil. Going to be hard to walk.”
“We’ll carry you if we have to,” I replied. “We’re almost there.”
Dizzy nodded at the corpse that Murdoch sat astride. “He’s the last of the ones they left behind. I counted them while I was slinking about. There are five more in the next chamber, including the last priestess, Delphine.”
Lara appeared, her weapon held low as she surveyed the chaos. “Sorry for the hold up. I couldn’t get a shot on him. Too many pillars between me and you.” Her eyes lingered from Dizzy to Murdoch and went wide. “You made it! You had us worried there.”
“Going to take a lot more than that to kill me,” Murdoch replied. “The luck o’ the Irish is with me.”
I looked from him to the ruined AA12 in his hands. Anything that could warp steel should have torn him apart. 
“Luck o’ the Irish, Murdoch,” I said with a grunt. “You and I are going to have a long talk about this.”
“Not now,” he said, pointing at Dizzy. “We’ve more pressing matters at hand.” 
Dizzy was in no shape to continue the fight, but we couldn’t leave her here in the middle of the temple. I studied the wound. 
“On the plus side, it went straight through and doesn’t seem to have got the bone or any of your major arteries. You have still lost a lot of blood though.”
“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Dizzy replied. “I’m going to need you to seal the wound.”
Healing magic was a delicate art form that required an understanding of how the body functions, a keen and focused mind, and a steady hand. I lacked much more than a rudimentary understanding of how it worked. Dizzy knew that, which was why she was asking me to do the arcane equivalent of plastering over a hole in drywall. She knew I couldn’t repair the muscle damage, but I could stop the bleeding and she intended to tough it out.
“Just get it done,” Dizzy replied. “We’ll have the healers fix it when we get out of here.”
I looked at the wound, my hands shaking just a little. If I got this wrong, I could do a lot more harm than good. I was far better at tearing things down than fixing them. Trying to heal my friend’s wound was a lot of pressure.
 Murdoch shuffled in beside me and nudged me out of the way. 
“What are you doing?” I asked. “She needs a healer.”
“Yes, and until you settle your mind, you are more likely to amputate her leg. I’ll take care of this.”
I shook my head, not in protest but in sheer disbelief of what I was hearing. What did he mean take care of this? Ever since the encounter with Levi, I had had my suspicions. After all, Murdoch had been able to keep a mind as powerful as Levi’s at bay and he’d done it without breaking a sweat. I’d never sensed the arcane out of him but then again, I’d never really paid that close attention. 
I’d just watched him survive the blast that should have torn him apart. I knew from his service record that he had survived days in the desert surrounded by enemies and was the only one to survive until the rescuers arrived. 
I looked at my friend and for the first time in years, I didn’t know who was staring back at me.
“You never thought it odd that your father would give you a human bodyguard? All the resources and influence he has at his disposal, and he chose little old me,” Murdoch replied as he examined the wound.
“I figured he thought we would get along, and he was right,” I replied. “When you wouldn’t tell me about your past, I figured it was because something had happened. Something painful. I guess I always figured you were a normal. Not that it matters.”
“I was once,” Murdoch replied, not taking his eyes off Dizzy. He laid his hands over the wound and mouthed something. No words came out and I tried to read his lips but whatever he was speaking, it wasn’t English.
Golden light washed over Dizzy’s leg, and she sucked in a deep breath. As she let it out, the light dissipated and the tension in her body eased. Her brown eyes studied Murdoch as he bowed his head reverently.
Murdoch drew back his hands, wiped them on what was left of his slacks, and opened his eyes.
There was a hole in Dizzy’s bloodstained slacks where the bullet had found her thigh, but the flesh itself was unmarred. All signs of the wound were gone.
“We going to have a very long chat about this,” I muttered in giddy disbelief.
“No, we aren’t,” Murdoch replied, as he looked up at me. “Your father trusted you to my care, and I took you into my charge not because I had to but because I could. Frank hoped that I might rub off on you, give you some perspective. My secrets are mine to keep.”
“But my father,” I protested.
“Your father figured it out for himself,” Murdoch answered. “You will too. Or you won’t. It is the way of things.”
I was about to argue the point when Dizzy sat up and threw her arms around his neck. 
Murdoch went to back away, but Dizzy put the squeeze on him anyway. 
“Thanks for that. You could have told me you were a wizard.”
“If I was, I would have,” Murdoch said as he helped Dizzy to her feet.
Clearly, that was all we were going to get out of him on the subject, and much as I wanted to shake him for scaring the hell out of me, we didn’t have the time to spare. Delphine was in the temple’s inner sanctum, and her minions had bought her plenty of time. Too much time.
I sucked in a deep breath to calm my fraying nerves, brushed myself off, and stared at the gate at the end of the hall.
“Anyone else ready to kick some prissy priestess ass?” Dizzy asked, putting a little weight on her freshly healed leg.
 Murdoch picked up one of the discarded Mac 10s. Lara fussed about with her magazine, and I drew on my power, ready to unleash it at a moment’s notice. 
“Let’s do it and get the hell out of here,” I said.
“Are we really going to kidnap the Oracle?” Lara asked.
I looked at her. “Nope. I already have one Greek god pissed at me as it is. I can ill afford another.”
Murdoch raised an eyebrow. 
“Long story,” I replied. “Let’s just say I may not have thought things through in Panama. I’m not gonna make that mistake here, too.”
“What about Knight?” Dizzy asked.
“Kind of hoping the Oracle can help us with that one,” I said, walking toward the gate.
“Not much of a plan,” Murdoch replied, sliding into step beside me. “Just the usual, then?”
Lara and Dizzy fell in behind us, and the four of us advanced on the bronze gates.
“Indeed. Don’t be gentle. If the third temple comes down around our ears, it’s on them,” I replied. Something moved at the gates ahead. “They blew the support pillars to hell.”
“Already shopping for an excuse, Seth?” Dizzy asked. “Maybe try not destroying a temple for once?”
“No promises,” I replied as I caught the motion again. It was barely a flicker, but if I hadn’t been watching for it, I would have missed it.
The faintest hint of something moving ahead of us.
I stopped, thirty feet shy of the gate, just short of an enormous bronze disc that was set in the floor of the temple.  It was ten feet across and had the image of Apollo set in its surface. Its workmanship was incredible, but it was what was beyond the disc that had caught my attention. Something was hiding between the gates. Something was waiting for us.
“Revelare,“ I bellowed, letting out a wave of power formed to dispel glamours and illusions.
The glamour parted, revealing four disciples of Hera with their weapons raised. At their head stood Delphine, her staff resting on the other side of the bronze disc set in the floor.
The Priestess rapped her staff against the disc and bellowed, “Vgaíno.” 
The bronze image of Apollo simply vanished, revealing a pit. It fell away at an angle, running under where Hera’s forces stood. I expected them to open fire and readied a shield to meet it.
A grinding sound echoed from the hole in the floor. It was as if something heavy was being dragged along the stone floor. 
The sound built in intensity, and the four of us backed away from the pit. 
Two yellow orbs became visible in the pit. Each of them had a vertical slash of black cut through it. 
Eyes.
An enormous serpentine head burst from the pit. It was covered in scales the color of freshly turned earth, but they shimmered like they were wet. The creature reared up over the chamber. More than twenty feet of reptilian bulk rose out of the pit and there was still more buried beneath the earth. Its bulk filled almost the entire diameter of the tunnel it was emerging from. To call the creature a snake was like calling a water buffalo a shih tzu.
I recalled reading of Apollo establishing his temple. He had built it on the ruins of the creature who had vexed his mother Leto. Python, the great serpent. Gaia’s own son. Sent by Hera to vex her husband’s lover.
Apollo hadn’t killed the creature at all. With the help of Hephaestus, he had caged the beast to make it suffer.
Never underestimate the wrath of a god.
Python flicked its forked tongue, which was easily longer than I was tall, and let out a hiss.
“Why is it always snakes?” I groaned.
Delphine’s voice carried through the chamber as she shouted, “Kill them.” 






  
  Chapter 16


Python descended with the fury of a beast who had been trapped for millennia, its jaws opened wide. Each of its titanic fangs was easily as big as me. Fortunately, the emergence of the massive creature blocked us from view, preventing Hera’s thugs from getting off a clean shot at us. 
We scattered as the serpent slammed into the floor of the chamber.
Python hissed as we evaded his jaws, before turning after me.
Just when I thought today couldn’t get any harder. I stole a look over my shoulder to see the serpent gaining on me. As it moved out of the way, Lara squeezed off a shot.  One of Delphine’s bodyguards went down in a gurgling heap.
“Hold them off while I break the seal,” Delphine shouted as she retreated through the gates.
Her confidence in the outcome was unsettling but I was glad she wasn’t lending her muscles into the fray. In her eyes, one of Gaia’s children should have been more than a match for us.
I whispered a word of power and threw a ball of flames back at the beast.
The fire took Python in the snout, but it rolled off his scales like they were forged of steel.
I rounded a pillar as the serpent’s jaws snapped shut only feet behind me. I sucked in a deep breath and ran like hell.
Murdoch jammed his weapon in the creature’s flank and squeezed off a handful of rounds.
Python shifted its bulk and sent Murdoch sprawling across the chamber.
The creature took off after me again, redoubling its efforts to devour me, something I imagined it could do in a single gulp.
Lara exchanged shots with the bodyguards from the shelter of a bronze pillar, clearly of the opinion she could have more effect on them than the enormous snake currently trying to cancel my wedding plans. It was a clever move. Ignoring them would allow them to pick us off one at a time, while we tired ourselves out fighting the snake.
With every step I took, the sound of Python sliding along the floor of the chamber behind me grew louder and louder. I couldn’t keep this up, not for much longer. I was exhausted from our earlier battles and busily trying to rack my brain for a solution.
Python hissed as it reared up, raising itself high above the chamber floor, ready to strike. 
A small brown and white shape darted in, pecking at its eyes. 
Dizzy in her hawk form circled the beast’s head, harassing it and trying to take out its eyes. 
Python backed away from Dizzy, plunging back toward the floor. The serpent doubled back toward its cage and for a moment, I thought it might be beating a retreat. Hope springs eternal.
The retreat was a ploy and the serpent lunged abruptly, its jaws missing Dizzy by a few inches. 
 Hera’s thugs caught sight of Dizzy swooping and pecking at their master’s servant and let loose a withering hail of fire in her direction. 
“Look out,” I cried, but Dizzy was already banking out of the way. 
A few stray shots hit Python himself and the serpentine creature dove at the nearest thug. Its jaws snapped shut, its fangs piercing straight through the man’s chest as if it were paper. He let out a gurgling scream as Python lifted him off the ground, shook him free of the enormous fang, and swallowed him whole. 
Hera’s disciples attacked the creature in earnest. Lara took advantage of the opportunity and put another one of them down with a well-aimed burst from her P90.
The last thug managed to land a burst in Python’s eye. The creature let out an angry shriek that shook the chamber. The terrified thug emptied the last of its magazine into the serpent as it charged straight for him. The man ducked aside, but Python shifted his body and ground straight over the top of him, crushing him beneath its form. With a sweep of his tail, Python flicked the two corpses into his pit.
“Saving something for later, huh?” I shouted as I drew on my power.
I hurled a bolt of lightning at my foe. The lightning arced through the air and struck Python just below its head. The lightning played along the scales for a few feet and then just vanished.
“What the—?” I muttered, then turned and bolted.
“Python is an earth spirit,” Lara called. “Lightning isn’t going to do anything to him. It’s just going to keep grounding itself out.”
She had a point. I needed a better plan, one that would get me into the chamber with Delphine instead of chasing my tail out here. I needed to stop whatever she was up to. If she reached the Oracle, there was no telling where she might take her. Delphine was a priestess of Hera. Her mistress had probably given her a lot more insight into passing back and forth through the Veil than I had access to.
I changed direction and sprinted for the bronze doors leading to the temple’s inner sanctum. Unfortunately, the lightning bolt had drawn Python’s undivided attention. The creature slithered around the open pit and dove across the gateway, placing its body between me and the bronze gates leading out of the chamber.
Dizzy swooped back in, making another run at the creature’s remaining good eye. Python snapped its jaws. Lara closed on the creature, emptying her magazine into it in an effort to finish the job that Hera’s thug had started, but the serpent thrashed about wildly.
I looked to the gates, but the body of the snake was almost ten feet in diameter. The smooth scales didn’t offer much purchase, but I had to give it a try anyway. Running at the creature, I leaped, grabbed its scales, and tried to pull myself up and over. My hands were clammy, and they slid off the scales like they were coated in dish soap. I landed heavily on the chamber floor.
“It’s just trying to keep us at bay,” I shouted at Lara. “I need to get past it. I need to get into that room now.”
 I looked around for options. I considered trying to turn the snake to stone so that I could pass, but that much mass would have required far more power than I had left in me. Transmutation on that scale took time and energy, both of which were in short supply right now.
“Dizzy,” Lara shouted, “I need you to think bigger. Much bigger.”
Dizzy descended the chamber floor, her form shifting as she did. By the time she reached the floor, she was back in her human form. 
She looked at Lara. “I have never tried anything that big. I don’t even know if I can.”
“If ever there was a time to try, this is it.”
Dizzy reached out her hand and placed it on Python’s hide.  I felt the energy around us in the chamber shift. It stood to reason that the larger her transformation, the more power Dizzy would require.
As her form began to shift and change, I panicked. Had I just asked too much of her?
Dizzy’s form liquefied and grew, elongating in both directions as her mass took the form of the giant serpent.
“Oh, my,” Lara muttered as Dizzy’s transformation completed. 
In her own serpent form, she was every inch as big as Python. She opened her jaws and let out a hiss.
Seeing two of the mammoth creatures square off against each other was terrifying. Python hissed and raised itself up, its damaged eyes focused wholly on the presence of the new predator.
“Dizzy, keep it busy,” I shouted. 
The rhyme had been unintentional and even though I couldn’t see her face, I could imagine Dizzy’s grin as she dove at Python.
The two serpents ducked and wove, striking at each other repeatedly, but the steely scales seemed proof against the wicked fangs. Unable to penetrate each other’s thick hides, Dizzy and Python resorted to trying to constrict and strangle one another. Unfortunately, their conflict was blocking my path to the inner sanctum.
“Murdoch, Lara, can you give me a hand?” I called. 
Out of bullets, the pair had simply been watching the epic conflict unfold before them. They raced over to where I stood.
“What do you have in mind?” Lara asked.
“I need a boost,” I replied, wiping my sweaty hands on my slacks. I didn’t see any other way past the creatures but to go over them. Even as I considered the situation, their bodies rose and twisted before us.
“You’re kidding, right?” Murdoch asked. “That’s crazy even by my standards.”
“If I had any other choice, I would take it, but I don’t. If Delphine gets the Oracle, everything is over. We leave empty-handed and are left dealing with Knight ourselves. We’re as good as dead. I may as well try.”
Murdoch bent down and interlaced his fingers, forming a cradle to hold my foot. Lara did the same.
With a palm on each of their shoulders, I climbed into their hands.
Both of them stood up, lifting me a foot off the ground as I rested a hand against one of the serpentine bodies. I wasn’t sure if it was Dizzy or Python at this point and it hardly mattered. All that mattered was getting into that inner sanctum.
“On the count of three,” Murdoch called. “One, two, three.” 
With a grunt and a heave, they launched me up the snake’s body. I leaned into it and grabbed at the creature’s scales. This time, I managed to make it over the curve and grab a scale just as the creature began to move once more. 
I held on for dear life as the creatures slithered across the stone floor. Off to my right, the bronze gates to the inner sanctum opened. As we approached them, I dragged myself to my feet and leapt off the serpent.
It was a ten-foot drop to the stone floor beneath. Trying to stick that sort of landing was a good way to twist an ankle. So I landed light on my feet and tucked,compatriots using the momentum to drop and roll. I felt the tender kiss of the stone floor as it hit my shoulder, but it was far better than a busted leg.
I let the roll take me forward, got my feet beneath me, and pushed off the stone floor, racing for the gates.
I was about ten feet from them when I saw Delphine. She stood inside the inner sanctum, one hand extended, a beam of arcane energy boring into the sanctum’s inner wall.
As I approached, she must’ve sensed me, because she twisted around, her blonde hair flying wild. Her eyes locked on mine and without releasing the spell she was working, she slammed the butt of her staff into the chamber floor. The bronze gates began to swing shut.
Sweat was running down my face and my heart was pounding so loud I could feel it in my ears. I threw myself at them, slipping between the heavy bronze doors as they shut. There was a heavy clang like a deadbolt being driven home as I hit the floor.
This time, I wasn’t half as graceful. I tucked my arms in to shield my face and avoid breaking my wrists, but I came down hard on my back, forcing the wind from my lungs and rolling across the floor.
Delphine didn’t take her eyes off her work. It seemed that she had been unsuccessful in gaining entrance to the Oracle’s chambers and was now trying to brute force her way in with a beam of arcane energy. She seemed unconcerned with my presence.
I gathered my breath as a small area of the wall, the focal point of her spell, began to liquefy and run off, cooling at the base of the wall.
“I’m no expert,” I said climbing to my feet, “but I don’t think that’s how it works.”
“Quiet, fool. I could crush you with a thought. The only reason I haven’t already is that I don’t wish to start the incantation again,” Delphine replied.
“Aren’t you afraid that if you don’t follow the proper course, you might walk away empty-handed?”
“What do you know?”
I wasn’t certain but I had a hunch. I also needed a moment to get my breath back and given she was so intent on her task as to allow it, I figured I best make use of the respite. The power coming off her was considerable. I had my doubts that I could take her on my best day, let alone today. I’d been beaten, bashed, shot at, and almost eaten by an earth spirit. It had been a long day. 
The priestess looked relatively fresh, but I’d gotten here by sticking one foot in front of the other and I intended to continue doing just that. I just needed to get her talking.
After all, I knew what she didn’t. The Oracle wouldn’t speak with someone who was inadequately prepared. In the same way that the hunters attacked all who had not purified themselves at the Castalian spring, the Oracle had her own test of purity. Only those who had been given the Cassiotis from the high priest would be permitted to speak to her.
 I had assumed that meant I would need to drink the Cassiotis to gain an audience. If I could distract Delphine, I might be able to gain the upper hand. It was a long shot, but it was the only one I had.
“I just mean that you guys keep trying to cheat your way into her presence. How many of you people died trying to get past the hunters?”
“Their sacrifice will be rewarded,” Delphine replied.
“Ah yes, the Elysian Fields, the promised paradise. They are going to be awfully mad at you when they discover they could still be alive if you’d taken the time to wash in the spring. Guess that’s what happens when you cheat.”
Delphine turned to look at me. “I do as my mistress commands. I don’t bandy about with fools.”
“I figured that,” I replied, “which is a shame because only one of us knows how to gain an audience with the Oracle.”
Delphine clenched her teeth and redoubled her efforts, the beam growing brighter.
“You could be here a really long time,” I said, slowly drawing nearer to her. 
I figured my best bet lay in trying to turn her to stone like her companion, if I could just get close enough.
I shuffled another step. “So the old priest told you how to get into the temple, but he left out a few key details. Your boss is going to be furious. I have heard she can get quite cranky. Wonder what she’s going to do when you fail to find the Oracle. That’s going to be embarrassing.”
I managed another step.
The beam disappeared as Delphine whirled on me, lowered her staff, and chanted, “Spróxte.”  
The wave of force hit me like a prize bull, blasting me away from the priestess like I weighed nothing at all. I hit the ground and bounced across it before rolling to a halt against the wall. 
“Do you think I don’t know what you’re doing, you beguiling little worm?” Delphine glowered as she advanced on me. “I saw what you did to Helena. You extended your hand and when she accepted your token of friendship, you turned her to stone.”
A groan escaped my lips. She had seen the entire exchange from behind her glamor. Well, so much for that plan.
“You are going to suffer for your insolence here today.” Delphine stood over me, far enough away that I couldn’t reach her, but close enough that she could bludgeon me with her staff if she so desired.
She muttered something I couldn’t understand, and power converged on me. It coalesced around me, sweeping me off the ground until I hovered in the air three feet in front of the priestess.
 I strained against the spell with both body and mind, but it held me firm.
“Stop fighting,” Delphine said. “It’s pathetic. Tell me what you know of the Oracle, and I will kill you quickly. Refuse me, and I will squeeze the life from your body.”
The arcane power that held me paralyzed in the air constricted at her will.
“Tell me what I want to know,” Delphine said, clenching her fist.
The crushing sensation grew, and I started to feel like I was passing through a trash compactor. It was an ugly way to go but there was no way I was giving her what she wanted.
“Kiss... my...ass,” I managed between labored breaths.
Delphine clenched her hand so tight her nails started to draw blood, and I felt like I had a sumo wrestler sitting on my chest. I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t breathe. My lungs burned but there was nothing I could do.
“When I’m finished with you, I’m going after your friends. You’ve led them all to their death. You should have taken Helena’s bargain. At least you would have lived. Now they will all perish. Give me what I want, and I’ll go speak with the Oracle instead. Or I grind you to dust and go after your friends. It’s your choice.”
Sacrificing yourself is often considered awfully heroic. I didn’t want to die but if it came to a choice between giving Delphine what she wanted or perishing here, I was going to pick the latter. I was stubborn that way. Knowing my friends would pay for my stubbornness with their lives was another matter entirely. They had followed me into this nightmare. The least I could do was give them an opportunity to escape. They didn’t stand a chance against the priestess.
I tried to speak but I couldn’t get the words out.
“What was that, dear?” I can’t hear you,” Delphine taunted.
I tried again. This time, the bonds loosened.
“I said, I’ll tell you what you want to know,” I muttered, my head sagging low against my chest.
“Don’t keep me in suspense, dear.”
“There is a vial in my pocket,” I said. “It came from the high priest. Only one who ingests the Cassiotis can reach the oracle.”
Delphine eyed me warily. “Which pocket?”
“Right hip pocket,” I answered. I felt the unseen shackles that held me bound move, and my arms were yanked behind my back.
“I wouldn’t want you getting any ideas,” Delphine said as she reached into my pocket and drew out the vial.
She clutched it in her hand like a child with its first piece of Halloween candy.
Then she looked at me. “What if it’s poison?”
“I guess you’ll have to take your chances,” I replied. “There is only enough for one. I mean, you can give it to me if you want but then you’re going to be fresh out of luck, dear.”
She unscrewed the lid of the vial and raised it to her lips. 
Before she could drink it, I made my move. She was so eager to see the Oracle that she forgot she had loosened my binding. My arms were stuck behind my back, but I could speak, and I was a wizard.
“Fuerza,“ I bellowed, focusing my mind on the image of a fist that struck her in the throat. 
The blow connected, and Delphine choked, staggering backwards.  The binding around me broke. As I dropped to the floor, my fingers tightened around the haft of the ceremonial blade still tucked beneath my vest at the small of my back.
The priestess tried to raise her shield, expecting another arcane assault. I drew the blade and dove forward, striking with everything I had. The blade found her flesh, just above her toga, and plunged into her chest.
Her eyes went wide as a strange humming pulsed through the handle of the weapon. 
Her body crumpled to the ground, but in its place stood an identical image of the priestess hovering in the air before me where she had stood. 
The image had peeled away from her as she had fallen. It lacked her warm complexion, but it was there, nonetheless. A shade of the priestess, leering at me with hate-filled eyes.
“What have you done to me?” the shade demanded.
I shook my head, every bit as confused as she was, then my eyes settled on the knife in my hand.
The blade had done this. Somehow, it had torn her spirit clear out of her body at the moment of death.
My mind raced as I considered what that meant for Aleida. After all, she had used the blade on herself.
Delphine reached for her staff, but her fingers passed straight through the wood. 
“I’m a ghost, a spirit,” she muttered.
“Tough break,” I replied. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.”
The spirit of Delphine hissed in fury and threw herself at me.
I readied a shield, unsure if it would have any effect.
The sound of water lapping against something filled the chamber.
I turned and found a shimmering green rift open against one wall. It was ten feet high and six feet wide.  A boat that seemed to be fashioned from the bones of a long dead creature emerged through the rift. The vessel moved as if floating along a river even though it was sliding over the stone. At the vessel’s prow, bones had been shaped to resemble a crow with its wings extended. 
A man stood at the boat’s stern. His hands, covered in steel gauntlets, gripped a wooden paddle that rested against the stone floor. The rest of the being was clothed in a ragged cloak that seemed to be made of thousands of strips of billowing grey and black fabric. The cloak’s cowl hid the being’s face, and I had no desire to see what lay beneath. Everything about the being exuded dread in a smothering smog that filled the chamber.
I didn’t dare to breathe.
Delphine’s shade screamed in horror. “Charon, no!”
I knew little of the ferryman who worked the river Styx, but the aura of his presence was unmistakable.
Charon raised a gauntlet, pointed at Delphine, and beckoned with a finger.
Delphine’s shade tried to run. Charon pointed to the ferry at his feet and the shade was drawn inexorably into the boat. It reminded me of water being drawn down the drain when the plug was removed from the bath. In moments the shade sat helpless on the seat at his feet.
Then he raised his hand to me, and my heart stopped.
I wasn’t dead. I had no place where he was going.
Instead of pointing, he turned over his hand, palm up, and waited. The gesture reminded me of a bellboy waiting for is tip, and I got it. My action had brought him here. I had drawn Delphine’s spirit from her body, interrupting its natural course. Charon had come to return things to their natural order. 
And he expected payment.
I pulled out my wallet, reached into the coin section, and drew out everything that was there. In ancient times, an Obol or Danake was considered ample payment for passage across the river Styx, but to be honest, I really had no idea of how inflation worked over millennia with ancient deities, so I just held out everything I had and hoped it was enough.
Charon tilted his head to one side and raised his fingers. A silver dollar resting in my palm trembled and then flew across the room where he caught it neatly in a gauntleted fist. 
A rift opened before the boat, and the vessel floated forward until it passed through. As the stern disappeared through the rift and into the darkness, the rift collapsed, leaving me alone.
It took a moment for my heart to stop racing, but I took long deep breaths, filled with my most sincere gratitude that I had kept control of my bowels. 
I looked down at my feet. Delphine’s body lay there, the vial still clutched in her hand.
I picked it up and held it up to my eye. It was practically empty. There couldn’t be more than a drop or two left in it.
I held it up tentatively to my lips and poured the precious liquid down my throat.
Nothing happened.
I let out an exhausted sigh and sank to my knees. After everything I had been through, there wasn’t enough of the Cassiotis left to get the job done. 
Clutching the dagger in one hand and the empty vial in the other, I couldn’t believe my luck. Maybe the priest had been pulling my leg. 
As I sat pondering his words, a woman’s voice filled the antechamber. 
“Seth, I’ll see you now.”
I lifted my eyes and found a doorway had opened in the wall before me. Light poured from the opening, bathing the floor leading up to it.
My heart skipped a beat and I rose to my feet. Placing one weary foot in front of the other, I went to see the Oracle.






  
  Chapter 17


Over the past few days, I must have imagined this moment a hundred times. I wondered what it might be like to stand before a servant of the gods, but in none of my imaginings had I ever pictured this. 
The Oracle’s chambers held a closer resemblance to a library than a temple. 
Sure, there was the bronze relief that made up the floor of the chamber. It followed the pattern I had become familiar with in the third temple of Apollo, but beyond that, everything else was made of timber. Bookcases lined the walls of the room that was at least as wide as a basketball court, with lines of shelves disappearing into the distance. Near the entrance was a fourposter bed set against the only wall that had no shelves. Before me rested an elegant writing desk, behind which sat the Oracle.
According to traditional tales, the Pythia, or Oracle, was a young virgin given to prophecy and a being of incredible knowledge. The woman sitting before me was on the shorter side, perhaps about five feet tall, though difficult to tell since she was sitting. Her mousy brown hair was fastened back in a neat bun. She was slender of build and wore a simple white robe with a golden cinch fastened around the waist. A large set of glasses rested on her nose. She had a calligrapher’s pen in one hand. The other was firmly holding a book and she wrote furiously.
If it came to kidnapping the Oracle, I was confident I could carry her over one shoulder, but somehow the thought of doing so just seemed inherently wrong. 
She set down the pen, looked up from her journal, and smiled. It was soft and warm.
“Seth, I’m glad it’s you,” she said as she relaxed in her chair.
“You say that like you knew I was coming,” I replied, taking a few steps toward her.
She regarded me with big hazel eyes. “Of course I did.”
“And yet it seems the outcome surprised you all the same.”
The Oracle let out a small laugh. “That is the maddening thing about prophecy. It can be like stargazing with a telescope that has half of its lens painted black. You can see the tiny point of the heavens that it is focused on but everything else remains unseen. I knew you were coming. Hera’s minions too. But the outcome was kept from me. Perhaps it had not yet been set in stone.”
Philosophy was not my strong suit, but I was trying to follow the Oracle’s explanation and it bothered me. 
I took another step closer to her and asked, “What do you mean set in stone? Is the future fixed? I don’t believe it.”
“Of course not, Seth. You are free to choose what you will and change your future at any time. Prophecy doesn’t compel you to act, any more than knowing the sun will rise tomorrow makes it so. Prophecy is a reading of the future, not a driving determination. I knew you would come, but I saw nothing of the struggle you would have within the temple. I didn’t know until Delphine fell whether I would be speaking to you, or be dragged out of here by the enemies of my master.”
Interesting. In my mind’s eye, I imagined a chess grandmaster being able to see a dozen moves ahead and knowing the outcome of a game long before it was decided. Then I imagined what it must be like to know the future of humanity and then have to watch it unfold, particularly as we seemed to make such maddening decisions with alarming regularity.
The Oracle sat watching me in silence. 
“What do I call you?” I asked.
“Most people just call me the Oracle,” she replied, leaning back in her chair.
“That’s a title, not a name. What did your parents call you?”
She smiled and her eyes grew distant as if remembering something that happened years ago. “Orana, though nobody has called me that in many years.”
“Do you get a lot of visitors?” I asked, searching the chamber. There was no telling just how large the temple complex was, and I was trying to work out what kind of life Orana led here in the Realm of Spirits. If she was a prisoner, maybe I’d be doing her a favor springing her from the temple. Or maybe I was just trying to find a reason why springing her from the temple on Knight’s behalf was an acceptable course of action. 
Giving her to Knight would answer my obligation to him and get him off my back. I’d be free to pursue a cure to my curse and live my life. A life with Lara, and maybe a family of my own. A life paid for by trading a prophetic being to one of the most dangerous criminals on the planet.
“It’s been a while, but normally they are dying to have me answer questions about their life, not swap social pleasantries,” Orana said, raising an eyebrow.
That was probably true. It dawned on me that I had focused most of my effort and energy on getting into the temple and making it to the Oracle in one piece. I hadn’t really taken the time to enquire as to how things might work once I was speaking with her. Was making a petition a singular request? Or was it like a genie in the lamp, a three wishes kind of deal? Or perhaps there was a time limit? Was Orana hurrying me along?
“I’m just curious, I guess,” I replied. “How many of your petitioners are tricked here by your master?”
Orana’s glasses slid down her nose a little as she regarded me over the top of the rims. “Whatever do you mean?”
I took a deep breath. If I was here, I may as well find out why. “As far as I can tell, the third temple has remained hidden for centuries. Then out of nowhere, the prophetic white mist is spotted rising from the ground at Delphi and of all the people in all the world to find out about that event, Edward Knight learned of it. Someone was responsible for that. Someone who knew Knight would send me. Someone with the gift of prophecy perhaps.”
“And you think my master, Apollo, was responsible?” she asked. Her voice wasn’t accusatory; she was testing me.
“Him, or one of his servants. I am less interested in the how than I am the why,” I said, looking about the chamber.
Orana smiled. “And you think Apollo answers to you. You would have a God explain himself?”
It was a clever snare. If I answered in the negative, she might refuse to answer the question. If I indicated that he should, I was saying the God of Knowledge was subject to my mortal wishes; a potentially arrogant proposition.
“I think he ought to help me understand why he brought me here. I know Knight’s reason for sending me here. I assume Apollo does also. Unless Apollo makes his will known, perhaps I will have to assume he’s content for Knight to have the object of his desire.”
“And by that you mean me?”
“He did task me with delivering you to him,” I replied, watching her for any indication of fear or alarm.
She showed none whatsoever. She simply regarded me with those brown eyes that seemed to bore into my soul. “And you mean to undertake this task? You would deliver me to him?”
“I owe him a favor and I have seen what becomes of those who break their bargains with him. He will kill me if I don’t.”
“He will not,” the Oracle replied. “You are worth far too much for him to squander in petty vengeance. I know your fate and that is not it.”
My heart beat a little faster. Did she mean she knew how I was going to die? Everything about that unsettled me. Instinctively, I wanted to ask what my fate was but then I remembered my eighteenth birthday. The day I had discovered my curse, and the way I was going to die. Every moment from that day until the present, it had bothered me. No matter what the Oracle knew of my death, I didn’t want to know about it. I didn’t want another reason to live in fear.
“If he can’t punish me, he’ll be more than happy to punish those I care for. He’s already leveraged them once to bring me here.”
The Oracle shook her head. “I tell you that I know the manner of your death and you give it no heed. Instead, you worry about your friends. You are a good man, Seth Caldwell.”
“Some days better than others,” I replied, not wanting her to get too comfortable.
 “Do not fear for your friends. Even now, Python retreats beneath the earth. They will come looking for you and when they don’t find you, they will make their way safely back through the maze and exit the way you entered. I will see them safely back to your world and beyond the reach of Edward Knight. I can do that much for them.”
“I would appreciate that,” I said, “but why not just have them wait for me and we can all travel together?”
The Oracle stood up and cracked her knuckles. “If you travel together, they will die. Trust me on this, Seth.”
I rose to my feet. “Why should I?”
“Because Apollo is not a fickle god,” she said. “You have done him a great service in thwarting Hera’s servants here today. He is grateful.”
“I hope so, because I certainly made a new enemy.” 
I had killed three of Hera’s priestesses and everything I knew about the Olympian told me she never forgot a slight. 
“Oh, please,” Orana replied, stepping out from behind the desk. “Hera has more enemies than she can poke a stick at. You thwarted her certainly, but you also dispatched a number of her most capable agents. She will be licking her wounds for some time. In the meantime, you have won great favor with Apollo. That is not something to be dismissed lightly.”
“I’ll try to keep that in mind when the lady of Mount Olympus is trying to murder me. Why couldn’t Apollo’s own agents thwart the attack?” I asked. “Surely he has his own people. Why involve me?”
The Oracle strode around the table, placed a hand on my shoulder, and smiled. “Now you’re asking better questions.”
“Any plans to answer them?” I asked. “You haven’t been a great deal of help thus far. Maybe I would be better off bundling you up and taking you out to meet Knight.”
“You won’t do that,” Orana replied. “I have seen the future, remember? I know what’s coming, Seth. Even if you are still unsure.”
“How can you be so certain? After all, I still have my free will.”
The Oracle nodded. “But you’re a good man, and a good man’s choices are easy to foresee. You will do what’s right. That is why you are here. Apollo knows you.”
I tried to process the implications of that and couldn’t decide whether it was a good thing or not that I had somehow attracted the attention of another Olympian. I was racking up quite the count. Zeus was cranky about his belt. Hera was going to be furious about her minions. When I looked at the scales and balances, I could really use one of them weighing in on my side. Maybe that was what Apollo was counting on.
Orana continued, “He was so confident of the path you would choose that he already gave you your reward before you made the choice.”
“How do you figure that?” I asked, racking my brain for what she was referring to. 
She pointed to the knife in my hand. “Your divining friend was able to tell you a few things about that blade but by bringing you here, Apollo was able to show you its purpose. That knowledge is going to save your life. It’s the first step into understanding what truly afflicts you.”
“My curse?”
“If that’s what you want to call it,” Orana replied. “It’s as good a name as any.”
I thought about what she was saying. I did use the blade to kill Delphine. Well, that was one word for it. The blade seemed to have torn her spirit from her flesh. Her ghost had tried to kill me and might have if it wasn’t for Charon.  
“You mean what happened to Delphine?” I asked, studying the blade. 
Orana touched the knife. “Yes. It’s a terrible weapon, one whose true purpose is more easily understood in this place.”
“The spirit world?” I asked, thinking of what I’d seen.
“Yes,” Orana replied. “Had it happened in the mortal plane, you would never have seen her spirit, or understood the weapon’s true purpose. Now together with what the diviner shared, you have a chance. That was Apollo’s gift. Knowledge. Consider it his payment for services rendered.”
I tried to make sense of what she was telling me, but I was exhausted. I’d been fighting for my life for most of the day. First the hunters, then the maze and Hera’s minions, the serpent Python, and Delphine herself. Nonetheless, I pondered the Oracle’s words. If Aleida had to use the blade on herself that would have meant her spirit was torn from her body at the moment of death.
Orana was right. I hadn’t known that before. It was another piece to the puzzle. A crucial piece. I had thought her death had fueled the curse, now it seemed more likely that her death was a willful attempt on her part to separate her spirit from her body.
“You still haven’t told me why Apollo wasn’t protecting you himself,” I asked, putting the blade away in its sheath at the small of my back.
“He was,” she replied. “He sent you.”
“You know what I mean. This place is deserted and so was the museum. Only the high priest and a few guards were there. This is meant to be Apollo’s seat of power. Where is everyone else?”
“That is a very good question,” Orana said with a smile. “I suppose he had another errand for them to run. Perhaps the presence of Hera’s servants here created opportunities elsewhere.”
That was when the penny dropped, and I saw the bigger picture. “You were the bait. Your master leaked the rumor of the temple being active and ensured that Hera would learn of it and so would Knight. While her minions were busy flailing about, Apollo’s forces were making use of the distraction to move against Hera. That cunning scoundrel. Master of the chessboard indeed.”
Orana laughed. “He has had many years to practice.”
“The gods are becoming active once more. Hera and Apollo are maneuvering for position. Why now?”
“That I cannot tell you,” Orana said, leaning on the desk. “It is not time.”
I let out a sigh. “Is there anything else you can tell me that will help? With my curse or perhaps how I might persuade the Red Knight not to kill me.”
The Oracle sucked her lower lip between her teeth as she considered the question, then she picked up her journal off the desk and handed it to me.
The page had a few lines written in elegant script. I could read them, which in and of itself confused me. If the Oracle was thousands of years old, surely English wasn’t her native tongue. She must’ve seen the confusion on my face. 
“Prophecies are meant to be read in our time. The journal allows each reader to understand in their own tongue.”
 That was an incredibly complex enchantment in its own right. I would have loved to study it, but I gained the distinct impression I was running out of time. I read the writing.
Mighty Ares master of war, 
Summoner of champions by the score, 
Fear, Discord and Terror rise,
When his games are fraught with lies.
I read the verse three times but still had no idea what it meant. The first line was simple enough. Everyone knew Ares the God of war but everything else made no sense. It seemed like a warning of sorts.
“Why are you showing me this?”
“So that you understand the nature of prophecy,” Orana replied, plucking the journal from my hands. “And because you asked to know the bigger picture. That is a glimpse. You will understand it when you need to.”
She crossed the room and placed the journal on a half-filled shelf, beside a dozen just like it. I realized every shelf was filled with the same type of journal.
They were all prophecies. Every page of every journal on every shelf contained prophecies the Oracle had given, many of which I doubted had ever left this room.
Orana walked back toward me. “It is time for you to leave, Seth.” 
I looked around the chamber at the wealth of knowledge contained on those shelves and marveled. Part of me wanted to snatch one of the journals—for academic purposes of course—but I fought off the urge and took a deep breath to purge the thought from my mind.
“Ready when you are,” I replied.
The Oracle strode to her desk, reached beneath it, and pressed something. Beside the desk, a portal flickered to life. On the other side, I could clearly make out the hillside near the Castalian spring.
“Thank you for your help,” I replied. “I can’t say I understand it, but I hope to.”
The Oracle placed a hand on my shoulder and smiled. 
I stepped through the portal.
The Oracle called after me, “Trust me, Seth. It was the only way.” 
I whirled to face the Oracle, only to find the portal flickering out of existence. One moment I could see her and then she was gone.
It was dark out and it was impossible to tell just how long we had been inside the third temple. I had no phone and as I looked down at my watch, I could see it wasn’t moving. Great. 
I sucked in a deep breath and started the trek back to Delphi. I had scarcely made it more than a dozen paces when a figure came strolling through the darkness toward me.
With a flick of my wrist and a whisper of power, I summoned a small werelight. It wasn’t much but it was enough to illuminate the man strolling toward me in a three-piece suit. The fedora he wore cast a shadow across his face, but I didn’t need to see it to recognize him. It was Edward Knight.
“Seth, my friend, where are the others? The Oracle? Did you find her?”
I had hoped for more time, if for no other reason than that I was utterly exhausted and needed time to think. How had he even found me? I’d been out of the spirit world for less than a minute.
The gear. There must have been a tracker somewhere in the equipment he had lent me. 
Well, there was no avoiding him now.
“I found her,” I replied, “but I couldn’t get her out.”
Edward Knight took a step closer. His face, now visible, was tense with anticipation.
“We must go back then. We must get her out, no matter the cost.”
 I shook my head. “It can’t be done. The materials we needed to enter the temple were finite. I only had enough for one trip. We couldn’t go back even if we wanted to.”
“You owe me,” Knight bellowed, waving a finger in my face.
“You set me an impossible task,” I replied. “It wasn’t just Hera’s minions down there. The monster Python was imprisoned in the temple. We almost died.”
“But you saw her. The Oracle?” Knight asked, the muscles in his face taut.
“Yes, but I couldn’t do what you asked. I’m sorry.” 
Edward Knight looked down at the ground, took off his hat, and scratched at his scalp. “No, Seth. I’m sorry. I had hoped to have the Oracle’s assistance on a matter of deadly import. Now it falls to us alone.”
 I shook my head. “I already risked my life for you once. We’re even.”
 “No, we are not.” 
I started drawing on my power. Something small and sharp sank into my neck.
I tried to reach for my neck, but my hand wasn’t responding. I tried to take a step, but that too failed me. My weary body seemed to reject my every instruction.
“Son of a…” I mumbled as the ground rushed up to meet me.
As my eyes closed, Edward Knight whispered in my ear. “You owe me a debt, Seth, and I will see it paid. Even if it kills us both.”

The End

Seth failed to deliver the Oracle, and now the Red Knight has taken him in her place. 
What lies in store for Seth in Half-Blood’s Debt? 








  
  An Apology From The Author


Dear Reader, 
Before we go too far, I just wanted to apologize. As an avid reader I hate cliffhangers, and I do my utmost to avoid them like the plague. I always want to make each novel a self-contained adventure in a series containing a greater journey. In this particular instance you will soon see that the story I set out to tell in Half-Blood’s Bargain and Half-Blood’s Debt was far too big for a single book. The good news is there is a tremendous adventure waiting for you in Half-Blood’s Debt. I hope that by now you’ve come to know that I only really write action-packed adventures, and the only reason I’d leave you with a cliffhanger is if there was a world of adventure waiting on the other side. 
By way of an apology and to demonstrate what is waiting for you in Half-Blood’s Debt, I’ve included a preview of the first chapter below. I think you’ll see what I mean.
Before you take a diving leap into the next book, could I ask you for a quick favor? 
As a self-published author, I don’t have the huge marketing machine of a traditional publisher behind me. In fact, it is just me, my laptop and a desire to share my stories with the world.
So I just wanted to take a moment to thank you for your support. It enables me to write more adventures like the one you just read.
Every time you buy a book, tell a friend about my series, or share it with others on social media, it helps me reach readers and supports me in my unending quest to bring you new adventures.
If you have enjoyed this book. I would love it if you could spend a minute or two to leave a review for me, and the link below (for digital readers) will take you to the right page.
Review this book by clicking this link or navigating to your favorite retailer.
Thank you for being a part of my world.
S. C. Stokes

P.S. If you have anything you want to ask or share with me, feel free to reach out on any of the below.
You can find me on:
Facebook
Bookbub
Email: samuel@samuelcstokes.com
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Want to see my other titles? Head to my website

https://www.samuelcstokes.com/


Or sign up to my newsletter where you’ll receive exclusive short stories, giveaways, behind the scenes look into my series, and so much more. My newsletter is the place to go to never miss sales, new releases and special merch. Click the link below or type it into your browser.
https://www.books.samuelcstokes.com/jointhevips


If you enjoy social media, I have a growing group of readers who love to hang out, share their favorite reads, funny animal pictures, and torment me about when my next book is coming out.
www.facebook.com/groups/scstokesarcanoverse/









  
  Half-Blood's Debt Preview


It’s the little things that let you know you aren’t dead. The faint crackle of a fire burning, the soft kiss of silk against your skin. 
My eyelids felt like cement, and my senses were gradually becoming aware of the fact that I was still breathing. The last thing I remembered was Edward Knight standing over me on the slopes of Delphi. 
My heart beat a little faster, my hands closing into fists. 
Knight. He had done this to me.
I thought I was tied down, but it was simply my muscles taking their time to find their strength. With a grunt, I moved my head an inch and felt something moist against my cheek. I was lying in a puddle of my own drool. 
Wonderful.
Prying my eyes open, I found myself in a faintly lit chamber. A fire was burning in the hearth at one end of the room. The walls of the chamber seemed to have been hewn from stone, which made me wonder if I was in a dungeon or a prison. Neither of them tended to come with a fireplace or silk sheets, though. The bed I lay on was a four-poster, with a frame of styled wrought iron and gauzy curtains that had been drawn back to each post and tied neatly.  
Let’s cross prison off the list; dungeon too perhaps, though a set of fluffy handcuffs might lead me to a different conclusion.
A number of crimson tapestries hung on the walls of the room, but the most interesting feature was a pair of skillfully painted amphora depicting the trials of Hercules. 
With far more effort than it should have taken, I rolled off my side and onto my back, using my will to extend my senses, probing with the arcane in search of any threat I might not be able to see.
I felt it there. In the corner, hidden in shadows where the fire’s light couldn’t reach it. A looming presence loitered in the dark. Concealed by the shadows, it hovered silently. An awkward tingle crept down my spine, as I suddenly felt the figure watching me.
The volume of power being exuded by my guest was impossible to miss. Not that they were making any effort to hide it. 
“You’re awake, excellent,” a rich baritone voice called from the darkness. “You slept like the dead. I was beginning to wonder if your patron had killed you himself.”
I dragged myself up onto my elbows and peered into the corner, trying to make out the speaker. “If you mean Knight, he’s not my patron. He kidnapped me, and it’s not the first time either—something I plan to take up with him as soon as I find him,” I replied.
“That’s the spirit,” the voice said, sounding positively delighted. “Though, I must confess, when he showed up with you, a part of me was hoping you would never wake.”
The words sent a chill down my spine. I tried to get up but my muscles were still jelly, and I collapsed in a heap with another groan. 
Way to go. You’ve really got him on the ropes.
“Relax, Mr. Caldwell. You have been asleep for days. Your body needs time. Let your muscles find their strength. Besides, you are my guest. You are safe as you can be, at least for the time being.”
“You almost had me,” I replied, “till you got to the end. But you’ll have to forgive my skepticism on account of the fact I’ve been dragged here against my will, and the ¬¬hoping I’d die in my sleep part. I’m getting some mixed messages here.”
The voice laughed. “Perhaps, but let’s be serious. Even on your best day, I could kill you without a thought. So relax, find your strength. You’ll need it before the day is through.”
“What does that mean?” I called into the darkness. 
The hair on my neck was standing on end, and I was tiring of the games.
“Who are you? Where am I?” My questions came quickly as my faculties started to return. For all the good it did me. My questions hung silently in the chamber, unanswered.
I searched with my senses again. I could still feel the presence lingering there, a wellspring of arcane power, coiled tight, ready to be unleashed. Whoever it was, whatever it was, it was dangerous, and it was toying with me. That didn’t bode well.
“Show yourself,” I said. “Come out, I won’t be your sport.”
A man stepped out of the shadows. He was tall, and all of it was well defined muscle. Even his golden cuirass seemed to have been molded to the shape of his impressive form. His hair was black and pulled tight at the crown of his head. His mustache and goatee were meticulously trimmed. To match his breastplate, the man wore finely worked bracers and greaves. Around his loins he wore a pteruges, a skirt of multi layered armor strips common to the soldiers of ancient Greece and Rome. His face flushed red as he towered over the bed. 
“I am Ares, son of Zeus, and you will be whatever I say you’ll be!” His words rang with a power that shook the chamber and caused the amphora nearest the bed to lurch over. It struck the floor and shattered, scattering ceramic shards across the floor.
I wilted before the presence that towered over me as I struggled to process the words he had spoken.
Ares? What? How was that even possible? Intellectually, I knew it was possible. He existed after all, but he dwelt beyond the veil, outside the mortal world. Such beings could pass through the veil and into the mortal world but for reasons beyond my comprehension, they seldom seemed to feel the need to do so. Well, except Zeus. The supreme horn-dog of Mount Olympus seemed to pass to and from whenever a pretty woman caught his eye but for the most part, the gods tended to stick to their own realms. 
Was someone toying with me? Or had Knight somehow found a way through the Veil? As I considered the being before me, a third even more disturbing possibility dawned on me. Could the Greek god of war be visiting the mortal plane? If so, why? His presence couldn’t possibly be good news.
I groaned. The being before me was powerful, but I didn’t really have anything to measure it against. After all, I’d never met a god.
I looked at the armored figure towering over me, opened my mouth to speak, and then thought better of it. I had on many occasions been told that it was better to close your mouth and allow others to believe you were stupid, than to open your mouth and prove it. Today felt like the ideal time to test that advice.
Ares caught the motion and seemed to deflate a little. He took a deep breath, the scarlet pallor in his cheeks fading back to an unblemished olive complexion as he turned and plonked himself down on the edge of the bed. His weight caused the bed to creak, and the mattress to slope down awkwardly toward him.
“The truth is, Seth, your presence here puts me in a difficult position,” Ares said as he turned to face me.
“How is that?” I asked, shuffling toward the headboard to prevent gravity from pulling me down the slanted mattress toward him. I also figured that while a few inches were unlikely to prevent him from smothering me with a pillow, it would at least buy me enough time to see it coming. I always liked to see my death approaching.
Ares continued. “I do my best to stay out of family politics, something I’ve grown somewhat adept at over the millennia, but now you show up here with Knight and drag me right back into them. I’ve received no less than three emissaries since you arrived, all demanding something of me that I cannot give without offending the others.”
I tried to swallow but my throat was dry and parched. “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t ask to be here, so feel free to show me the door and I’ll be on my way.”
Ares laughed. It was a deep sonorous rumble that reverberated through the chamber.  
“If only it were that simple. Life would be easier for the both of us. Unfortunately, we both have obligations that must be met. Yours are why I am here.”
The god of war stared at me. His eyes were a deep shade of brown and bored into mine as if he were searching my soul. I wrung my hands together, as much to restore the feeling to them as it was to distract me from his searching gaze.
“You’re going to need to be a little more specific,” I replied. “I have no shortage of obligations. Scarcely a day goes by when somebody doesn’t want something from me.” 
 “The story of my life.” Ares rested one fist in his other palm. “But in this case, I’m not speaking about your birthright. I’m talking of the bargain you struck with Edward Knight.”
I let out a sigh. “Certainly one of my greater lapses in judgment in recent times.”
“It’s up against some pretty stiff competition,” Ares replied. 
“Hey,” I muttered. I’d never been roasted by an Olympian before. At least he had a sense of humor. “What do you want to know about it?”
“If Knight is to be believed, you traded him a favor of his choosing in exchange for information that he provided you. Is this true?”
“If it isn’t?” I asked. I had no intention of lying to Ares, but it always paid to know the stakes.
“I will flay him alive for his deception and send you on your way,” Ares replied. His hand gravitated toward the pommel of the short sword at his side.
There was no doubt in my mind that the Red Knight deserved all of that and more, but that wasn’t what I’d been asked and though the truth might prove inconvenient, I never lied.
“He speaks the truth. He gave me information in exchange for a favor. Though I did specify that I wouldn’t kill anyone for him,” I added. I had no idea what Knight was volunteering me for, but the fact that Ares was involved was causing me a great deal of concern.
“Well, that is going to make things difficult for you,” Ares mused, “but that isn’t my concern. As long as he speaks the truth, my hands are tied. It is not my place to relieve you of your obligation.”
I sat up a little taller in the bed. “He has already given me a task though. I was almost killed carrying it out.”
“Oh, what was that?” Ares asked, raising an eyebrow.
“He instructed me to kidnap the Oracle of Delphi.”
Ares folded his arms. “It seems he is determined to meddle in the affairs of Olympus. He is bold or foolish, perhaps both.” 
“You’re telling me,” I replied. “I had no desire to wind up in the middle of a supernatural turf war, but that’s what I got. I barely made it out of the temple alive.”
“And the Oracle?” Ares asked. “Did you deliver her?”
“To that man? Are you crazy? I didn’t want to give him that kind of power.”
“Then your bargain remains unfulfilled,” Ares said, rising from the bed, “and I have no choice but to grant his request and admit you into the Trial as his champion.”
“Wait, wait, wait. Champion? Trial? No, no, no. I didn’t agree to that.” My heart beat faster as I tested my legs. Whatever Knight had hit me with was wearing off, and I was starting to get sensation in them again.
“You already did when you granted him the favor,” Ares replied with a shrug. “I can’t undo what you have done. I wish I could, but an oath is an oath. I am bound to honor it.”
My hands shook, and I clenched them into fists, hoping Ares wouldn’t notice. I had no idea what was going on here, but I could sense my situation deteriorating by the moment. 
“You put me in an unenviable position, Seth,” Ares continued. “Now I must allow you to compete and yet doing so sets me at odds with my family.”
His family? If he was Ares—and I was growing increasingly confident that he was—that made his family the pantheon of Olympus. The Olympians! 
How did this keep happening to me? At Delphi, I had become a pawn in his family’s game. Apollo had used Knight to get me into the temple. The god of prophecy had predicted, accurately, I might add, that I would prevent Hera’s minions from seizing the Oracle, whilst also denying Knight his prize. 
In the process, I had pleased Apollo and angered Hera. Not a particularly sound life choice. The Daughter of Cronus was well known for her vengeful nature and if her minions were to be believed, Zeus wasn’t all that chuffed with me either. In Panama, I had destroyed his belt to prevent a demon from sundering the veil and bringing about the destruction of the mortal world. 
To add insult to injury, averting an apocalypse didn’t seem to have brought me any brownie points with the ruler of Olympus, either. 
Life, sometimes, it’s just unfair.
“This seems fun and all, but if it gets you out of a bind, I’m willing to take one for the team and call it a day,” I answered, sliding toward the edge of the bed.
“It is too late for that, and for me it seems,” Ares said wistfully. “Then again, seldom do things start in my favor. You must make your own fortune, Seth. Stop relying on others for it.”
That was all well and good, but I was fairly sure he wasn’t dealing with a bloodline curse that was going to drive him insane, so I didn’t know that I could have avoided my current predicament without causing far more damage to others. Giving Knight the Oracle would have been like handing a nuclear weapon to a terrorist.
“So you will compete,” Ares said with a shrug. “I have met your competition. I can’t say I like your chances, but who knows? Maybe you’ll surprise me. Apollo certainly seems to think so, and while he is an arrogant little rat, I wouldn’t soon bet against him.”
“Apollo wants me here?” I asked, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and testing them with a little weight. They were less jelly than they had been earlier, but they felt numb like I’d been sitting cross legged for days.
“Yes, he was rather insistent. Told me it was in my best interest. At first I thought it was a threat, but perhaps he has witnessed my boredom and wanted to add some levity to my life.”
I shook my head. It made no sense. Knight had tried to rob Apollo, and still the god of prophecy seemed to be furthering his agenda. What was that about?
“You mentioned that there were three emissaries. If Apollo was one, who were the others?” I asked, rising slowly from the bed.
“The first was my mother,” Ares replied with a chuckle. “She was adamant that you be excluded from the field. If I had to guess, she is still upset about your actions at Delphi.”
No surprises there. Delphi had gone poorly for Hera and her minions. They’d been attempting a kidnapping but barely managed some vandalism and a little breaking and entering. For their efforts, they’d lost three of her priestesses and a host of minions.
“I met some of her disciples earlier this week,” I replied. “I left three of her priestesses and their escort rotting in the temple of Apollo.”
“No mean achievement,” Ares said with a nod of approval. “Those women are as treacherous as my mother, bless her heart.” 
He looked me up and down, a hint of respect on his face. “The third ambassador was from my father. As is his nature, his wishes ran contrary to my mother’s. He is most insistent that you be allowed to compete and deems it a fitting reward for your actions.”
“Is he simply trying to irritate your mother?” I asked. 
Frankly, I’d expected worse from him. If Hera’s minions were to be believed, the ruler of Olympus wanted me dead.
“No,” Ares replied. “He expects you to die here.”
I swallowed. “Yep, that sounds about right.”
Ares shook his head. “How is it that you’ve managed to so efficiently agitate so many of them, and in such a short time? Normally, mortals don’t live long enough to draw their attention. For three of them to have taken such an interest in you, my guest, it’s bad for your health.”
“What can I say? It’s a talent,” I replied. “You mentioned a trial. What kind of trial is it? Why am I here?”
Ares reached up and cracked his neck with enough force to sever a human’s spine. The motion and sound sent a shiver coursing down my back.
“A trial of champions,” the god of war replied. “Nineteen great warriors from across the world have gathered here to compete in the ultimate tournament. The winner will receive my blessing.”
“Nineteen?” I muttered, stretching my limbs. “Seems like a bit of an odd number, isn’t it?”
“Well, you make twenty,” Ares replied.
“So why not just say twenty?”
He looked at me with a wicked grin. “That would imply you are a great warrior, and I still have my doubts.”
“Walked right into that, I suppose,” I replied. “What about the oracle and Apollo’s prophecy? You don’t seem to put much stock in it?”
Ares grabbed his belt with both hands. “I’ve gone to war at the Oracle’s behest for more years than I can count, and do you know what I’ve learned?”
I shook my head.
Ares laughed. “She’s right a little more than half the time. You have the same chance flipping a coin. I prefer to make my own fate. You ought to do the same.”
That was hardly reassuring. There had to be a way out of here, wherever here was. Unfortunately, the chamber had no windows and only a single door, and between me and that door stood the god of war.
“So the winner gets your blessing. What about the loser?”
“Death,” Ares replied. “Only the victor will survive the trial. If you truly want to go home, you’ll have to win.”
“What? I don’t even want to be here,” I said, stepping closer to Ares. He towered over me. “That hardly seems fair.”
“Life isn’t fair,” Ares replied, looking down at me. “You made the bargain. Live with it.”
“Or die for it,” I replied bitterly. 
“Really up to you now, isn’t it?”
I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I was being painted into a corner, and things were moving far too quickly. I looked down at the ground and shook my head in disbelief. This had to be a bad dream, right? Knight had been waiting for me at Delphi, and whatever he had hit me with had knocked me out cold. Perhaps I was still asleep, and this was just a bizarre dream. 
I ran my hands through my hair and felt my fingernails scraping against my scalp. It certainly seemed real to me.
My heart was pounding in my chest, and a bead of sweat was forming on my brow. Was it just hot in here? Or was that my nerves starting to set in?
“Come,” Ares bellowed. “You must be starving. Let’s get some food into you before you faint from hunger.”
I looked up at him. “Yes, we wouldn’t want me passing out before I’m brutally murdered, would we?”
Ares slapped me on the back. “That’s the spirit.” 
The blow was hard enough it gave me whiplash. I hated to think what he might do to me if he were actually trying to cause me harm. 
Ares steered me toward the door.
“Where exactly are we?” I asked, looking about the dimly lit chamber. 
“The Areopagus, though not the one you are familiar with,” he answered. 
The Areopagus meant ‘Mount of Ares’ and was a name given to a rocky outcropping near the acropolis. The apostle Paul had delivered his sermon on The Unknown God there. 
“We’re still in Greece?” I asked. 
Ares shook his head. “No, this is the edifice for which that landmark was named. You are in my home.”
I let out a long slow breath. If I was in the home of Ares, I was most certainly beyond the veil, and any chance I had of escaping my fate dwindled considerably.
The god of war grabbed the wrought iron door handle and pulled it toward us. 
The heavy timber door swung open on well-oiled hinges revealing a large chamber beyond. It was decorated with torches set in golden sconces. Rich crimson tapestries hung everywhere. Clearly, Ares had a favorite color. He didn’t strike me as the kind of being that employed an interior decorator.
The room had several large wooden banquet tables, covered in a veritable feast. Beside the tables, a roasted boar turned slowly over a fire pit. But it was the people gathered around the tables that caught my eye. There were more than a dozen of them. Among their number there was a woman in Norse armor, a samurai, a soldier in combat fatigues, a handful of other humans, and two beings that, while humanoid, possessed a lithe grace and slender appearance that was totally alien.
“Who are all these people?” I asked, surveying the chamber.
Ares lips creased upward into a smile. “They are your fellow champions. Watch them closely. One of them is going to kill you.”
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  Newsletter Preview – A Date With Death


The force of the explosion flipped the Bentley onto its side as it careened off the driveway. The blast slammed into Kasey, knocking her off her feet.  
She lay on the asphalt, her heart racing. Her eyes searched the ruined vehicle. Flames billowed from the vehicle as it ground to a halt, a plume of oily black smoke rising into the air. 
No one could have survived that blast. Even a wizard would have needed time to raise a ward. They would have needed to know it was coming, and even Kasey with her gifts had not considered it a possibility.
She was rooted to the spot as a gurgling scream carried across the yard. She willed her body to get up, but her system was still in shock as Vincent raced past her prone form toward the car. He crossed the driveway in seconds, sweeping his hands before him, extinguishing the blaze with magic, but the scream had already died down. 
Kasey knew why. It was too late. Tanner Harrington was dead. The only person who hadn’t been staying in the Villa the night Lester had died. The only child whose innocence was unquestionable was gone. It was so sudden.
The violence of the explosion had clearly shocked James also. He pulled himself to his feet but stood staring at the smoldering wreck still billowing smoke. Still lying on the ground, she tore her eyes from the burning Bentley and looked beneath the town car. Her town car.
Strapped beneath the vehicle was a small package with a blinking red light on it.
A bomb. It had to be a bomb. She couldn’t see a timer, which meant only one thing: someone had the detonator.
She scrabbled to her feet, shouting, “James, get away from the car.” 
James looked at Kasey, registering her warning but not moving a muscle. His eyes bulged as he realized the threat. 
Kasey raced towards James, grabbed him by his suit, and yanked him past the car. After all, he was just a normal, another pawn in the Harrington machine. A willing one perhaps, but one these psychotic brats wouldn’t lose a minute over killing.
 “What’s going on?” James shouted as they continued to run.
“World War Three!” Kasey yelled. 
They hadn’t even made it to the edge of the parking area when the town car exploded. The blast catapulted them both forward onto the ground. 
A sharp pain shot through her arm as she broke her fall, rolling across the driveway.  She felt the tender kiss of the asphalt as it tore at her jacket and slacks. Coming to a halt, she tried to stand but her world was still spinning. Resting her head against the ground for a moment, she sucked in a deep breath. Sweat ran down her brow, as she gasped for air. Pain shot down her right side, and a dozen other minor cuts and bruises clamored for her attention.
“James?” she moaned, fearing the worst.
“I’m not dead, but I’ve been better,” he replied. “Been worse too though so I guess I can’t complain. I haven’t had someone try to blow me up in years.” 
“Lester’s will,” Kasey panted. “The old man’s death wasn’t an accident. The wily old bastard expected it. He left his estate to his last surviving heir, which means—“
“They’ll have to kill each other to get it,” James finished the thought.
“It seems that way.” Kasey muttered, “How do you work for these people? They’re crazy.”
“The kids might be. Lester wasn’t. He was a wily old devil though. With him gone, I don’t think much of my job security,” James replied, climbing to his feet. His suit coat was shredded and half its lining was hanging out through a gaping tear in the back.
Kasey clambered to her feet. “Job security? Right now, I’d be more worried about the health insurance. We’ll be lucky to make it out of here alive.”
James shook his head. “But why us? It’s each other they need to kill, not us.”
Kasey pushed her sweaty hair back out of her face. “Yeah, but do you think that whoever drags them self to the top of that dog pile is going to want any witnesses left breathing?”
“You have a good point, but what now?” James asked. “That car isn’t going anywhere.”
Kasey glanced at the burnt-out shell. Behind it, the front windows of the Villa Maria had been blown out by the force of the blast. As she gathered her thoughts, a tiny figure shot out the front door.
“Thea,” Kasey whispered.
In the chaos, she had forgotten Lester’s children were not far behind her, including Thea, Lester’s timid younger daughter. The poor thing had fared poorly during the meeting; she certainly wasn’t cut out for the Harringtons’ insane Hunger Games re-enactment.
Thea raced down the stairs. Part of Kasey wanted to run straight for the fence line, put as much distance between herself and the unfolding insanity as she could. That would make sense. 
“This isn’t my mess,” Kasey told herself. “I just need to get home. Leave Lester, his will, and his insane children behind.” 
She looked at the fence and then at Thea and knew she just couldn’t do it.
With a growl, she ran back toward the Villa, Thea, and certain death.
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Conjuring A Coroner Series 

If you love witch and wizard thrillers where the mythology and monsters are very real, enter the world of Kasey Chase—a medical examiner taking on shadowy organizations, vampires, and the Fairy Courts, one spell at a time.

A Date With Death(Prequel) – When a wealthy, reclusive wizard is found dead in his mega-mansion, Kasey Chasey is sent to determine the cause of death. Unfortunately, it’s almost certainly one of the five entitled wizarding heirs she’s now locked in a mansion with


Dying To Meet You- Born a witch, Kasey Chase went into forensics so she could use her talents to close cases. This worked great in the morgue, but she’s just been transferred to active duty at the 9th Precinct, and performing magic in front of normals is strictly forbidden.


Plus 11+ other action-packed urban fantasy adventures are waiting for you in the Conjuring a Coroner series.


Magical Midlife Crisis Series

Do you enjoy your heroes with a little more age and wisdom under their belt? Nora’s a librarian suffering from a magical midlife crisis who turns to bounty hunting to make ends meet. If you love adventures featuring the fae, found family, and urban fantasy adventures set in unusual locations (Australia), then you’ll likely get a real kick out of Nora’s Magical Midlife Crisis.

Bounty Hunter Down Under- My mother always warned me about the creatures of the Otherworld, but I never expected an ice troll to show up at my work.


A Bay Of Angry Fae- When I imagined my forties, I didn’t anticipate quite so many severed heads.


Ghosts At The Coast- It never snows on the Gold Coast. They call it the Sunshine State for a reason.


Urban Arcanology Series

When you’re looking for a world where magic and mythology are very real, my Urban Arcanology series will hit the spot. Seth comes face-to-face with Greek Gods, angels, demons, and ancient relics in his quest to cure the curse he was born with.

Half-Blood’s Hex- I should have been an archaeologist. They have the good sense to only steal from the dead. I can’t afford to wait that long.


Half-Blood’s Bargain- There was a time when a deadly curse was the worst of my problems.


Half-Blood’s Debt- When I woke up face to face with the God of War, I knew there had been a terrible mistake.


Half-Blood’s Birthright- The Libro Sanguis contains the secrets I need to survive. Unfortunately, it’s located back in New York City in the possession of one Kasey Chase. 

Half-Blood’s Quest- The Holy Grail is meant to grant eternal life, but it seems more likely to be the death of me.

Half-Blood’s Betrayal- Lynch and his army are coming to ensure my extinction. It’s shaping up to be one hell of a wedding.
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