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Loire Valley, France

Fifty Miles Outside Tours

Gabriel stood motionless at the window of his tiny cottage, his finger parting the curtains just an inch so that he could track the progress of the two lovers bumbling through the field outside.

The Loire Valley saw millions of tourists each year, drawn by the picturesque scenery, prize-winning wines, and spectacular cheeses. Others came for the magnificent châteaux dotted throughout the region. Art, history, and culture met in a glorious melting pot in the midst of some of the world’s grandest natural vistas. It wasn’t uncommon for young college students to backpack through the region.

But Gabriel knew the staff at the local vineyards, and this couple wasn’t among them. Perhaps they were tourists, but they were well off the beaten trail.

There was a reason Gabriel had chosen this little patch of paradise to live out his days. It was hard to find, and away from the main thoroughfares. Tourists didn’t simply wander through his fields.

As the pair grew closer, their fingers laced together, Gabriel tightened his hand around the grip of his pistol.

The woman, a redhead, threw back her head and laughed. She wore a heavy coat and skirt that were a little odd with the hiking boots she had on. The man grinned as his joke hit the mark. He was in his late twenties, his thick mop of black hair swept to one side. In spite of the cool weather, he was wearing only a light jacket over his jeans and t-shirt.

Gabriel’s cabin was well concealed behind a stand of trees and a thicket he had been tending. It was possible the couple had no idea the cabin was there. And they wouldn’t unless they practically stumbled over it. 

It was a solitary life, but that was the price he had been willing to pay to see that which others had sought for two millennia.

The Circle was an organization with a sacred calling, one he’d spent his life fulfilling with the utmost care.

Throngs sought for a connection to the divine; Gabriel had held it in his hand; the vessel that had once contained the blood of the Son of God.

Those who knew of its existence had sworn an oath to protect it from those who would misuse or desecrate it. For two thousand years in an unbroken chain, the Circle had been its guardians. 

After all this time, it was considered a myth. Scholars had spent the last few centuries debunking any so-called evidence of its existence. And that was just the way the Circle preferred it. Few were willing to spend time, money, and resources hunting for something the world had largely forgotten. Those few who did, found their questing fervor tempered by the Circle. 

Still, there were always those who tried.

The younger man scooped up his companion, who let out a giddy squeal of delight. The man staggered a handful of steps before dropping to his knees in the soft grass. After laying his partner on her back, the man hiked up her skirt and started fiddling with his belt, clearly of the opinion he had found somewhere secluded enough to satisfy their unrestrained urges.

“That’s about enough,” Gabriel muttered to himself as he set the pistol down on his desk. He wrapped his hands around the handle of an old broom. The wooden handle was cracking with age but the stiff bristles ought to prove an effective motivator.

Pulling open the door of the cabin, Gabriel slipped out through the trees, brandishing the broom in one hand and shouting at the couple.

“What are you doing? This is private property!”

The young man’s head snapped up, his eyes meeting Gabriel’s as his hands fiddled with his belt. His lover craned her neck in an effort to see who was speaking, but she couldn’t quite make the angle work.

“I’m sorry,” the man replied, in a slick American accent as he attempted to zip up his trousers.

“Don’t be sorry—be gone. This is neither the time nor place for that.”

The man nodded, but his eyes never left Gabriel. There was something in the stare that unsettled him, or perhaps it was what was missing from it: a lack of surprise at his sudden appearance.

Gabriel found himself wishing he’d brought the pistol. As he took a step back, the woman’s laugh turned cold. 

“This is exactly the place for it.”

She opened a fist, revealing a pair of smooth round stones. 

Her lover stretched out his hand and whispered something Gabriel couldn’t quite catch. The stones hurtled off her outstretched palm. The first struck Gabriel in the chest hard enough he felt two of his ribs crack. 

Gabriel wheezed as the breath was driven from his lungs.

The second stone struck him in the skull. 

He teetered, trying to get his legs to obey his will but they would not. 

His vision darkened as he collapsed.

*****
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Arachova Greece

In the Mountains of Boeotia

The door to Alexander’s tiny mountain home exploded inward, its hinges giving way before the crude battering ram. Alexander bolted upright in his bed. He’d always been a light sleeper. Perhaps it was paranoia, or the knowledge that one day someone might come for him. Pulling open the bedside drawer, he drew out a pistol. A compact Walther PPK.

He’d always been a James Bond fan, one of his few guilty pleasures. Climbing out of bed, he scurried to the bedroom door as the night’s cool air ballooned through his home. 

He risked a glimpse around the door frame. Six men occupied his lounge room. Two of them were heading into the kitchen; the other four were advancing toward the bedroom.

The manner of their dress made Alexander wonder if he was simply dreaming. Each of the tanned warriors was wearing ancient Greek armor, brass cuirass, with gauntlets and greaves. They carried spears in one hand, and large brass shields in the other. It was as if a unit of Spartans was storming his mountain home.

Brandishing the Walther at them, he opened fire. The opening salvo took them by surprise, punching straight through the bronze breastplate of the first warrior. Still, the man lurched forward even as blood seeped from the wound.

The second went high and wide.

Alexander adjusted his aim, but now the warriors were ready, standing shoulder to shoulder with their polished shields covering their vital organs. The two in the kitchen doubled back and moved around the flanks.

The wounded warrior sank to his knees but his fellows simply closed ranks, stepping over his fallen body as they crossed the small living room.

Alexander fired two more rounds that ricocheted off the polished shields before adjusting his aim down. He fired at their very exposed legs. He didn’t like his chances of hitting what little of their faces he could see. Most of them were covered with massive bronze helmets, the crowns of which were adorned with large crimson plumes.

One of the bullets hit the mark. A soldier faltered.

When the Walther clicked empty, the closest warrior grinned.

“Our master wants a word with you,” the warrior called as he raised his spear.

Alexander turned and tried to run. He only made it two steps when pain exploded in his right calf muscle. His leg gave out, and Alexander hit the floor. He reached for the wound and his hand came away coated in blood. 

As he rolled onto his back, he looked up to see the five ancient Greek warriors standing over him, their spears lowered, the points inches from his throat.

*****
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The Santo Domingo de Silo Abbey

Burgos, Spain

The haunting screams were a stark contrast to the Gregorian chant that usually permeated the Benedictine monastery. The ancient church had been a sanctuary and haven since its construction in the seventh century. It had been renovated, but its ability to withstand the test of time was what had led Luis to seek sanctuary here.

It had taken him years to rise through the ranks, but time was something he’d had on his side. After all, few knew his true identity. Here he had spent the better part of two decades in peaceful contemplation, leaving only as the business of the Circle required.

Now, it seemed hell itself had come for the abbey. 

The piercing cry of a dying monk carried through the cold night air.

Luis was faced with an unsavory choice: stand beside his brothers, or fully protect the secrets he had carried all his life. He winced as another anguished cry filled the night. He was no coward, but he owed his loyalty to a higher power. Joining his brothers in death was the easy way out.

Bundling up his robes, Luis slipped out of the bibliotheca and found himself staring at the beautiful inner cloister. Any other day, he would have stopped to admire the reliefs adorning each of the pillars, but today he ran. His destination was a little-known tunnel beneath the main chapel, intended to allow the monks to flee in the event of a siege. Luis hoped tonight the tunnel would prove his deliverance.

Before he could reach the chapel, a monk staggered out of the open door and pitched forward onto his face. As he fell, a small creature tumbled off his back. It was only a foot or so tall, and looked like a monkey but with oily skin rather than fur and wicked claws on every limb. The claws dripped with blood from the poor monk he had just ravaged.

The creature licked the blood off its claws with its scaly red tongue, clearly savoring the taste. 

What manner of hellspawn is this?

Luis paused, not wanting to draw the creature’s attention. As he stepped backward, his foot caught on a loose stone and he stumbled.

The creature looked up, its empty eyes taking in his presence. Luis recovered his balance as the creature started toward him. With the chapel and its tunnel on the other side of the murderous creature, the only choice was through him. With a prayer in his heart, Luis took two steps and kicked for all he was worth. The creature’s claws cut through his skin as his shoe caught the beast beneath its mass and lifted it. Like a striker kicking a goal, Luis sent the creature flying back into the wall. 

He made for the chapel, only for his advance to be blocked by a dozen more of the creatures racing out the door toward him.

Luis’s heart pounded in his chest as he turned and ran. He sprinted through the cloister as more of the creatures materialized from every side, pouring out over the adjoining chapels and buildings. The monastery was silent now but for the chittering of the creatures.

The absence of screams told him that he was the last man standing. 

The oily black creatures surrounded the cloister, hanging off the pillars and racing along the stone balustrades. 

Luis was completely surrounded. 

He stopped, his breath coming in great heaving gasps. He wasn’t the man he used to be.

“Oh Lord,” Luis prayed, “take me quickly.”

“Not tonight, brother,” a voice behind him called in reply.

The voice belonged to a pasty-skinned young man in a black trench coat and beanie. “You’re not going anywhere, yet.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2



[image: image]


Gravel crunched beneath the wheels of the armored Humvee as it rolled up Weybridge Manor’s driveway. With all the wealth my father had accumulated, I couldn’t help but wonder why the gravel had never been replaced with something more aesthetically pleasing. Perhaps it was his paranoia; he preferred to hear people coming.

It was good to be home. It had been a little over a week since I had left, yet it felt like a lifetime. 

So much had happened in New York.

The ride home had been made largely in silence. I was still processing what had happened in New York City. We had walked headlong into a vampire assault and lived to tell the tale. We’d seen a single witch, Kasey Chase, wipe out the entire Feudal Court. The scale of power required to manage such a feat still boggled my mind. What was more impressive was that she’d lived through it. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or terrified. In any case, I was glad she was on our side. 

The mood in the car was somber despite us being within spitting distance of our journey’s end.

Lara was asleep on my shoulder. Dizzy hadn’t said anything since we’d gotten off the plane, and Murdoch had spent the last forty minutes with his head bowed. If it were anyone else, I would have suspected he was asleep.

Lara stirred as the car came to a halt in front of the manor. I reached for the door handle. A jolt of icy pain ran up my arm.

In spite of the healer’s best ministrations, the pain remained as an enduring reminder of my duel with the Reoánaighsidhe. The Winter Champion had almost killed me with the trap he’d set. But Lara, Dizzy, and I had put him in the ground once and for all. I pushed open the door and the motion jostled Lara awake.

Patting her thigh, I whispered, “We’re home, dear.”

Dizzy was out the other door in a flash, and it slammed shut behind her. Murdoch, sitting in the front passenger seat, raised his head. Even in the semi-darkness, as he turned to face me, I could see the worry etched in the lines of his face. 

“Is everything all right, Murdoch?” I asked.

“No, I didn’t sleep well last night.” He tried to shake himself awake. 

“Anything I can help with?” I replied, leaning forward.

“You have enough on your plate as is, but if it’s all right, I’d like to borrow the car?”

“By all means,” I replied as I slid out of the car. “What’s mine is yours, you know that.”

“I think this one is your father’s, actually,” Dizzy teased from just outside the door. “Though if we’re taking a vote, I reckon you ought to splash out for one of your own. After everything we’ve been through, a few more inches of armored steel goes a long way to making a girl feel safe.”

I laughed. Of all of us, Dizzy was probably the least in need of protection. In her shifter form, she was a force of nature, but after our last few trips I could understand the sentiment. We’d been shot at, shot down, and ambushed. It seemed impossible to determine exactly where the next attack was coming from. But the one certainty seemed to be that the next aggression was inevitable.

“You’re not wrong,” I replied. “Just as soon as we get Gladys up and operational, we’ll start looking for something a little sturdier on the ground.”

“Yeah, something that is more resistant to, well, everything,” Lara added. “Traveling with you is like standing in the eye of the hurricane. All clear one moment, and blowing a gale the next.”

“I did warn you.”

“Good thing I’m not shy about a fight then, huh?” Lara replied in what had to be the understatement of the day. The woman had stared a daemon in the eye as she’d put a bullet through its brain.

“I’d like to say it’s over,” I said, “but I think we all know better than that.”

We grabbed the bags out of the trunk and made our way around the car. 

“We’ll see you later, Murdoch. Be safe,” I said.

He waved as he turned to the driver. “I’ll take it from here. I’d rather make this trip alone.”

A tinge of pain shot down my arm as I shifted the bag’s weight on my shoulder. I would have liked to take the ladies’ bags, but my arm just wasn’t in any shape to lift much more than the backpack I’d crammed my essentials into. Hell, it was pride that forced me to carry my own. 

As Murdoch peeled out of the driveway, Lara nodded toward the disappearing car. “What do you think that’s about?”

“I’m sure he’ll tell us when he’s ready,” I said, though it seemed equally as likely that day might never come.

Everything I knew about him filled me with questions, but my attempts to get him to answer them had largely been fruitless. And there was nothing I could do to change his mind. I’d seen Murdoch endure things with my own eyes that shouldn’t have been possible.

I made a mental note to have a talk to my father about Murdoch. I wanted to find out what he knew. Perhaps between the two of us, we could fill in the blanks. Clearly there was more to my old friend than met the eye. Whatever he was, I’d seen him with my wizard’s sight when the traitor, Stacey Lender, had turned on us at Madison Square Garden. His golden aura had driven the darkness before it.

The front doors of Weybridge Manor opened, and my mother rushed down the stone steps.

“You’re back,” she called, an air of excitement in her voice. 

My mother had an iron nerve. She’d have to, in order to have endured my father all these years. But when I’d told her we were flying across the world to rob a notorious witch in a city besieged by vampires, she’d had her reservations.

“We are,” I said. “It’s good to be home.” 

She threw her arms around my neck and whispered, “Did you get the tome?”

I shook my head and, as she withdrew, she did her best to hide her disappointment. The emotion was there one minute and gone the next. The inevitability of our family’s curse was something she’d been faced with for years. She’d watched the toll it had taken on my father.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small, wrinkled piece of paper Kasey had handed me. One corner of it was covered in blood, but it had survived. I’d read it more times than I could count on the flight home. I could practically recite its contents. Not that there were many words written within, but they were the best lead I’d had in years.

“What’s that?” my mother asked, guiding me up the front stairs. “I thought you were looking for a book?”

“We were. This is better. It was written by a witch who is arguably one of the most powerful practitioners I’ve ever seen. What’s more, she’s an expert in blood magic.”

My mother’s lips perked up into a little smile. “Oh, that’s something then, isn’t it? Let’s get you in out of the cold.”

“Where’s Dad? I thought he was going to meet us at the airfield?”

“Your father’s resting,” she replied. “These days, the struggle is really taking it out of him.”

I knew exactly what struggle she was referring to: the constant battle of wills to keep the voice of my ancestor Aleida out of his mind.

I’d only endured her for a few hours in Panama, but it was more than enough for me to know that I’d never wish to repeat the experience. Not that I’d have a choice. 

My father hadn’t, and he’d been putting up with it for decades. The mental fatigue he had to be enduring on a daily basis was difficult to fathom. The thought of it gave me a little more insight into the man who’d raised me. We hadn’t always seen eye to eye, and now that I was faced with the prospect of bearing the curse, I wondered how much of his mood had been the curse’s doing. 

“Is anyone hungry?” Mother asked as we made our way through the manor.

My group and I had eaten on the jet, and even though dining at forty thousand feet had its limitations, it was still a few hours until dinner time and we had bigger fish to fry. 

“Maybe later,” I replied. “I’d like to go over what we learned on the trip and plan our next move.”

“You only just got home,” my mother said.

“Yeah, Seth, take a break,” Dizzy chimed in. “I could use a coffee.”

“Time is a luxury I don’t have,” I replied. “But a coffee would hit the spot.”

“I’ll jump in on that.” Lara fell in beside us. 

“Coffee for everyone it seems,” my mother said with a smile.  She took her role as host seriously, and I doubted she would be content until she’d fed and watered us. “Excellent. Where will you take it?”

“We have a lot to discuss, and I’d rather we did it in private,” I replied. “Do you think Dad will mind if we use his office?”

It was the one place in the house we could speak and not be listened in on. My father had it swept for bugs regularly. After Lynch had blown up my car in the middle of the estate, I didn’t entirely trust the staff. 

“I don’t see why not,” my mother replied. “I’ll take care of things and join you in there shortly. Leave your bags in the lobby. I’ll have the staff take them to your rooms.”

Normally I’d have taken the bags myself, but with my arm playing up, what harm could it do to let the staff take them? I was going to have to sweep the room for bugs again anyway. I surrendered my bag and the ladies followed suit.

“Follow me.” I led the way to my father’s study. The other perk to setting up camp in there was that my father would inevitably join us when he woke. 

The den, as it was known, was richly furnished with a magnificent mahogany table. Bookcases lined two walls while a whiteboard dominated another wall. Windows down one side provided a sweeping view of the manor’s estate. 

I leaned against the edge of the table, while Dizzy and Lara took the comfortable seats in front of the impressive desk.

Lara raised her eyebrow as she looked up at me. “Why do I get the feeling we’re not convening in order to plan our wedding?”

She was right, of course. But not because I didn’t want to. Things had to be done in their proper order. If we didn’t tackle the other challenges we were facing, I highly doubted I would live to see our wedding. 

“I thought you and Dizzy had that all stitched up on the flight home,” I said good naturedly. “The way you two were conspiring, I thought everything was already taken care of.”

Lara raised a finger. “If you think you’re going to get away without participating in the planning, Mister, you have another think coming.”

“Oh, I’m happy to do as much as you want, my dearest. Just name the time and place. I’ll be there, but you’re right—I wanted to cover everything that happened in New York. Things moved pretty quickly and there were some sensitive events that I didn’t want to discuss in front of Kasey and the others.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Dizzy said.

“In my defense,” I replied, “we had our hands full trying to steal from Kasey, contending with the vampires, and saving the pair of you from the Winter Sidhe.”

Lara crossed one leg over the other as she leaned back in her chair. “You don’t have to tell us. We were there.”

“Well, we’re safe now, at least, and we have some breathing room to decide how we want to attack this curse. I think we’re closer than we’ve ever been, but we don’t have much time.”

“The Brotherhood,” Dizzy said, in what was more of a statement than a question.

“Exactly. Lynch gave me thirty days to sort out my affairs.”

I pulled out my phone and handed it to Lara. “The time started the day after I met with him at his estate.”

The screen showed a string of messages from an unknown number. The first simply read twenty-nine. A day later, twenty-eight. Then twenty-seven. Today, I had received the most recent message. It simply read, twenty-six.

“Subtle.” Lara shook her head.

“He’s not playing,” I said. “This is his way of telling me his deadline is set. I have twenty-six days to cure my curse before he expects me to make my decision.”

“And what decision would that be?” Dizzy asked.

“Whether or not I join the Brotherhood, set aside my own agenda and ambitions, and step into my father’s shoes.”

“Or...?” Lara prompted.

“I suspect I will find myself at odds with them as well. My father’s position in the inner circle will be compromised and we will have simultaneously slighted them and cut ourselves off from the organization.”

“Have you not considered joining them?” Lara asked. I went to speak, but she continued. “Think about the reach and resources you’d have access to. You could do a lot of good.”

“You don’t know the Brotherhood,” Dizzy replied. “The way they insert themselves into your life. Replace your own values with theirs. Your loyalty must be absolute, your commitment unquestioning. Those who don’t toe the line are ‘disappeared’. Given a choice between loyalty to the Brotherhood and any other ideal, there is no room for compromise.”

Dizzy hadn’t said as much but I suspected her father’s participation with the Brotherhood to be at the root of her parents’ separation. Her father had been busily living it up in London, enjoying society life and the pleasures that wealth and power brought. Dizzy’s mother, born of the Alasa bloodline, found her duty to her homeland to be of greater import. She left in the dead of night and hadn’t been seen since, except by Dizzy who had ventured home to Nigeria to find her.

“I’ve certainly thought about it,” I replied. “Lynch made a compelling argument. He as much as promised me a part in his succession plan. Imagine if I was at the helm. I could change so many things.”

“Seth, you’re not really considering.” Dizzy rose from her seat.

I held up my hands hoping to appease her. “Right now, I’m considering all the possibilities. Before, I had nothing to lose. It was easy to tell them to go to hell.”

My eyes met Lara’s. “Now I have everything to lose. It’s not as easy to say no. Lynch is a dangerous adversary, and I doubt he’ll just let me go.” 

“They will take their pound of flesh,” Dizzy said. “You think you can change them, but it is them, that will change you.”

An uneasy silence settled over the den, but was soon broken by a knock at the door.

Before I could answer it, the door opened and my father’s dour demeanor filled the frame.

He stepped into the room. “Tell me what that backstabbing bastard, Lynch, had to say about me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3


[image: image]


It had only been a week since I had seen my father but it was as if years had passed instead of days.

He was haggard, his eyes sunken with dark bags beneath them. Deep wrinkles had formed at the corners of his eyes and on his furrowed brow. His pace was slow and purposeful, but felt like it might have been better supported by a cane. 

Knowing my father, he’d rather be dead than reliant on anyone or anything. Seeing him like this caused my breath to catch in my throat.

Without a word, he crossed the study and sank into his seat behind the desk. Looking around the room, he licked his seemingly parched lips. “Don’t stop on my account.”

I stammered, unable to ignore how much his condition had deteriorated in so little time. “What on earth happened to you?”

He looked up at me. “Do you really need to ask?”

I could sense the fatigue in his every word. The Frank Caldwell I’d grown up with had been indomitable, but the man before me looked utterly worn down and at his wit’s end.

“The curse?” I muttered.

“Indeed, it seems our ancestor is intensifying her efforts. Holding her at bay is taking far more will than I am used to.”

“Why now?”

“I was hoping you could tell me. She certainly seems to have a sense of urgency about it. I had thought it might be because we are getting closer to rooting her out of our lives.”

It was a good theory. Given the information Kasey had shared, we could well be closer than we’d ever been to a cure. If Aleida was paying attention to our progress, it would give her reason to be concerned.

My father’s gaze gravitated to the wrinkled and bloodstained piece of paper I was holding. “Is that it?”

I nodded as I held it up. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but her family are Welsh Druids. They know more about blood magic than anyone else alive. This is what she told me.” 

He cocked his head to the side. “And your first instinct was to bleed all over it?”

“We ran into a little trouble in New York,” I said.

“It seems to follow you around.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Dizzy chimed in. 

My father and I hadn’t always been on speaking terms. Clearly, she was worried our relationship might be getting a little tense.

“Anything I should know about?” my father asked, leaning back in his chair.

“Just a sore loser from The Trial. Thought he could come and settle the score.”

“And...?”

“The Sidhe are devious little bastards, but I put him in the ground. Permanently this time.” 

A tingle of wintry pain ran through my arm. He’d certainly left his mark. I just hoped it would fade with time as I didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with the lingering pain right now. Not while I was still up against my curse, and not while I had Lynch breathing down my neck.

“Good.” My father nodded. “That tends to solve most problems. Shame it hasn’t solved ours.”

Indeed, it seemed our forebear, the High Priestess Aleida, had only grown more belligerent since her death.

“No, it hasn’t, but it does give us perspective. Combined with what I learned from Kasey, I have a few ideas on how we might put an end to this.”

“What did the Druid have to say?” My father leaned forward, tapping his fingers on the desk. There was a dismissive, almost derisive, tone in his voice. 

I let it go and grabbed a whiteboard marker off the desk.

“She had a bit to say, actually.” I made my way over to the whiteboard. “Considering just how skittish everyone else has been on the topic of blood magic, she was a breath of fresh air.”

“Provided she was telling the truth,” my father countered, “and not just trying to get you off her back.” 

I had a good feel for people. It was one of the things that had kept me alive through the years. From the day I’d met Murdoch, my gut had told me I could trust him. Tadashii, too. Even in a place where everyone had wanted me dead, he’d turned out to be a friend. 

My gut told me Kasey was telling the truth.

“I watched her wipe out the Feudal Court in an afternoon. If she wanted me off her back, there are easy ways to do it.”

“Not for an idealist with a hero complex,” my father said.

The second time, his tone was harder to ignore. It was almost as if he’d had business with her, but that seemed unlikely. He hadn’t left the country in a year and Kasey didn’t seem to get enough time to breathe, let alone vacation overseas. 

The memory of my first conversation with her came back to me. It was hard to forget it; I’d been cuffed to a chair at the time, and the only thing she’d been more interested in than what I was doing in her apartment, was the Brotherhood.

I tightened my hold on the whiteboard marker. “What do you have against her?” 

“Her, who?”

“Kasey. Don’t play dumb with me. I thought we were past this.” I fidgeted with the cap on the marker. 

When it came to the Brotherhood, it was difficult to believe my father and I were on the same page.

My father sighed, and the sound had a ring of disappointment to it. Back on familiar ground it seemed.

“Or is it the Brotherhood that has a problem? It’s difficult to tell at times.”

“Don’t be a child, Seth. She might have stopped Akihiro and saved some lives, but in doing so she dragged the Supernatural world into the spotlight. The cost of which hasn’t even begun to be realized. But if you want to laud her as a hero along with all the simpletons, don’t let me drag you down. I doubt I’ll still be here to endure the consequences, anyway.”

Well, that was morose.

“So, the Brotherhood didn’t try to have her killed?” I couldn’t help myself. After everything she’d said, I was curious.

“No, why would we? It was Akihiro’s agenda she was disturbing, and we shared a common foe there. My only issue is with her reckless idealism.” He looked at me. “I can see why the two of you got along.”

“Yes,” Dizzy said, “don’t you hate good people?”

“One day you’ll learn how the world works,” my father replied. “You can take the helm and help steer it, or play in the wake and hope you don’t drown. I’m done trying to convince you of the Brotherhood’s merits. It’s your life. We both know you’ll do as you please.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if he was privy to the discussion I’d had with Lynch. If he was, it would explain why the two of them appeared so in sync. If he wasn’t, his guilt trip was remarkably well timed. 

“Well, let’s see what the reckless idealist had to say,” I muttered as I tapped the board to gather their attention. 

I wasn’t in any mood to rehash the merits of the Brotherhood’s existence. With all the resources in the world, they had either been unwilling or unable to help my family cure its curse in spite of all my father had done to prop them up. I was beginning to think our circumstances suited their agenda.

Reading from Kasey’s note, I scribbled on the board as I went. “There are three ways to break any ritual. One, rob it of the power that fuels it. Two, redirect its focus. Three, overwhelm it with a greater degree of power than was used to form it.”

Making my way back across the board, I scrawled the note Kasey had scribbled, seemingly as an afterthought.

Twice in my life I have heard another’s voice in my mind. Once it belonged to a supreme being making its will known. The other was a disembodied spirit I had the misfortune of sharing the same physical space with. 

By the time I was finished writing, the room was almost silent. Everybody was staring at the board. The only sound in the room was Dizzy’s foot tapping against the carpet. It was the first time I’d shared the paper’s contents with anyone.

“She is an unusual woman,” Dizzy said, her voice little more than a whisper.

“Are we truly to believe she has heard the voice of God?” my father asked with skepticism.

“I have every reason to believe she chose her words carefully.” I shrugged as I set the marker down. “And no reason at all to doubt her. She has spent time beyond the Veil, as I have. There I met beings that have been worshiped as gods so long the world has almost forgotten them. Zeus, Hera, Hades. They are no more myth than you or me. Perhaps she has treated with similar entities from the Supernatural world. In any event, it’s a lot more than we had a week ago.”

“She could be on to something.” My father leaned back in his seat. “When I hear Aleida’s voice in my head, it takes an effort of will to drive her out. The only time I’ve had lasting relief from her presence was when you went to Panama. And we know that was because she was troubling you. It certainly supports the conclusion that she can only be in one place at a time. Perhaps she chose to trouble you because she feared you would succeed in thwarting her curse.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I replied. 

I’d spent weeks reflecting on the experience. Now Kasey’s note cast it in a new light. 

“The question is, did I stop hearing her voice because I drove her out?” I tapped the word power on the board as I spoke, but then dragged my finger down to Kasey’s final note. “Or did she depart of her own will, perhaps fearing that we or the creature the inquisition summoned might destroy her for good?”

Lara stood up. “If she was here, occupying the same space as you, would we not be able to see her?”

“Spirits move through our world every day,” Dizzy replied, “on their journey to their next existence. At times, they can choose to be seen but most often they remain hidden. Not a difficult task given they have no physical form. They are just an essence, a shade of their former selves.”

My father rubbed his chin. “I must admit, I’d always considered her voice a part of the curse rather than evidence of her enduring presence in our realm. If she is a disembodied spirit, it’s possible I’ve been going about this all wrong.”

Those were words I’d never heard out of my father’s mouth. In my shock, I almost tripped over the trash can beside his desk.

“So, she could be here right now?” Lara asked, looking about.

A chill ran down my spine. It was an unsettling proposition.

“It’s a safe assumption,” my father replied. “She isn’t troubling me, which probably means she wishes to go undetected.”

“How can we expect to beat her if she knows what we’re doing?” Dizzy asked. “She’ll always be a move ahead of us.”

“Which explains the trouble our ancestors faced. If she can observe our progress, she can intensify her resistance. Perhaps they too reached these same conclusions, but not in time to save themselves from her maddening influence.”

“Well, then, we’re ahead of the curve,” I replied. “Because we both know, and she can’t plague us both at once. She can’t be in two places at once.”

Lara paced by the window. I could almost see her mind working. She might not have been a member of the supernatural community, but she was accumulating knowledge on it at a rate of knots. 

“What prevents her from taking more direct action against us?” Lara asked.

“She has no physical form,” I said. “So while she might know what we’re doing, she’s an incorporeal voyeur.”

“A dangerous one,” my father added. “She has had four hundred years of practice and has killed our forebears without fail, incorporeal or not.”

A grim thought, but one I wasn’t going to let get in my way.

“So she can’t possess someone, like in the movies?” Lara asked, not content until she had dug up everything she could on ghosts.

An uneasy silence met the question. I looked at Dizzy who shook her head. My father too was silent.

I let out a sigh. “I don’t know.”

“If she can, she’s never tried,” my father said. “I presume one would have to be fairly weak-willed to allow a spirit to take control of their body.”

“Or frail,” I suggested as another theory formed in my mind. “What if our forebears didn’t kill themselves? What if she simply wore them down until they could no longer resist her, at which point she possessed them and had them take their own lives?”

“If we know the danger exists, we can help guard against it,” my father said. “You’re right, this has been most illuminating.”

I looked at him, wondering if that was sarcasm, but the compliment seemed genuine enough, which was even more disconcerting. 

I could never utter the thought aloud but there was a part of me that was mindful that if Aleida could in fact take possession of us, I had no way of knowing if my father was truly himself. He certainly looked pretty worn down. Even now, there was a chance she could be in control. I was going to have to exercise caution in what I shared with him.

My phone vibrated in my pocket, but we were making too much progress to be interrupted now. I ignored it and focused on the problem at hand.

In the event Aleida was present, I needed to give her more to focus on, keep her busy while we tried to break the binding that held her in our world.

“Fortunately, we know more than our ancestors ever did,” I said. “We’ve been to Panama. Entered her temple, found her remains and the knife she used in her ritual. We know what we’re dealing with. 

“When I used the ritual knife to kill a priestess of Hera beyond the Veil, it tore her spirit from her body. There I could see her form, then Charon the ferryman came and took her spirit into the realm beyond. She tried to fight him, but his power was too great. Spirits aren’t meant to remain here. Their destiny is elsewhere.”

“Didn’t you face her again in The Trial?” Lara asked.

“I did, but I was in Hades’ realm, and she moved in accordance with his will. Each Champion faced someone from their past, but again her spirit seemed at the mercy of others. Aleida has far greater autonomy than the priestess of Hera ever showed.”

“Why do you think that is?” Dizzy asked. “They both died by the same blade, did they not?”

“So I thought.” My gaze wandered back to the whiteboard. “I found the knife buried in what was left of Aleida’s body. I suspect her spirit was separated at the time of death, too. Unlike Hera’s minion, though, she died at her own hand and likely had time to make other preparations. I think she discovered a way to anchor herself here in our world.”

Lara paused her pacing. “If a ritual was used to anchor her in our realm, it would seem Kasey has given us a blueprint for shattering the chains keeping her here. Nature would take its proper course, right?”

Lara was right. If we could break those chains, Aleida would be dragged to the realm beyond. We’d finally be free of her.

I stared at the board. We had three ways of doing just that. All we had to do was work out how and what she had bound herself to.

My phone vibrated once more, just a message rather than a call this time.

Pulling the phone out of my khaki slacks, I noted that the missed call had been from Murdoch.

There was also a brief text.

The Tea House, Covent Garden.

Don’t pack light.

“What is it?” Lara asked.

I handed her the phone. “It’s Murdoch. He’s in trouble.” 

“What?” My father rose to his feet. “I thought he was sleeping off the flight.”

“No, he left the manor to check on something. This is the first I’ve heard from him since then.”

Lara held up the phone. “What makes you think he’s in trouble? What does ‘don’t pack light’ mean?”

“It’s our code,” I replied. “When we travel without baggage it means we’re expecting no resistance. Similarly, packing light is something the pair of us expect to handle easily.”

“So that means...” Dizzy said.

I looked at the message on the phone. “All hell is about to break loose.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4


[image: image]


The Tea House in Covent Garden was an upmarket bakery combining the best influences of a Parisian bakery with the niceties of a London tea house. Located in the heart of Covent Garden across the way from the Actor’s Church, The Tea House was a gathering place for the well-to-do ladies of London’s West End.

Which made Murdoch’s text all the more unusual. Shooting up tea time was bound to put us at odds with the local constabulary. Bobbies tended to take poorly to automatic weapons in the West End.

The armored Hummer we’d borrowed was a little conspicuous, so we parked it around the corner from our destination and made our way to the Tea House on foot. Fortunately, the weather was still a little chilly out, which gave us the opportunity to hide our ballistic vests beneath our winter coats. Though our choice of attire was clearly out of sync with London’s sartorial elite currently frequenting the establishment.

Our weapons were well concealed in bags and underarm holsters, but easily accessible if things should sour.

On reaching the Tea Room, I spotted Murdoch. Unshaven and a little disheveled, he was sitting out front beneath the shade of one of the Tea House’s large umbrellas. He was facing out to be able to observe the comings and goings at St. Paul’s without drawing too much attention. 

A pair of candy cars in the yellow and blues of the Metropolitan Police were parked in front of an adjacent apartment building, their lights on as a warning to passing traffic.

Murdoch waved us over and we were met at the entrance of the Tea House by an impeccably dressed older male waiter. His hair was neatly parted on one side, and he eyed us with a scrutiny that let us know we were out of place.

“Good evening, do you have a reservation?” he asked in a tone that conveyed the impression he already knew the answer and was looking forward to breaking the bad news to us.  

“Actually, we’re just joining our friend over there,” Dizzy said, pointing toward Murdoch.

“Very well, come with me.” The waiter tried, poorly, to hide his disappointment. It was as if we were dragging down the image of his establishment. 

He guided us to Murdoch’s table. As the others seated themselves, the waiter leaned in closer to me.

“Sir, I have told your companion but he seems preoccupied. If you’re going to sit, you really must order something.”

Well, that explained his attitude, at least in part. Not only were we failing on the dress-code, but Murdoch was occupying one of the waiter’s prized tables without availing himself of the establishment’s finer offerings.

Reaching into my wallet, I drew out the Black Amex and pressed it into the waiter’s hand. “Open an account, bring us your finest tea and an assortment of pastries for the table. I’m not fussy but some Cornish pasties would be lovely.”

The waiter perked up at the order. “And the tea, sir? We have a variety of exquisite options.”

I could feel the protracted explanation coming. Mimicking the voice my father used on such occasions, I cut him off. “I trust your palate. Whatever you feel would pair well with the pasties will be fine.” 

It was just the right amount of compliment and authoritative snobbishness to let him know we deserved a seat in his establishment.

“Very well. I’m Geoffrey. Should you need anything at all, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Seth Caldwell,” I said. “Caldwell with two l’s.” 

Geoffrey glanced down at the card, blinked once, and nodded. “Of course, sir. Welcome to the Tea House.”

His meteoric attitudinal adjustment told me he recognized the name. It was times like this it was convenient to be a Caldwell.

“And Geoffrey?” I added.

“Yes, Mr. Caldwell?”

I nodded toward Murdoch. “My friend here has had a difficult day. If we could be left to ourselves once the food is ready, it would be greatly appreciated.”

“Of course, sir. I’ll see to it that you’re not disturbed.”

Geoffrey made his way to the kitchen and I took my seat.

“You enjoyed that a little too much,” Dizzy said with a grin.

“Being a Caldwell has its perks.” I smiled. “Particularly in places like this. It’s probably why I go out of my way to avoid them.”

For the most part, I enjoyed the simple things in life. I’d prefer a burger and a Coke to the gold-plated pastries we were about to be served. I detested the fuss that was made over my family’s name and preferred to go incognito. At least, I usually did. For Geoffrey, I was willing to make an exception. 

“So, buddy, do you want to tell us why we’re here?” I asked Murdoch. “I’m assuming it’s not for the Cornish pasties or cucumber sandwiches.”

His gaze remained riveted on the activity across the road. A coroner was pulling up behind the police vehicles.

“You were a little cryptic with your text. I hope we’re not here to rob the Tea House, ’cause I just gave him my card.”

“Yeah, any reason why you’re staking out a crime scene?” Lara asked, unfolding her napkin. “If you sit here long enough, the police are going to take an interest in you.”

“I have nothing to hide,” Murdoch replied. “It certainly wasn’t me, but I am going to find out who it was.” 

He reached for the glass of water in front of him. His hand was trembling, and he spilled a little of the water as he tried to pick up the glass.

Dizzy wrapped her hand around his and helped him get a grip on it.

Perhaps it was just me, but Murdoch’s complexion was a little paler than I was used to.

“Come on, Murdoch. Level with us,” Dizzy whispered. “I’ve never seen you like this, and you asked us here.”

Murdoch hunched over his half-empty glass. “The top floor apartment in that building behind you is the residence of one Benjamin Kelly, an associate of mine for many years. I came here to see him.”

I looked at the police cordon and knew in my gut which apartment they were in.

“You haven’t seen him, have you?” I whispered. 

Benjamin was the first acquaintance Murdoch had ever mentioned. I had no idea what relationship existed between them.

“I have not,” Murdoch answered. “On account of the fact he is dead. I presumed the police would take interest in me asking after the deceased.”

“Have you seen the body?” Lara asked.

Geoffrey set down a steaming pot of tea. “I’ll be right back with the pastries.”

“Thanks, Geoffrey,” I replied, wondering just how much of the discussion he’d overheard.

As the waiter departed, Murdoch shook his head. “I haven’t, but there are only a handful of apartments and Ben hasn’t answered his phone all day.”

“If you haven’t seen the body, how can you know?” Dizzy asked, her optimism showing.

“I can feel it,” Murdoch replied.

That wasn’t particularly helpful. How were we meant to help Murdoch if he wouldn’t talk with us, and why did he want us armed? We weren’t about to get into a shootout with the local constabulary.

Geoffrey returned with a platter heaped high with pastries. There had to be almost fifty of them. Clearly Geoffrey had taken some liberties with the card. How passive-aggressive of him. In his defense, there were some Cornish pasties, so I let it slide.

He set down the card. “If there’s anything else you need, you have but to ask.”

“Thanks, Geoffrey.” I nodded at the platter. “This ought to tide us over for the time being.”

He departed, and Dizzy grabbed the tea.

“Who was he to you, Murdoch?” Dizzy asked as she poured four cups of tea.

“He was a brother to me,” Murdoch replied, “and if he’s been killed, then I fear we have been discovered.”

I reached for a Cornish pasty, figuring that Murdoch would fill us in at his own pace.

“We?” Lara sounded a little more like an interrogator than she had perhaps intended. “Who is we?”

“I wish I could tell you,” Murdoch replied. “But until I’m sure about what I’m up against, I cannot say.”

“Then how do you expect us to help?” Lara asked. “You asked us to come and we have. What can we do?”

“Sit with me.” Murdoch took the cup of tea Dizzy had poured for him. He managed a sip before setting it back on the table. “Just in case.”

“In case what?” Dizzy asked, sliding the other saucers across the white linen tablecloth.

“Well, that would depend on who killed Ben, but I suspect if they knew who he was, then my identity has also been compromised. I might need protection.”

I’d seen Murdoch live through an arcane explosion that should have broken him down to his constituent atoms. If there was something that could threaten his life, I wasn’t sure we’d be in a position to do anything about it. 

Not that it would stop us from trying.

Across the way, two paramedics maneuvered a stretcher bed down the front stairs of the apartment building. A sheet had been pulled over the top of a human form. 

“That will be Ben,” Murdoch murmured.

“Well, we can’t sit here twiddling our thumbs and thinking the worst,” I replied. “Let’s find out if that really is him.” 

I rose to my feet and beckoned to Geoffrey.

“We can’t just go over there.” Murdoch reached for my arm.

“Nonsense. It looks like they’re just finishing up anyway. If the coroner is here, the police will have been here for hours. Let’s see if they won’t at least let you see your friend before they take him.”

Geoffrey returned to the table. 

“Just the man I was looking for,” I said. “Geoffrey, we need to duck across the street. We’ll be back in just a moment. If you could mind the table, no need to clear it. We’ll just be a few minutes.”

“But, sir, the tea will go cold.”

“We can always order another,” I replied, which seemed to mollify him somewhat, though he clearly wasn’t one for wasting a cup of perfectly good tea. 

“Of course, sir. It will be waiting for you when you return.”

With our table and the mountain of pastries under Geoffrey’s watchful care, we took our bags and made our way across the street, heading straight for the apartment. We were about ten feet from the gurney when a constable stepped into our path. The officer was in his late forties, and looked like he could bench me, despite the couple of extra pounds he was carrying around his waist.

“Oi, stop. Where do you lot think you’re going? This is a crime scene. You can’t head in there.”

“Evening, Constable. We’re just on our way to visit with a friend, Ben. He lives on the top floor,” I said.

The officer grimaced as he pulled his hat off his head. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but your friend has passed. That’s why we’re here.”

Murdoch groaned and I did my best to feign surprise. I’d hoped we were wrong, but I’d long since learned to trust Murdoch’s gut.

“That’s terrible, Officer. What happened?”

“Burglary gone wrong by the look of things. Place was turned inside out.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Any idea who could have done this?”

“I’m afraid it’s an ongoing investigation. I can’t disclose any other details.”

“I understand. We appreciate your thoroughness, Officer,” I said with a nod.

Murdoch stepped up beside me, his entire body trembling. “Can I see him?”

The officer gave Murdoch the eye, but relented. “I don’t see why not, but you can’t touch anything and I’m going to need to see some IDs.”

The constable pulled a pad out of his breast pocket as Murdoch drew out his license.

“Phineas T. Murdoch,” Murdoch replied before rattling off his phone number. The rest of us gave the officer our details. We didn’t have anything to hide and perhaps we might learn something from their investigation.

The officer eyed my ID. “Caldwell, huh? Any relation to Frank?”

I nodded as I stuck the ID back in my pocket. “He’s my father. Why?”

“Good man, your dad,” the officer answered as he flipped his pad shut. “Sees the Metro PD never goes without. Everybody knows Frank Caldwell is a friend of the Force.”

That didn’t surprise me one bit. It also explained why he was never bothered by the local law enforcement.

The constable led us over to where the paramedics were loading the body into the back of an ambulance.

“Hold up for a moment, boys. Our friends here are going to confirm the ID on the victim for us.”

The paramedics pulled back the sheet, revealing a man in his late fifties. There were a number of bloody contusions on his head, his lip was swollen, both eyes were black, and blood stained his white button-up shirt.

A tear ran down Murdoch’s face. “That’s Ben all right.”

He turned away, and the paramedics covered the body. As they loaded Ben into the ambulance, Murdoch plonked himself down on the curb, hanging his head in his hands.

“The two of them went back a long way,” I explained to the officer. “If there is anything we can do to assist the investigation, please let us know.”

We sat silently with Murdoch as the rest of the officers piled into their vehicles and departed. 

The accommodating constable stopped by one last time on the way to his car. “Sorry about your friend. We’ll do what we can to find the killer.”

Seasoned cop. He knew better than to make a promise he couldn’t keep. Murdoch nodded his thanks and the officer slipped away.

As soon as the last of the emergency services had left, Murdoch wiped his eyes, stood up, and gestured at the building. “Right, in we go.”

“What are you hoping to find?” I asked.

Murdoch’s countenance shifted from grief to granite in a heartbeat. “I expect to find out who is responsible for the death of one of my men.”

His men? Murdoch had served in the military; had Ben been under his command? I knew precious little about his time in the service besides the redacted report of the incident where he’d been shot down by rebels. 

The resolution was evident on his face. There was no point arguing with him and, given the state Ben had been found in, I was curious. The officers had concluded that it was a home invasion gone wrong. Whoever had done that to Ben had wanted something from him.

It was a four-level walk-up, which had to be hell after a long day. We made our way upstairs. It was a skinny building with two apartments per floor bar the fourth, which seemed dominated by a single larger penthouse. The door was shut but the lock had been obliterated by whoever had forced their way through it. Police tape hung across the entrance.

I lifted the tape as everyone shimmied underneath.

The furniture had been toppled over, the couch cushions had been sliced open, and even the paintings had been torn off the wall. The only piece of standing furniture was a single seat that was still upright in the middle of the room. I suspected that was where Ben’s body had been found. A set of severed zip ties confirmed my suspicions. The remains of a broken lamp had spread glass from its shattered bulb across the floor.  

There was also an unhealthy quantity of blood. Most of it I suspected belonged to Ben.

Whoever had been here had taken their time trying to extract what they wanted from him.

The longer I stood here, the more concerned I grew at just what that might be.

Murdoch brushed past me and into the apartment’s bedroom. Curious, I followed him in. The covers were pulled down, likely because Ben had been unceremoniously yanked from his bed in the dead of night. A painting of what appeared to be Glastonbury Abbey had been torn off the wall, revealing a small wall safe, its door open and its contents missing.

“It’s gone,” Murdoch whispered. “After all this time, someone has found us.”

“What’s gone? And who is looking for you?” I asked.

When Murdoch didn’t answer me, I turned, hoping to find something in the apartment, but stopped dead. Smeared in blood across the wall opposite the bed was an immense red cross. It was easily five feet tall.

Someone wanted to send a message, loud and clear, about what had happened here.

There were only two organizations I knew that used that particular heraldry. One was an international aid organization, and the other was meant to be extinct, having been purged from existence by Edward Knight.

“Murdoch, what did the Inquisition want with Ben?”
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Murdoch ran his hands through his hair, but it didn’t hide the shaking.

He might have been silent, and yet I could tell from his manner he knew the answer to my question but wasn’t willing to share it. Murdoch wasn’t much on lying either, something about the Ten Commandments. Rather than fabricate a fallacy, he preferred silence.

“Come on, Murdoch. We can’t help unless we know what’s going on.”

Tires screeched somewhere outside, first one vehicle than another.

The twisting sensation in my stomach told me the sound wasn’t a coincidence. Leaving my question unanswered, I raced to the window. 

A series of unmarked white commercial vans pulled to a halt in front of the apartment building, occupying the space the police had vacated less than half an hour ago. Only the van occupants were not interested in either protecting or serving.

The black body armor and tactical equipment concealed their identity but the large crimson crosses on their chest-plates matched the blood-smeared cross on the wall of the bedroom behind me.

The Inquisition piled out of their transport vehicles. Each vehicle seemed to have had the rear compartment refitted for transport as no less than thirty commandos in full-tactical gear with automatic weapons converged on the apartment building. They must have been watching the building. Otherwise, they would have no reason to come back. 

They were looking for something, or someone. 

Murdoch stood staring at the blood cross, his hands pressed to his temple.

I knew who they wanted.

“Murdoch, it’s time to go,” I called, looking around for a way out.

Murdoch trudged to the window. His eyes settled on the commandos fanning out in front of the building. His face hardened as he set his jaw. “I hoped we’d seen the last of them.”

“Hope springs eternal. Looks like the Red Knight missed a few.”

“Cockroaches always find a way to survive,” he said. “Not a problem. You brought the weapons, right? Let them come. They’ll find we’re a tougher proposition than poor Benjamin.”

I shook my head. This wasn’t the Murdoch I knew. He was always cool, calm, and collected even under the most intense pressure, but this wasn’t that. This was anger, frustration, revenge. He wanted to shoot it out.

“Murdoch, you might be able to survive that, but the rest of us can’t. You’re going to get us all killed.”

He bit his lip. “They will pay for what they did to Ben.”

Lara burst into the bedroom. 

“Yep, but right now we need a plan.” She drew her pistol from its holster beneath her arm. “We’re four floors up and surrounded.” 

“We can’t take the stairs,” I replied. “There are too many of them. We’d be charging into a firing squad.”

“The fire escape,” Murdoch replied. “It’s one of the reasons Ben picked this building—commanding views and an easy escape route. We can use it to get to ground level. They’ll have left some men on the outside, but we should be able to take them.”

“Okay, I’ll buy us some time with the vanguard,” Lara replied. “You guys find something to barricade this door. As soon as I come back through it, I want you to jam it shut. We need it to buy enough time for us to reach ground level. By the time they breach, we’ll be legging it for the car.”

I held my tongue as she headed for the front door, but I didn’t want her to venture into the firing line.

“Don’t look at me like that, Seth. I’ll be just fine. I trained for this long before you came into my life.”

“You trained for religious zealots with assault rifles?” I called after her. She’d said little about Section Nine’s training regime but I doubted they’d covered the Inquisition.

“Not these particular zealots, but we’ve got plenty of our own. We just need to slow them down.”

Lara raced out the front door, intent on catching them on the staircase. A few shots would certainly give them something to think about.

While Lara slowed them, I went in search of barricade materials.  There was a bookcase and a couch, both of which would help our cause. Considering the manpower at the Inquisition’s disposal, I decided to use both. Hopefully the furniture would buy us enough time to make it down the fire escape, but we’d need to move fast.

I pushed the bookshelf toward the door, but pains shot down my right arm. Wincing, I grabbed my wrist. I didn’t have time to deal with this. Turning around, I put my back against the bookcase and started shoving against it, inching it closer to the door. When it was close enough, I worked on the couch.

While I worked, Murdoch opened the window.

“Dizzy, why don’t you slip out first? Take a discreet look around and clear the path for us when the time comes,” Murdoch suggested.

“On it,” she replied. As she raced across the room, her form melted and shrunk, shifting from human to the compact shape of an eagle in flight. She tucked her wings as she shot through the open window before climbing up into the darkening sky. Even if the Inquisition were watching the window, she was gone in a heartbeat. 

Given she was the only one of us that didn’t need to clamber down the fire escape, she made a great forward scout. The rest of us, on the other hand, would be totally exposed to fire from anyone waiting below.

A series of gunshots echoed through the building. Three of them in quick succession, followed by a brief pause and another two shots. Automatic weapons fire drowned out Lara’s pistol fire. 

Before the fusillade died down, Lara appeared in the doorway. “They’re coming, hot and heavy.”

She slammed the door shut. With Murdoch’s help, I tipped the bookcase over so that it was lying horizontal in front of the door. Once it was in place, we jammed the couch up against it. The makeshift barricade would absorb a few rounds and take some manpower to move.

Then, I reached for the door itself. Running my hand over the timber, I whispered, “Acero.”

Power flowed through me, down my arm and into the door. As it did, piercing pains like daggers made of ice shot through the muscles of my right arm. 

The din of the Inquisition storming the staircase flooded the building. Tears streamed down my face as I held my course, transmuting the door and its frame into solid steel, before solidifying the lock and jamming it in place. A wall of steel was going to provide a much sturdier obstacle to their progress and, given they hadn’t encountered it last time they’d visited, I hoped it would sow a little confusion also. 

Tinges of blue shot through my arm, barely visible beneath the skin, but the pain of their passage threatened to render me unconscious. I leaned on the wall with my left arm, steadying myself as I swayed.

“Seth?” Murdoch called. “Are you all right?”

I drew in a sharp breath as I nodded unconvincingly. “Yep, that ought to buy us what we need. Let’s go.”

I staggered across the room, as the heavy footfalls of two dozen commandos shook the floor. Murdoch steadied me as we moved, and reaching the window, he placed a hand over my chest. “I’ll go first.”

I was in no condition to argue. On my best day he seemed more durable than me, and the lingering trauma from my battle with the Reoánaighsidhe had me feeling particularly fragile.

Once Murdoch was on the fire escape, Lara followed. I waited till last and salved my wounded pride by considering myself the rearguard against the zealots about to breach the apartment. 

“They’re outside, on the fire escape,” a voice from below shouted. 

They’d left lookouts on the street. It was unfortunate, but not unexpected.

From my place on the fire escape, I could make out two heavily armored men raising assault rifles at us. They vanished in a blur as an enormous black form hurtled at them from above.

Before they could pull the trigger, Dizzy, all four hundred pounds of her in the form of a Silverback Gorilla, landed atop one of the two commandos. I winced as bones broke when he cushioned her fall. The other commando tried to draw a bead on her but Dizzy backhanded him into the wall. The man hit the bricks and collapsed, out cold. Dizzy shifted back into her human form, grabbed the two discarded assault rifles the commandos had been using, and took up position behind the dumpster in the alley, covering our descent.

There was a thundering impact as something slammed into the front door of the apartment. The frame bowed and warped, but held.

Murdoch descended the fire escape with Lara hot on his heels.

Another thunderous impact tilted the door inward, where it remained propped up by the bookshelf and couch wedged behind it.

One of the commandos spotted me in the window. “They’re getting away!” 

“We need them all,” a voice behind him bellowed.

As they wrestled with the barricade, I nursed my right arm close to my chest but extended my left back and sent a bolt of lightning arcing toward the door. The bolt struck the steel, running across the surface. A chorus of pained shouts came from the other side of the door.

“It’s electrified,” a voice shouted.

“It wasn’t when we were here earlier. Get some rubber gloves and get it out of the way, now! You lot, back down the stairs. Cut them off.”

I grabbed the handrails on the fire escape and raced the rest of the way down the steep steps. Stealth had no value to us now, only speed. 

I was down to the second level by the time the first of Inquisition breached the apartment. As heavy boots crossed the timber floor, I was heading for the ladder to the ground level. The commando reached the window we’d used to escape and stuck his head out. 

“They’re in the alley.”

As he tried to climb through the window, a burst of fire erupted from behind the dumpster. The din of automatic weapons fire was deafening in close quarters. Covering my ears and searching for the source, I looked up in time to catch the black-clad figure topple over the edge of the fire escape. He fell to the pavement below me.

Murdoch stood in the alley with one of the assault rifles Dizzy had borrowed and an immensely satisfied look on his face.

I descended the last ladder as Murdoch periodically squeezed rounds off at the upstairs window to discourage our pursuers.

“Let’s go,” Murdoch called as my boots hit the pavement.

Racing through the alley way, I could feel my heart hammering in my chest. It was chaos all around us. People were screaming on the street, no doubt fearing some sort of terrorist attack or mass shooting. Inside, the Inquisition would be scrambling to make it to the first floor. There would be other members of their strike team trying to fan out to contain us.

Our Humvee was parked near the Tea House. We’d have to get through the Inquisition to reach it. 

“I’m parked out back,” Murdoch called. “Leave the car. We’ll send someone back for it.”

To my great surprise, we reached his Humvee without encountering any more resistance. Murdoch unlocked the vehicle as we approached, and he leapt into the driver’s seat. I slipped into the passenger’s and cradled his assault rifle as he fired up the armored car. Lara and Dizzy took the back seats.

The Humvee’s engines roared to life as Murdoch floored it.

“Seatbelt on,” he growled. 

I dragged mine across my body, fumbling as I tried to jam it into the seatbelt clasp. Dizzy and Lara followed suit as the Humvee screeched around the corner, leaving a good deal of rubber on the road. Frenzied pedestrians raced away from the apartment and the adjacent Actor’s Church. Murdoch navigated the armored car through the fracas with the precision of a stunt driver.

“Murdoch, shouldn’t we be heading away from them?” I asked as the Inquisition’s vans came into view.

“Oh, we will, in just a moment. Can’t have them following us.”

It took me all of a heartbeat to realize his intention. 

Murdoch drove the pedal to the floor as he rocketed toward them. I barely had time to lock the doors.

The Inquisition must’ve seen it coming as they brought every weapon they could to bear and unleashed hell.

Bullets ricocheted off the vehicle’s reinforced plates and reinforced windows. Sustained fire would eventually shatter them, but Murdoch wasn’t going to give them that chance.

When it became apparent the vehicle was proof against their weapons, the soldiers of the Inquisition scrambled for cover. Murdoch steered the Humvee’s bull bar straight into the side of the nearest van.

The force of the impact launched me forward, but the seatbelt yanked me back into my seat in a delightful dose of whiplash. It had nothing on the pain in my arm though.

In the armored Humvee, we fared considerably better than the vans. They crumpled like a politician in front of a press panel. We collected three of the vans, one after the other, before slamming into a streetlight. The pole bent at an obscene angle but didn’t break. The Humvee ground to a halt.

Two dozen enraged Inquisitors funneled out of the apartment building and opened fire at us.

Spiderweb fissures spread across the glass in the Humvee’s rear window.

“Murdoch, get us the hell out of here,” I said.

“With pleasure,” he replied, throwing the stick into reverse and gunning it. He spun the wheel and swung the car back out onto the street. The nearest Inquisitor was struck by the sliding Humvee, sending him flying. 

As we rounded the corner and the gunfire subsided, I turned to Murdoch.

“Was that entirely necessary?”

“Yes,” he said, a righteous indignation etched across his face. “They deserve far worse.”

“What if they’d had heavy weapons, like they did when they hit us at the hangar?”

“Then I’d have hit him first,” Murdoch replied. “Do I question you when you make a call?”

He had a point. I’d led him into some pretty horrific circumstances over the years. He’d never second-guessed me.

“No,” I conceded, “but if you can loop me in next time, that would be splendid.”

“Understood.” He gripped the wheel so tight his knuckles turned white. “They’re all going to die, Seth. They pervert the word of God to justify their hate.” 

“Who was Ben to you?” I asked. 

I’d never seen him this upset. 

“He was a brother to me,” Murdoch replied, staring at the road ahead.  

“You’re going to need to do better than that, Murdoch. Something is going on, and we want to help.”

“How can we help you if you won’t tell us anything?” Dizzy said. “We’re here for you. Why not let us help you, the way you’ve always helped us?”

Murdoch drummed a nervous pattern on the wheel with his thumbs as he guided us out of the heart of London.

I bided my time, not saying anything. I couldn’t make him tell me but I also was worried about him. Ben’s death had shaken Murdoch in a way I’d never known possible. Murdoch had always seemed unbreakable, but now cracks were appearing in his iron façade, and I wasn’t sure how to help him.

“You have no idea how long I’ve carried this secret,” Murdoch began.

“I’ve kept plenty of my own,” I replied. “You can trust us.”

“I know that, Seth, but nothing like this. This is everything to me, a part of my very existence.”

“I won’t force your hand, Murdoch. If you don’t want to tell us, we’ll help as best we can, but we’ll be fighting with one hand tied behind our back.”

Silence settled in the vehicle.

Finally, Murdoch spoke. “Ben was one of my men. I hand picked him, trained him, and guided him. We had entrusted him with something of great value and the Inquisition has stolen it.”

“What was it?”

“A key,” Murdoch said. “One of four required to access a location that men have long sought but never found.”

“There are four keys?” I asked. 

“All of them are essential, but any one alone is useless. The four of them together lead to something of unequaled significance.”

“Can I ask what it is?” 

“Do you promise not to tell another living soul?”

“Of course,” I replied. “You’ve kept my secrets for years. I’d never betray yours. I’d rather die.”

“Then swear it.”

I swallowed. A sworn oath was bound by my own magic. I would not enter one lightly but neither would I forsake this one.

Imbuing an effort of will into the words, I said, “I swear it. On my life.”

“Good.” Murdoch looked in the rear-view mirror.

“I swear it, too,” Dizzy added without hesitation. 

“You have no need,” Murdoch said. “I know your soul.”

There was a nervous pause as he made eye contact with Lara.

“There is no room for conflicted loyalties here, Lara,” he said. “I saved your life at Delphi. If you tell a soul, I’ll take it just as easily.”

Murdoch turned to me. “No matter how much that might hurt me. The item in question is one that has driven men to madness.”

“I understand,” Lara replied. “I won’t say a word. Not to anyone.”

“Good,” Murdoch said. “I suspect your old employers would love to possess it.”

“Possess what?” I asked. “What is it you’ve been hiding?”

Murdoch let out a slow breath.

“We’ve been defending the Holy Grail.”
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A million thoughts rushed through my mind, but none of them came out of my mouth. 

I stared at Murdoch in slack-jawed amazement as I tried to work out whether or not he was trying to pull my leg. Was this his way of getting me to quit asking? Give me an answer that was so obviously outlandish as to indicate he had no intention of sharing his secret?

His tone certainly seemed serious enough, but the statement itself beggared belief. The Holy Grail had been the subject of more movies, books, fiction, and fable than almost any other single item in human history. Hell, I’d even spent several months in my late teenage years digging into rumors of its existence. 

As had anyone who had ever been faced with their own mortality. The rumor of eternal life was enough to keep the fable of the cup alive. I’d been eighteen then. The revelation of my family’s legacy and destiny had me groping about for any shred of hope. But search as I might, I could find no meaningful proof of the Grail’s existence. I’d set it aside as myth and moved onto other more tangible solutions to my familial curse.

“You want to run that by me again?” I asked, resting my chin on my hand.

“I think you heard me just fine,” Murdoch replied, “and your reaction is about what I suspected it would be.”

He threaded the vehicle through the London traffic, checking the mirrors for any sign that we were being followed.

“The Holy Grail is a myth, Murdoch. Everybody knows that. People have searched for two millennia. No one has ever found more than rumors and speculation.”

“You, Seth, should know better than anyone that just because something is shrouded in myth doesn’t mean there isn’t a kernel of truth at the very heart of it. The Grail is real. I have touched it with my own hands,” Murdoch said, “and now it is in grave peril.”

“You’re telling me, you knew where the Grail was this entire time, and you’ve never bothered mentioning it?” I asked. “You’ve watched me spend almost a decade trying to cure this curse, and all the while you’ve been sitting on the key to eternal life?”

It was hard not to feel at least a little betrayed. We’d been all over the world searching for answers to my curse. If what he was saying was true, I didn’t know what to do with the information.

“The Grail isn’t the answer to your problems, Seth. It never has been and it never will be.”

“How can you say that?” I burst out. “We’ve not even tried anything with it.”

Murdoch held up his hand to stop me. “If I thought for a minute it could cure you, I would have tried years ago.”

“Eternal life,” I stammered incredulously. “If it truly is the Grail, I’d say that is a pretty solid solution.”

“Look at your father and tell me that’s still true?” Murdoch replied. “Eternity with your adversary’s voice in your mind isn’t salvation—it’s purgatory. I would not do that to you for any price. Believe what you will, but I’ve never done anything that wasn’t in your best interest.”

I gritted my teeth to keep something stupid from coming out of my mouth. The more I thought about it, the more I realized he was right. There was a very big difference between not dying and being delivered from my curse. My father’s increasingly unstable temperament was further evidence that Murdoch was onto something.

“What you’re considering now for the first time, Seth, I have dealt with my entire life. The understanding of when to use power for the betterment of others is not an easy choice. Misused, it could violate our entire reason for being. Life is intended to be finite, and I have every confidence you will find a way to cure your affliction.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“It’s the determination that drives you. You say you’re looking for a cure, but along the way what a precious life you have, saving others. That says more about you than anything else anyone might say. That selflessness is the reason I have stuck with you all these years. You do good, Seth. You prevent dangerous relics from falling into the hands of even more dangerous men. 

“In Rome, things could have gone much differently. In Panama, again, you made choices that saved untold lives. We both know that came at the expense of your own progress. Coincidence? I think not. God has a plan for you, and it has never involved the Grail.”

“He seems to want us to save it,” I replied. “God seems to pick and choose when things are convenient for him.”

Murdoch laughed. “Set aside your self-pity for a moment and consider what you have lived through. Consider the circumstances you were born into. Cursed? Perhaps. Privileged? Without question.”

I shook my head. “How can you do that?”

“Do what?” Murdoch asked as he changed lanes.

“Blindly trust that He has your best interests at heart when the world seems to be falling apart.”

“It is not blind,” Murdoch replied. “I’ve learned to place my trust in him and his plan. There is a difference.”

In some ways, I envied Murdoch and his ability to trust so completely. Perhaps I was simply too cynical to believe as he did. 

“What do you think his plan is now?” I asked. “I’d love to know before we rush into the teeth of another Inquisition ambush.”

“The Grail is to be retrieved and preserved,” Murdoch replied. “It is the vessel that caught the blood of Christ. Anyone willing to murder his disciples is not fit to possess it. Whatever else it might be, it is the most sacred evidence of the divinity of the Son of God. They must never be allowed to possess it.”

“How is that even possible?” Lara replied. “To keep such a secret for so long?”

“Our resolve is total,” Murdoch replied. “We serve for life. When your commitment is absolute, a secret is not a burden—it’s a privilege.”

“You say ‘we’. Who are you? What are you?”

“We are the Circle,” Murdoch replied. “Twelve men with a secret the world would kill for. We have always known that our best hope of preserving the Grail was to keep it hidden. We have, for two millennia. We spirited the Grail out of Jerusalem when turmoil in the region threatened our existence. We brought it back here, to England, seeing the rise of a new world power. We hid it where we figured it would be least likely to be disturbed. The world wars were a challenge, but our organization endured the crusades, so we were well practiced.”

“Twelve? That seems like a lot of people to keep a secret,” I said.

“History can be cruel,” Murdoch replied. “Twelve granted us a measure of longevity. At times, it has caused rumors to reach the public consciousness, but our secret keepers would die before compromising what they know of the Grail and its defenses.”

“Defenses?” Dizzy called from the back seat. “What kind of defenses?” 

“They are extensive,” Murdoch replied. “A necessary precaution to ensure the safety of the Grail. Things have been quiet of late. We have become complacent.”

“What if Ben was just a fluke? And the Inquisition have no idea about the rest of you. They could have been sitting on the apartment hoping someone would show up. The rest of you might be safe.”

Murdoch shook his head. “Last night on the flight home, I was overcome with a sickening sensation. When we landed, I started checking on my brothers. Ben isn’t the only one. Most of the others are unreachable. At least three of them are dead too. Secret Keepers in France, Spain, and Greece have all been overcome. The only conclusion that can be reached is that someone is coming for the Grail, and they know far more about us than I ever thought possible.”

“But why now? It’s been two thousand years,” I said. “Why are they coming for you now?”

“Rumors have always surrounded the Grail’s existence. You can’t just disappear something of such monumental worth. People witnessed that day. Subtle as we’ve been through the ages, there are always traces left. Where do you think the myth of Arthur and his knights of the round table came from?”

“The twelve knights?” Lara whispered excitedly. “That was the Circle?”

Murdoch looked over his shoulder at her. “As always, a kernel of truth at the heart of every myth. And try as we might to remain independent, throughout history we have had to rely on the goodwill and courage of others for safety. It’s possible that someone has pieced together those accounts and discovered our truth.”

“That the Grail survived,” Dizzy said as the Humvee turned into Weybridge Manor’s driveway.

“More than that,” Murdoch replied. “That it’s here, and that we are the key to accessing it.”

My heart skipped a beat. “But how would they know who to target? I’m assuming you aren’t on a register somewhere.”

Murdoch shook his head. “Of course not. I’m still trying to figure that out. I suppose it’s possible that if they found one of us, they could simply observe our movements until they identified our brothers. 

“We are solitary creatures. If you knew what to look for, I suppose it’s possible to profile us. But it would have taken them years to piece that together. This was no spontaneous action. This is a coordinated assault on the Circle.”

“If they got to Ben, why would they need you?” Lara asked, leaning forward in her seat. “Surely they could get the location out of him.”

“Because there are four entrances and twelve secret keepers,” Murdoch replied. “Four of us hold keys, and they may not know who is currently in possession of them. They need all four, and at any given time, eight of us are holding nothing but the identity of our brothers. The keys move periodically as an added precaution.”

“And you hold a key?” I asked, utterly fascinated.

The Hummer pulled to a halt in front of Weybridge Manor. “Not to the outer cloister, but I am the only man on earth who understands the nature of the defenses inside the inner sanctuary.”

“So even if they got Ben’s key, they can’t get to the Grail?” Dizzy asked.

“Many would die,” Murdoch replied. “But given who we are dealing with, that is unlikely to deter them. With enough time, they would eventually reach the Grail.”

“The Inquisition tried to sunder the Veil in Panama,” I replied. “Dozens died as they tried to navigate the temple’s entrance hall without the proper understanding of its traps.”

“Knight has them on the brink of extinction. They will spend any number of lives to acquire the Grail. It is likely the only way they will reclaim any vestige of the power they once had,” Murdoch replied, “but that is not the Grail’s purpose.”

“Then what is?” Lara asked. “Surely it could do more good if not stashed away.”

“Its spiritual significance is all that matters,” Murdoch replied. “It caught the blood of the Son of God and it is evidence that he walked among us. Setting aside any miraculous properties, the Grail has such compelling spiritual significance it could reignite zealous fires that once burned perilously bright. Men would do anything to possess it. The crusades were fought for less.”

“An uncomfortable thought,” I replied as I pushed open my door. There was one question to which I was dying to know the answer. “How did the Circle come to possess the Grail?”

“We have had it since the beginning,” Murdoch replied. It was an answer that told me precious little. “For two thousand years, the faithful have preserved it safe from the greed of conspiring men. Now everything we’ve worked for is in jeopardy.”

“What are we going to do about it?” I asked. “I doubt you intend to sit here in the manor and wait to see how this turns out. If you believe for a minute that we are going to let you wander into this storm alone, you have another think coming.”

“Seth, you have your own problems.” Murdoch placed his hand on my shoulder. “The Brotherhood, your curse. This is not your fight.”

“They made it my fight when they came for you,” I replied. The Inquisition had tried to slit my throat in a ritual sacrifice in the jungles of Panama. I wasn’t letting them have my friend. 

Murdoch leaned in close. “The Grail isn’t the answer to your problem, Seth,” he whispered, “and when I retrieve it, I will be placing it somewhere no man can ever lay hands on it again.”

“I know it’s not,” I said. “This isn’t about helping me. I’m helping you. After everything you’ve done for me, I have your back.”

Sure, there was a natural curiosity in me that wanted to see the Grail, but I also wanted to protect it from the likes of the Inquisition.

Murdoch narrowed his eyes at me. It was almost as if he didn’t believe me. And that thought stung a little. But I supposed, more than anyone else, he’d witnessed my single-minded focus on trying to cure my curse. He had been with me in the catacombs of Rome, and the lost temple in Panama. He knew just how far I was willing to go. What he didn’t know was what Kasey had shared with me.

“Murdoch, even if it could bring eternal life, I know it can’t save me from Aleida. An eternity with her companionship would be torment. I’m not looking to live forever. I just want peace. And if I let this fall into their hands, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

We stood there in awkward silence.

“Besides,” I added, “if we let it fall into the hands of the Inquisition, I’m as good as dead anyway. They hate me as much as anyone alive, except perhaps Knight. With the Grail in their possession, others would rally to their cause.” 

“If we know Knight wants them dead, why not tell him?” Dizzy asked. “See if he can help deal with them.”

“Because we cannot risk drawing Knight’s attention to the Grail,” Murdoch replied. “He would take it for himself, just like Ares’ blessing.”

“Then it’s a good thing his week is up, and Ares has taken his toys away,” I said as I led everyone down the side of the manor. 

As we trudged past the manor building, Dizzy asked, “Where are we going?” 

“If we’re facing down the Inquisition, we’re not going to do it without appropriate supplies. It’s time I showed you the vault.”

I guided them across the lawns to the old shed that housed my hidden storage facility.

Whilst Murdoch had seen it, neither Lara nor Dizzy had been inside. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them; I simply hadn’t had reason or opportunity to show them. I did have a similar stash-house in New York that they’d seen, but this was my home base. It was where I kept the relics I was worried might fall into the wrong hands. 

Opening the shed, I wound past the ride-on mower and my workshop, and led the way toward the back wall and my secret repository. I pried open the panel that served as the entrance to my stash.

“What is this place, Seth?” Lara asked as I set aside the panel, revealing the cavity I’d created between the false wall and the exterior of the shed.

“Just where I store my things. The kind of stuff that wouldn’t be safe to leave around the house. It’s a bit of a tight fit but I’m not heading after the Inquisition empty-handed. Look around and pick your poison.”

Murdoch slipped past me, heading for his equipment lockers. We stored most of our munitions here for when we needed to resupply Gladys. There was a considerable amount of firepower neatly packed into the space. 

Murdoch opened his locker and drew out an AA-12 automatic shotgun and set it aside. Not content, he pulled out another and several drums of ammunition. He lugged them out of the vault, set them down on the table, and made his way back inside.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Dizzy whispered, her eyes lighting up like it was Christmas. The vault combined two of her favorite things—weapons and shopping, and she didn’t have to pay for any of these items.

“The lockers in the back have a spare hunting bow and plenty of arrows,” I called after her. 

Dizzy tended to favor the bow over traditional firepower, but most of the time she was the weapon. Dizzy in her shifter form was as dangerous as anything in here, particularly because of just how talented she was. She had lightning quick reflexes and adapted on the prowl, like the hunting cats she often favored.

I rested a hand on the small of Lara’s back. “I’m sure you’ll find something to suit your tastes, babe.”

Lara headed inside and, starting at one end of the vault, she systematically made her way through it, opening one locker at a time.

I went straight for the protective apparel and snatched up four lightweight, bullet-proof vests. Next, I burrowed into a lockbox and removed a small pouch of the stones I used to provide light in dark places. You never knew when they were going to come in handy. Emptying the contents of the box, I removed a false bottom and lifted out a pair of high-top sneakers. 

“What are those?” Lara asked. “I thought you preferred boots.”

“I do, but sometimes you just need to be a little lighter on your feet.”

I stuck them on the table with the other gear and made my way back into the vault.

We continued to sift through ammunition, weapons, and equipment. After all, when you were going after the Holy Grail, there was no such thing as overkill. 

When we had a veritable mountain of munitions, Murdoch gave a satisfied nod. 

“That ought to do it. I’ll bring the car around and we can load up.”

“Where are we headed? You still haven’t told us where we’re going,” Lara called after him.

Murdoch looked over his shoulder. “Glastonbury Abbey. King Arthur’s tomb might be a tall story, but it is the gateway to the resting place of the Holy Grail.”
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Keeping the Grail at Glastonbury Abbey was the equivalent of hiding your priceless Jordan memorabilia at the United Center. If you were going to hide one of the greatest secrets the world had ever kept, why would you do it in the one spot everyone was sure to start looking for it?

“No way,” Lara replied. “Everyone has heard the rumors about Glastonbury, and archaeologists have been crawling all over the site for the past two centuries. If there’s one thing everyone agrees on it’s that, if the Grail exists, it certainly isn’t there.”

Murdoch smiled. “A conclusion that suited us immensely. The fact that everyone has already scoured Glastonbury made it the ideal location to conceal the Grail.”

“But there have been archaeological excavations, ground-penetrating radar, and dozens of other tests as they’ve tried to preserve what’s left of the original structures,” Lara said.

“I’m well aware, Lara.” Murdoch laughed. “The activities there have been closely supervised by the Circle for centuries. You are presuming we use nothing but mundane means to hide it. That is not the case.”

That certainly expanded the horizons on what was possible. The Circle had to be employing arcane artifice to keep their sanctuary hidden all these years. It also explained why no one had ever found it. They would have been looking for buried structures, not glamours and arcane workings. 

I pointed at a workbench beside my lathe. It had a number of timber offcuts and a chisel sitting where I’d left it. 

“Why don’t you take us through it then, Murdoch? What’s the plan?”

Dizzy and Lara gathered around the workbench as Murdoch moved the timber offcuts until they formed a haphazard outline of the site at Glastonbury.

“The ruins of Glastonbury Abbey sit on the site the Circle originally chose to preserve the Grail. Over the years, we used our influence with the church and others to promulgate enough fable to preserve the site. The structures themselves are largely unimportant. In reality, the entire area only served to house the gateways to the Grail sanctuary.”

“But you couldn’t afford for the site to be redeveloped or sold,” I said, “as tends to happen to valuable land that has lost the goodwill of the Crown.”

The abbey had fallen into disrepair when its last abbot was hung, drawn, and quartered under Henry VIII.

Murdoch tapped the table. “Exactly, but little if any of the superstructure actually rests in the mortal plane.”

“But that would mean...” Lara paused.

“It’s beyond the Veil,” I answered. 

They hadn’t concealed the Grail with magic, in our world; they’d created an entire sanctuary in another.

“In truth, it is somewhere in between,” Murdoch replied. “Not quite in our world, and not quite in theirs. It occupies the place between them.”

“How is that even possible?” I asked. “The space between them... I didn’t think there was anything between realms but the Veil.”

“I would love to satisfy your curiosity, but I was not the sanctuary’s creator,” Murdoch replied with a sigh. “I’m simply its most recent guardian.”

“And the only way in is Glastonbury?” Dizzy asked. “We can’t reach it from elsewhere.”

“No,” Murdoch replied, resting his finger on the building that represented the Lady Chapel. “It is the first line of the sanctuary’s security. And the more tests that were conducted at the abbey, the more assured everyone became that there was no truth to the rumors. If anything, the existence of the Grail has been fading from the minds of men for the best part of a century. I don’t know what has changed, but we must retrieve the Grail before those zealots do.”

I studied the makeshift map. “How do we get into the sanctuary then?”

“There are four keys,” Murdoch explained. “And four gateways.”

“Four?” Lara asked, ever the skeptic. “Surely, one would have been more secure?”

“As I said, I am simply the guardian. I don’t understand the logic that went into its creation. Though this much I do know. The sanctuary was designed to be accessed in concert, by four supplicants working in unity. The gates will only open when all keys are in place.”

“All the gates?” I groaned. “We need all four keys to get in?”

“Indeed. Heaven’s gates are closed to those who come alone. Save a soul and save your own. That is why we hid the keys, rotating them between members of the Circle. Not only would someone have to find the location of the sanctuary, but they would also need to find all four keys. Then they would have to locate and place all of them to open the gate. Unless they do that, nothing changes and the abbey remains a ruin. Once all the keys are in their proper place, the gates of the sanctuary will open.”

“Then why don’t we simply find the other members of the Circle?” Dizzy asked. “We get one of the keys and they’re screwed. No one will be able to open the gateways.”

“Because I’ve been trying to reach them all day, and the only one I’ve had any luck with is already at Glastonbury. None of the others have been responding to our protocols. I suspect the same evil that’s already befallen Ben has caught up with them, too.”

“So, if we don’t know what has happened to the other members of the Circle, we’ll need to head to Glastonbury,” Lara concluded.

“We’ll need to locate the other keys and secure the sanctuary,” Murdoch said. “If it has already been breached, we will need to retrieve the Grail. I expect resistance will be considerable.”

Murdoch’s tone gave me the impression he was looking forward to it. The Inquisition would be held to account for Ben’s life. That much was certain.

“Where are the gateways?” I asked. “You mentioned there are four?”

“Yes. We’ve done what we can to preserve the structures at the abbey primarily because they house the gateways to the sanctuary. The four locations are the Abbot’s Kitchen, beneath the Lady Chapel, a stone near the tomb of King Arthur and his wife Guinevere, and the foundations of the Abbey House.”

Lara shook her head. “I still don’t see how that’s possible.”

“To the untrained eye, they simply appear as old stones, and they are. They’re ancient. Each has a cleft big enough for a key. You wouldn’t know what they were unless you were looking for them.”

“So how do we get in?” Dizzy asked. “I’m always up for a heist.”

Murdoch raised an eyebrow. “A rescue mission, not a heist. And we start with the Abbey House to meet with Lucius. We go after the one key we have a clue about, then we do what we can with the others. I suspect if the Inquisition are hunting us, the other keys will already be on the way there.”

“All roads lead to Rome,” I said.

“I would hope there would be far fewer demons than Rome,” Murdoch replied with a sigh. “I’d settle for none.”

I looked up toward Heaven or at least where I pictured it might be. “From your lips to his ears. Let’s say we make it inside. What can we expect in the sanctuary?”

“Once the portals open, each reveals its own path to the inner sanctuary. They are time-consuming to traverse, and not without their own perils to those who would trespass. Again, upon reaching the inner sanctuary, the key holders must work in unison. If they attempt to enter the sanctum alone, the sanctuary will permit them, but it will also unleash the sanctuary’s defensive measures.”

“Defensive measures?” My heart skipped a beat. Murdoch wasn’t one to exaggerate. If anything, he tended to understate things.

“The last line of defense to preserve the Grail,” Murdoch replied. “I have never seen them active but like the wrath of God, they are meant to be terrible to behold.”

“That is as vague as it is unhelpful.” I leaned against the table.

“And more than a little ominous,” Lara added.

“And the Grail is there in the inner sanctum?”

“Yes, I can guide us there, but we must hurry. The Inquisition could already be on their way.”

“That’s my fear,” I replied. “If they find your friend at Abbey House, they could be inside before we arrive. We’re already miles behind in this race.”

“Glastonbury is almost three hours away,” Murdoch said. “We won’t get there until after midnight, so we best get on the road quickly.”

“What do you intend to tell your father?” Lara asked, placing her hand on my wrist.

“Nothing. It’s better to ask forgiveness than permission. Besides, he’ll be busy looking into the curse. Hopefully, we’ll be back before he knows we’re gone.”

With every fiber of my being, I doubted it would be that simple, but there was also no way I was telling my father about the Grail. I’d sworn an oath and I wasn’t breaking it now. Besides, I didn’t entirely trust what he might do with that information. He was staring down Death’s barrel now. The Grail might prove too much of a temptation for him.

“Provided we’re not murdered by a bunch of fanatical zealots,” Dizzy replied. “Have I told you how much I don’t like these guys?”

“In Panama, they tried to sacrifice me to welcome Armageddon,” I answered. “I’m not particularly fond of them myself.”

“That’s what the guns are for,” Murdoch added. “This isn’t a diplomatic undertaking.”

His eyes were alive with the burning desire to repay the injustices done upon Ben.

“You know what they say about revenge, Murdoch. You’d best be prepared to dig two graves.”

“I plan to dig a whole lot more than that,” he said, “and if any of you have any hesitation about that, you best stay here.”

“We’re with you, Murdoch,” Dizzy replied. “Now and always. That’s how family works.”

“Then we need to get this stuff loaded up.” I scooped up one of the duffels we’d packed and carried it out to the car.

We headed west. The Humvee wound quietly through the night as Murdoch took the A303. He was silent. Dizzy rested in the front seat, and Lara and I sat together in the back.

Lara leaned in close. “It’s so dark, the two of us could get up to all sorts of mischief back here.” 

A gleam in her eye accompanied the wickedly suggestive whisper.

“What did you have in mind?” I whispered back.

Lara reached into her bag and pulled out a small blanket. Spreading it across our laps, she flashed me a knowing smile.

I raised an eyebrow. Surely, she wasn’t serious.

Then she reached down by her feet, searching her bag for something. She pulled out a binder. Popping it in into our laps, she looked at me and laughed. 

“Had you going there for a minute. Sorry, hun, high time we did some wedding planning though, don’t you think?”

She opened the binder which was packed to the brim with magazine cutouts, pictures, and brochures. I had to admire her foresight. I had been so distracted with the Grail, I hadn’t even seen the ploy coming.

“No need to be so disappointed, Seth,” she said with a smile. “We’ll have the rest of our lives to misbehave.”

“I’m not disappointed,” I replied. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I was all in. I was just hoping New York would free us of the baggage that’s been holding us back, so we could plan our wedding without it looming over our heads.”

“It’s only there if you let it be,” she said. “Curse or no curse, you can choose to live in spite of it. Show Aleida that no matter what she may want, you won’t wallow in misery.”

Lara was right. Curse or not, if there was one thing the last few weeks had drummed into me, it was that no future was guaranteed. I needed to live more in the present, and not let my fear for the future get in my way. Plan for it, sure, but I couldn’t keep standing still.

“It’s true.” I smiled. “Bring it on.” 

She flicked beyond the first page. It had half a dozen different styles of cakes spread over both pages with tiny lines of scrawled handwriting beside them all.

“You best be along for this ride, then,” Lara said. “If I have to twist your arm, Mister, misbehaving of any sort is going to be off the table.”

Dizzy raised her hand and mimed cracking a whip before letting out a giggle.

“Go to sleep, Dizzy,” I said. “Two against one hardly seems fair.”

“Why do you think the scrapbook starts with cake?” Dizzy replied. “That was my doing. I’ve got your back, Seth. When it matters.”

I laughed and looked down at the page, doing my best to decipher Lara’s notes. It looked like they had been written in size four, and were an almost horizontal line at some points. “How on Earth do you read this?”

“Never mind the notes.” Lara pointed at the cake on the left, a simple and elegant three-tier cake covered in white fondant. “This one is gluten free, dairy free, and quite delicious. Of all the cakes on the page, I think it would be best to accommodate our potential guests.”

I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t seen a guest list. Not yet anyway. 

“My father is lactose intolerant. The cake will score you a few brownie points,” she added.

“Your father will be there?” I’d never met Lara’s parents and despite my attempts to look into them, I’d never had any success. Perhaps Section Nine had scrubbed her records to protect their identity.

“Yes, and don’t change the subject.”

“Sounds good to me,” I answered, “though the design seems a little pedestrian. I’ve always been a fan of cakes with pillars.”

Lara cocked her head to one side as she tried to determine whether or not I was serious.

“Seth, your billionaire is showing.”

I raised my hands. “You asked for my input, and now you’re making fun of it?”

“A cake with pillars it is,” she replied, turning the page. I was met with a double spread of white lace tablecloths.

With everything going on in my life, it was difficult to muster an interest in linens. But they meant something to Lara, so I silently repeated the mantra I was sure every man had uttered during his wedding preparations. 

Pretend to care, pretend to care, pretend to care.

“I can’t say that I feel particularly strongly about any of these,” I replied. “Do you have a favorite, dear?”

“Well, if we are having a cake with pillars, I don’t suppose you’d be willing to spring for the French lace, would you?”

I scratched my chin. “I’ll dig around in the piggy bank and see what I can scrounge up.”

“French lace it is,” Lara said, before flipping the page to one titled, Menu.

“Now here is something I can get behind.” I ran my hand over the page. “Just as long as we actually get to enjoy the meal too.”

Maybe it was my stomach talking, but in spite of having overpaid for a mountain of pastries at the Tea House, we’d never gotten to eat them. The Inquisition had interrupted afternoon tea.

“Perhaps a good idea for all of us,” Murdoch said as he pulled off the A303. He found a roadhouse, and one drive-through later we were back on the road with burgers, fries, and chocolate shakes for everybody.

“The dinner of champions,” I said before I took a long swig of my chocolate milkshake. I pointed at the scrapbook. “What were you thinking for the meal?”

“A simple three course meal, nothing too ostentatious,” Lara replied. “We’ll need a few choices for the main. Something with red meat, and then chicken or fish. A vegan option too, of course. Make sure there’s something for everybody. For dessert, I was thinking...”

“Tiramisu?” I said, taking my best guess. Or perhaps my best hope.

“You read my mind.” Her smile widened. “I don’t suppose that little bakery on the Upper East Side could be convinced to cater. Distance might be an issue. Perhaps we can poach their head baker for a day or two.”

“We can always make a call,” I answered. “See what can be done.”

“There’s that can-do spirit.” Lara nodded. “That leads us to venue.” 

She flipped the page to a double spread that was completely blank.

“Why do I feel like this is what you really wanted to talk about?”

“You know me too well,” she answered. “Your family is in London, and mine is in the US. Where exactly are we going to get married?”

“Wherever you wish, my dear,” I replied, figuring that was the safe answer. “I will marry you on any continent.”

“You two are adorable.” Dizzy chuckled before taking a bite out of her burger.

“You don’t care where we get married?”

“I didn’t say that.” I reached for one of my fries. “No doubt my parents would prefer we did things in London. Ideally somewhere close to home where they could monitor the security. We have influence and control here. In the US, we’re on foreign soil, and depending on how things go with Lynch, we could be at odds with the government. Lynch has a lot of pull.”

“Are you really thinking of turning him down?” she asked.

“I’m thinking I need to be prepared for that eventuality. While Lynch is offering us the carrot now, we need to remember the stick. This is the same man who blew up our car and we were only feet from it. If we don’t do precisely what he wants, he’ll have no hesitation in killing us both. A life in the Brotherhood is a life following his agenda. I won’t be running the shop, at least not anytime soon. He’ll be giving orders, and we’ll be expected to take them. It’s a compromise we shouldn’t eagerly embrace.”

“I thought you might say that. London it is, but...” She held up a finger. “My compromise is this, though. I pick our honeymoon destination. Anywhere in the world. Two weeks, no phone, no interruptions, no work. Even if the world is ending, we get on that plane and we stay there.” 

“Well, if the world is ending, a flight might be a little pointless,” I answered.

“You know what I mean. Two weeks, just us, in a remote location where we can enjoy some peace.”

“Sold,” I replied. 

She’d come to this negotiation looking for two weeks alone with me. I felt awful and wonderful all at once. I hated that she thought she had to compete for time alone with me, and wonderful that she loved me enough to put up with the scorching dumpster fire my life had been of late.

I loved her too. No matter how well trained she might be, dragging her into these situations never got any easier. What was I going to do if something happened to her? I’d never forgive myself. 

I took her hand and squeezed it tight.

There was a tick from my watch as the clock struck midnight. My phone vibrated in my pocket. I drew out my phone and tapped the screen. The latest message read, twenty-five.

My date with decision for the Brotherhood drew one day closer. A month had felt like a lot longer when I’d been staring down a city full of vampires.

As I eyed the text, the phone started to ring. 

It was from the same number. Which could mean only one thing: Andrew Lynch wanted to talk. 

I hadn’t spoken to the head of the Brotherhood since a Sidhe assassin had tried to kill us both. Well, tried to kill me, in Lynch’s house. In my haste, I’d stolen a car and left him to fend for himself. Had Lynch discovered why the Sidhe was there? Was he tracking me? 

He was the head of Clandestine Operations for the United States government. Did he know where I was heading, and why?

My heart beat faster as I gripped the phone.

I stared at the screen, unsure whether or not I wanted to answer it. Andrew Lynch was not a man to be ignored, but where we were headed, I couldn’t help but think his timing was more than mere coincidence.

“You aren’t going to get that?” Lara asked, pointing to the phone. “It’s him.”

“I know, but I’m not sure that I should. He can’t threaten me if he can’t speak to me.”

“True, but as the Director of Clandestine Operations, I’m sure he’s mastered sending a text. May as well hear him out.”

I sighed and picked up the call. “Hello?”
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It only took a moment for the jovial yet menacing voice of Andrew Lynch to fill the line. “Seth!”

He was like a piranha; every time he opened his mouth you could see the razor-sharp teeth ready to devour you.

“I’m sorry to call you so late, but I suspect you are still up.”

A statement, not a question, and one I was confident he knew the answer to. It was the how that concerned me.

“I hope you’re not stalking me, Andrew,” I replied. “That would be a violation of my trust and your agreement.”

“Stalking? That seems a little harsh. After our last meeting was so rudely interrupted, I am simply keeping an eye on a valued future member of my organization.”

My organization. Interesting words for a man who was meant to be part of a greater whole. But then again, that was the problem with power. The more of it you had, the more it tended to corrupt.

“Besides, if anyone should be upset, that would be me. After all, you led an assassin into my home. He killed a dozen of my men and trashed the place to top it off. You stole a car and left me to fend for myself.”

“If I remember rightly, you told me to make a run for it, and I think we both know you owed me the car. You blew up mine, after all.”

“Yes, I did smile just a little when I discovered which car you’d taken.” Lynch chuckled. “For a man of near limitless means, you get so very attached to things. Seth, it’s not healthy. Life is a very temporary condition.”

I was hardly in the mood for a philosophical lecture.

“Yes, attachment is my most pressing issue. I’ll be sure to raise it with my therapist next week. In the meantime, what do you want, Lynch? It’s after midnight.”

“So it is, but I suspect we both know where you’re headed.”

“I know where I’m headed,” I replied. “And you might be tracking me, but I doubt very much you have any idea what we’re doing. I’m on a personal errand for a friend.”

“Oh yes, your driver,” Lynch said. “Interesting man, Seth. Though you might want to tell him to look out for himself.”

“Why is that?” I asked. 

It sounded like a threat. I checked to see if we had a tail, but the A303 was pretty quiet.

“Because someone just posted his picture, along with eleven others, on the dark web. It was accompanied by the most interesting tale I’ve heard in some time.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied, which was true. I had no idea what was on the dark web, but it sounded ominously like Murdoch and the Circle’s identities had been exposed there. Why would someone do that?

My mind raced. Was that how the Inquisition had found Ben?

“Yes, if the post is to be believed, your friend is one of twelve men who know the location of the Holy Grail. Fascinating, isn’t it?” 

I suspected my lack of reply spoke volumes.

“Fanciful stuff to be sure, Seth. Men have chased the Grail for a thousand years. I was inclined to divert some of our resources until I discovered your driver’s face among the names. I wouldn’t want to violate our agreement and I did promise you thirty days. So, it’s rather serendipitous, really.”

“How do you figure that? You’re still more than three weeks early. I told you I need time to deal with my curse.”

“But you aren’t dealing with your curse, are you?” Lynch spoke with the confidence of a man used to getting his way. “I’m a generous man, Seth. I wanted to offer you an alternative. After all, if the rumors are true, you might have more to bargain with than last we spoke.”

I was pretty sure I knew where he was heading but had no desire to verbalize it with Murdoch listening in. He was concerned enough about my presence.

“My circumstances haven’t changed,” I replied. It was the truth. I might be trying to recover the Grail, but it wasn’t mine to bargain with.

“Well, let me clarify things,” Lynch said, “so that I cannot be misunderstood. It’s your father’s frailty that presents the most pressing need for us to consolidate our power. If you were to recover the Grail and restore your father’s health, we would have no need for you to swear yourself to the cause. You’d be free, Seth. Free to pursue whatever life it is you wish for. Of course, we would need the Grail, just to be sure. But you’d be free.”

“And all would be well in the world,” I replied.

“Naturally,” Lynch answered. “The Brotherhood would continue preserving life as we have for four-hundred years. But, like I said, it’s an alternative agreement. One I thought might interest you.”

“Good night, Lynch,” I replied calmly, then hung up the phone.

“What did he want?” Murdoch asked.

I wouldn’t lie, no matter the stakes.

“We both know the answer to that, and he can’t have it,” I replied. 

Murdoch had said little about the Grail’s true power, but if it really did grant eternal life, giving that power and longevity to one of the most powerful men in the world was a dangerous game.

“But something he said might interest you.” I leaned forward in the seat.

Murdoch never took his eyes off the road. “And what was that?”

“Lynch told me that the identities of twelve men purporting to guard the Holy Grail were posted on the dark web. If he’s telling the truth, I suspect that’s how people discovered Ben. He said your face was among them.”

Murdoch’s shoulders sagged. “That may explain how we were targeted, but not how our identities were discovered. None of us would have outed ourselves.”

“Well, somebody figured it out. Interestingly, they didn’t ask for a ransom or a reward for capture. They simply posted the twelve identities and the world declared open season on the Circle.”

“That’s because they are trying to flush out the Grail,” Murdoch replied. “Revealing our identities would force us to extract the Grail and go to ground. Otherwise, it would simply be a matter of time until we are all hunted down, our keys recovered, and the Grail stolen. It also encourages those who might steal a key to make an attempt on the Grail, for fear that someone else might get there first. They have no idea how the portals function. Perhaps they think a single key will grant them access.”

“Whoever is behind the leak probably plans to seize it in the chaos,” Lara added. “Much easier than trying to take it under normal circumstances. Easier yet, they could hit it in transit once another party has recovered it from the sanctuary.”

“At least we know what we’re up against,” I said. “It’s not just the Inquisition. There could be anyone at Glastonbury. Lynch said he wasn’t going to get in my way, but we all know we can take that with a grain of salt.”

“Everybody could be waiting for us.” Lara cracked her knuckles. “The Inquisition, the Brotherhood, hell, if it’s on the dark web, Section 9 might make an attempt.”

I didn’t want to dwell on what might happen if we came face-to-face with Lara’s old team. The director seemed content for her to remain absent, but based on my measure of the man, I was confident he felt her time with us would serve the organization’s interests. I doubted he could resist the Grail’s lure.

“Not to mention most of the criminals in the known world,” I said. “The dark web is their playground.”

Truth be told, it wasn’t any ordinary criminal I was worried about. It was Edward Knight. He had possessed the power of Ares, the god of war, for a week and used it to devastating effect. He’d proved adept at navigating supernatural politics in spite of being a normal, and the gods only knew what he would do should he succeed in gaining the Grail for himself.

“All hell is going to break loose,” Dizzy said.

“It already has,” Murdoch replied. “But it changes nothing. Not for me. I’m going to retrieve the Grail if it’s the last thing I ever do on this earth.”

Silence settled in the Humvee. The A303 would take us to Glastonbury. The site would be closed for the night, but I suspected those coming for the Grail would have little respect for things like opening hours. We needed a plan.

“How do you want to proceed?” I asked. The question was for Murdoch. He knew better than any of us what we were up against with the Grail’s defenses.

“We scout out the abbey grounds,” Murdoch replied. “Find out who is making a move on the Grail. Next, we determine whether or not the four gateways have been discovered. Hopefully we can find Lucius at the Abbey House, though he might have been forced to go to ground.” 

It was as good a plan as anything I had, but my stomach was unsettled and it had nothing to do with the burger and shake I’d just devoured. Our enemies were multiplying faster than we could keep track of them. There was no telling who else might be waiting for us at the abbey.

“Best get what rest you can,” Murdoch said. “We’re about a half hour out.”

“We can continue this discussion later,” Lara whispered, closing her scrapbook.

I leaned in close to her, so that only she could hear me. “I meant what I said. I know it doesn’t feel like we’re getting any closer, but we are. We’re going to be free to live the life that we want.”

“Or we’re going to die trying,” Lara replied as she smoothed the blanket on our lap. There was something in her words I couldn’t quite place. She wasn’t one to be afraid. Was she disappointed that I’d turned down Lynch? She hadn’t heard his offer, but she had a brilliant mind. She’d have put two and two together before the call ended.

She tucked her binder under the seat and nestled in against my shoulder. Half an hour wasn’t enough time to actually sleep so I set my mind to the question that had been bothering me since New York City. How was I going to deal with Andrew Lynch? 

No matter what happened at Glastonbury Abbey, if I lived through it, my day of decision was coming. I would either have to join the Brotherhood or go to war with it.

When the time came, would my father help me? If it came to a choice between his own son and the organization he’d spent his life building, who would he choose?

Not knowing the answer to that was the most maddening question of all.

Of course, I’d have to survive whatever was waiting for us at Glastonbury, and I needed to keep a close eye on Murdoch. He seemed fixated on revenge and while he might be able to weather the storm unhurt, we were placing our very mortal lives in his hands. There was a small part of me that was worried he just might get us all killed.

I was so lost in my own thoughts that I didn’t notice Murdoch coming to a stop, until Lara stirred.

“We’re here,” Murdoch said. “Or as close as I’m willing to get in this particularly stealthy vehicle.”

The four of us piled quietly out of the Humvee and made our way to the trunk. 

I handed out the bullet-proof vests and slipped mine over my head as everyone went for their weapons. Lara loaded her MP5 and an abundance of spare magazines. Dizzy fastened her hunting bow over one shoulder and strapped a quiver full of arrows on her back.

Murdoch loaded an AA-12 automatic shotgun with a fresh drum and clipped it to a harness over his shoulder. He grabbed a duffel that I suspected was laden with ammunition drums and the second AA-12. 

With the trouble my arm was giving me, I was at reduced capacity. I could barely hit the broad side of a barn on a good day, at least with a gun. And every time I channeled magic through my right arm, the pain threatened to knock me unconscious. I wasn’t fit for combat. I hadn’t even recovered from the last one. 

I took a compact Sig pistol and tucked it in a holster I fitted on my left hip. Pulling on my combat rigging, I loaded up the other goodies I’d brought from the vault. I hoped they would be sufficient. If I had to shoot it out, I was going to be in dire straits.

Last but not least, I tore off my boots and pulled on the old pair of high-top sneakers. They were a little small, just like I remembered.

The grounds of Glastonbury Abbey should have been quiet but even at this distance, the commotion was evident.

Creeping through the undergrowth, we made our approach to the Lady Chapel. The Inquisition were there in force: dozens of commandos, work crews, and excavation equipment. It reminded me of Panama all over again.

They had picketed both the Lady Chapel and the remains of the old abbey. That meant they either had two keys and had deduced the locations of the corresponding gateways, or they were simply taking their best guess. In either case, there were too many of them to attempt to get any closer.

“We can’t try to infiltrate that,” I whispered. “If we’re caught, it will be a gunfight and we’ll be outnumbered twenty or thirty to one. Murdoch, you have to know that.”

“Just because I know it doesn’t mean I have to like it,” he said. “We’ll head around the perimeter and make for the Abbot’s Kitchen. If they are there also, then three of the four keys are accounted for.” 

We gave the Inquisition a wide berth as we crawled on hands and knees around the southern perimeter. All the while, I prayed silently that Murdoch could contain himself. We didn’t need him to try and exact his revenge for Ben and give us all away. I just hoped he was keeping one eye firmly fixed on the bigger picture.

A branch broke in the darkness. My heart leaped into my throat. I reached back to stop Murdoch and held up a finger, before pointing ahead. 

Three foot soldiers of the Inquisition patrolled through a small copse of trees. They weren’t carrying any torches, which was probably how we’d missed them in the first place. 

We hunkered low to the ground, waiting out the patrol. If we were discovered, the reinforcements would swarm us. We waited for what felt like an hour in the darkness, but when I checked my watch, I realized it was more like fifteen minutes. Eventually, the patrol headed away from us. 

As they vanished into the darkness, we started to move. Crawling with my injured arm was an absolute pain in the ass, but I wasn’t game to try walking. The lower our profile, the better our chance of making it across the field without being discovered.

It wasn’t long before the Abbot’s Kitchen came into view, light pouring from its windows.

We crept closer. Someone was in there, but from out here, we couldn’t make out who.

“We need to take a closer look,” Murdoch said. “We need to know who’s in there.”

That sounded like an awful idea. The lawn around the kitchen had been freshly mown and there would be a clear view of our approach. We inched forward to the edge of the stand of trees and considered our next move.

“I’ll go,” Dizzy whispered, starting forward. 

She’d barely made it a step, when a form stepped into the doorway of the Abbot’s Kitchen, a massive silhouette illuminated by the lights behind it. It had to be close to seven feet tall. 

The shape took a step forward, revealing a warrior wearing an old brass Corinthian helmet with a crimson plume. Across his broad chest he wore a cuirass of bronze that looked fresh out of ancient Greece, and matching greaves and bracers were strapped around his arms and legs. 

I would know that armor anywhere. I’d seen it dozens of times at the Areopagus. It belonged to the personal guard of Ares, the god of war.

My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my ears.

“Who the hell is that?” Murdoch whispered. “The clothing looks Greek. Is there a festival on we don’t know about?”

“No, that’s the real deal,” I replied. “That is Ares’ personal guard, which means we are either dealing with the god of war, or somehow Edward Knight has managed to extend his favor with Ares in an effort to secure the Grail. We need to leave.”

“Make for the Abbey House,” Murdoch replied. “If three of the four keys are in place, whoever finds Lucius and his key will be able to open the gateways.”

Abbey House sat at the northern end of the property, the furthest point from the other portals. We circumnavigated the field and headed north. The more distance I put between us, the Inquisition, and Ares’ guard, the better I felt.

Nearing the Abbey House, we crouched behind an old stone wall. The lights of the Abbey House were on, but there wasn’t anyone in sight. If it wasn’t for the hour, I would have thought they might be hosting a function inside. We sat behind the small stone wall, watching and waiting.

“We can’t sit here all night,” Murdoch said. “Lucius could be in there.”

“Have you heard from him?” I asked. “There’s every chance he made a break for it when the Inquisition turned up. We could be walking into a trap.”

The sound of a throat being cleared behind us sent a shiver down my spine.

“Seth, is that you skulking about in the dark?”
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There was an eerie familiarity to the voice, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before.

“I don’t skulk. I just prefer to exercise an ample degree of caution,” I said, hoping the banter would buy me some time. 

The owner of the voice hadn’t made any demands, so I turned slowly. We were surrounded, our backs against the stone wall.

The voice belonged to a man in a heavy leather coat. He had a thick mop of black hair, a five-o’clock shadow, and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses that sat high on his nose. In his right hand he held three small stones that clinked together as he fidgeted with them.

“Hello, Thomas.” 

It felt like a lifetime since he and his Seekers had cornered us in The Run. We’d escaped in no small part due to the intervention of Edward Knight’s bodyguard, Tan, who had managed to get his knife to Thomas’s throat. Like most people I had met in The Run, I had hoped never to see him again.

Thomas and his band of followers professed to bring hidden truths to light, but what they sought from me was the identity of the Brotherhood, a truth that was likely to get them all killed. They seemed to be plotting a collision course with Andrew Lynch and the Brotherhood and if they succeeded in outing the Brotherhood’s existence, that likelihood would become a certainty.

My own interactions with the Brotherhood had him convinced I was the link he needed to find out more about the shadowy organization. 

“We just keep meeting like this.” Thomas smiled. “Though I must admit, we were here for something else. We’ll just have to consider you a bonus.”

Lara’s hand rested on her MP5, and while Dizzy hadn’t gone for her bow, I suspected she was already planning the pain she intended to unleash. Murdoch had dropped his duffel, but his automatic shotgun still hung from a shoulder harness and rested on his chest. One wrong move and this was going to turn into a firefight that could get us all killed. 

Thomas had at least eight others with him, including his redheaded companion from The Run, but I suspected others lingered in the darkness in case we tried to make a move.

“Yes, Thomas,” I said. “You have a tendency to stick your nose in my business and while I’ve been patient with you, I will confess my patience is starting to run its course.”

Thomas laughed. “Your business? The Grail, if it’s real, belongs to all mankind. It shouldn’t be hoarded by the privileged elite.” 

“On that we agree,” I replied, not wanting to tip my hand or get him offside. “How did you even find out about the Grail?”

“The same way as everyone else,” Thomas replied. “The leaked identities, and all the activity that seemed to be converging here at Glastonbury.”

The Seekers certainly seemed to be well informed, I had to give them that.

“If you don’t mind me asking, how do you expect to contain and deal with the Inquisition? You must know we are both outnumbered and outgunned.”

“Speak for yourself.” Thomas laughed. “There are only four of you, and more than two hundred of them. If we are outnumbered, then yours is a lost cause.”

“Yeah.” I shrugged, peering into the darkness to try and get an idea how many of the Seekers we were up against. “But then again, I’m always a lost cause, so we’re on familiar ground.”

One of Thomas’s followers had an assault rifle, but the others held an eclectic collection of machine pistols and handguns. They shifted, the way people often did when they didn’t get the reaction they were expecting. We were outnumbered and surrounded. We should have been begging for our lives.

“Now, Thomas, the last time we met, you attacked us unprovoked,” I said. “I am going to give you a pass, on account of the fact you didn’t know any better. But if you don’t walk away this time, I won’t be held accountable for what happens to you all.”

“Happens to us?” Thomas’s face contorted. “You’re horrifically outnumbered.”

“Yes,” I replied, “by idealists and bored college students. You have no idea what you’re up against here, let alone out there.” 

I pointed at the fields of Glastonbury Abbey.

The stones clinked together in his hand as Thomas took a step forward. “You arrogant son of a—“

“Now, Thomas,” I interrupted. “Before you get all indignant on me, let me fill in the blanks for you. The Inquisition are a fringe group who will think nothing of killing you, me, or anyone else who gets in their way. 

“The last time I dealt with them, they summoned a demon, Thomas, and while you may think you are resolved to do what must be done, you have no idea the measure of theirs.”

“But...” Thomas faltered.

“No buts.” I held up my hand. “You seek the truth, right? Let me give it to you. The force in the Abbot’s Kitchen is the personal guard of Ares, the god of war. They are here either at his behest or that of Edward Knight, one of the world’s most notorious criminals. I’m not sure which of those options bothers me more. But the fact that they appear to be in league with each other ought to terrify you. It was Knight’s man that had you at knife point the last time we spoke, and but for the fact he was trying to curry favor with me, I suspect he would have killed you.”

“We’re not children—we can handle ourselves.” The redheaded woman on his right spoke up.

“Oh, I’m sure you’d fight very bravely and die very quickly,” I replied. “The truth is, you are out of your depth. You’re not even sure you can take us, otherwise I doubt we’d be having this conversation. You had us dead to rights and still didn’t take your shot.”

“You have answers I want,” Thomas said. “Killing you gets me nothing.”

“Probably one of the few things we agree on,” I replied. “And because perhaps you realized that last time we met, I had them spare your lives. Tonight, we’re taking no chances. If you throw down here, you will all die.”

“You’re bluffing.” Thomas laughed. “There are four of you.” 

“True.” I nodded at my friends. “But I have the most dangerous shifter I have ever met, a CIA operative, and one very pissed-off man with an automatic shotgun.”

Thomas’s eyes roved across the four of us, and he seemed to weigh his options before he settled on Murdoch.

Thomas gasped. “You’re a member of the Circle.” His attention floated back to me. “But you were together in The Run weeks ago. Before the list was even published. How could you have known?”

I could see how it looked to him. Somehow, once more, I’d had inside information on something the rest of the world was only just discovering. Telling him that I’d been completely oblivious to my friend’s hidden identity wasn’t going to serve our purposes. So I let him believe what he wanted.

“It doesn’t really matter, Thomas. We’re here to protect the Grail. So you need to decide which side of history you want to be on: giving the Grail to the ruthless murderers at the Inquisition, or being part of keeping it safe from those who would abuse it.”

“Safe?” Thomas laughed. “If you get it, you’ll give it to your overlords. That’s all we need—the power brokers of the world having eternal life. We would never be free of them.”

“I don’t have any overlords, Thomas, though I suspect I know who you’re referring to. I wouldn’t give them the Grail if my life depended on it.”

“But they saved your life,” he said. “We’ve read the transcripts. You were about to be shot down leaving New York and they interceded. Then they wiped all trace of the bulletin that had been issued only an hour earlier. You’re in league with them.”

The Seekers’ information network was clearly more expansive than the eight individuals standing before me. The Brotherhood would have cleaned up after themselves. The only way the Seekers would have the transcripts was if they had someone in the chain of command witnessing events as they unfolded.

“They spared me only because it suited their agenda,” I replied. “You know who I am. My father is one of the wealthiest men in the world. They were happy to shoot me down when they thought I was a petty thief. When they realized who I was, they knew they couldn’t just sweep it under the rug. You think I’m their pawn, but in reality, I’m just a thorn in their side. A persistent, irritating thorn.”

“You’re certainly irritating, I’ll give you that.” The stones clinked against each other as Thomas gripped his hand tight around them. “Just how much do you know about their organization?” 

I scratched an itch behind my ear, as I stared down the eight anxious Seekers pointing their weapons at us. “I guess that depends, Thomas.” 

“On what?” He looked left and right to try and determine what I was searching for.

“On whether you’re interrogating us or negotiating with us.”

“And if we are interrogating?” Thomas raised his palm, and the stones drifted into the air above it. 

He was a gifted kinetomancer. I could barely detect the effort of will he’d used to levitate them. In his hands, the seemingly innocuous stones were dangerous weapons.

I shrugged. “Then we take our chances and throw down here and now. Understanding that when we met in The Run, I told my crew to spare your life. Here the stakes are too high. It’s not just you and me. The fate of the world hangs in the balance.”

His redheaded companion tightened her finger on the trigger of her pistol, but the gun wasn’t pointed at me; it was pointed at Dizzy. 

My stomach twisted in knots at the implied threat.

The surge of power flowing through Dizzy was not subtle. 

“One bullet is not going to be nearly enough,” Dizzy hissed. “And if you pull that trigger, you die first.” 

Murdoch raised the automatic shotgun at Thomas. “You’ll be second. Everyone else, we’ll consider on a case-by-case basis.”

I let the threats linger as an awkward silence settled in.

“I’m not going to call them off, Thomas. You have to learn when to cut a deal before you get yourselves killed.”

Thomas glanced sideways at his companion, sighed, and then motioned for them to lower their weapons.

The fiery redhead was the last to comply, glaring daggers at Dizzy as she lowered her pistol.

“And what if we’re negotiating?” Thomas asked.

I knew better than to volunteer anything. “I guess it depends what you want from us.”

Thomas didn’t hesitate. “I want to know about the organization behind it all, the one pulling the strings. How does it work? Who are they? What are they trying to accomplish?”

I had suspected as much. The Seekers might have made a detour for the Holy Grail, but they still had a bone to pick with the Brotherhood. 

“In The Run, I refused to tell you because it could get you killed. Nothing has changed, Thomas. If I tell you, and you go after them, they will kill you all. It’s a certainty, not a possibility.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Thomas answered. “My parents worked for the FBI. They must have seen something they shouldn’t have. I heard them arguing about a clandestine organization with enormous reach and power. They were arguing about what they should do about it. I was sixteen. I didn’t want to listen to them bicker, so I ran to my friend’s house and stayed the night. When I went back the next morning, they were both dead. A home invasion gone wrong, the police said.”

The pain in his voice was tangible and I felt for him. Two more lives the Brotherhood decided were outweighed by a greater good, whatever that might have been. Two more lives Andrew Lynch was responsible for ending. 

Just how many lives had he written off during his tenure as chairman? What part had my family’s wealth played in enabling him?

“You can see the danger then,” I whispered. “They won’t hesitate to do the same to you; all of you.”

“We get it,” Thomas said, his voice softer. “We all do, and it’s a price we are willing to pay. Will you help us?”

The last thing I wanted was their lives on my conscience. Andrew Lynch would think nothing of killing them too. 

“I’ll tell you what you want to know, but you need to be smarter about how you use it. If you go after them, guns blazing, they will crush you and everything you hold dear. They will do it the second they perceive you’re a threat.”

“I understand,” he replied, the stones drifting back onto his palm, before he closed his fist around them and stuck them back in his pocket.

I shook my head. “You’ve seen a taste of what they are capable of, but you haven’t seen the full picture. These men run governments, militaries, and corporations that control the world. Their influence is limitless and if you expose them and threaten their power, they will retaliate with everything at their disposal.”

“We will do what we must.” Thomas rested his hands on his hips.

“Very well. Here’s my deal then, Thomas. I tell you what you want to know, and you walk away. You leave the abbey and you never return. You forget everything you know about the Grail, my friend here, and any of his associates. If you lift a hand against them or go back on your word, I will come for you. Understood?”

“But the Grail?” Thomas muttered.

“I will come for you, and for good measure I will disclose everything I know about you to the organization you are hunting. They will ensure your utter extinction. Am I understood?”

“Thomas,” his companion whispered, “we could take them and the Grail.”

Thomas laughed. “Look around, Sasha. I love that you’re willing to try, but we’re not going to get the Grail with this much competition. We can at least trade our chance for something better. We can get what we’ve been looking for.”

“How do you know he’s telling the truth?”

“I only ever tell the truth,” I replied. “And I have nothing to gain from deceiving you.”

“Okay, Seth.” Thomas stretched out his hand. “You have a deal.”

I rose from the ground and shook his hand.

“The organization you’re looking for is known as the Brotherhood,” I began.

“Seth,” Dizzy hissed a warning. “They will kill you too.”

I held out my hand to reassure her, though we both knew there was truth to her fears. If Andrew Lynch learned I had betrayed him, it would put us all in jeopardy. But there was also a part of me that hoped the Seekers could free me of my obligations to Lynch and the organization my forefather had founded.

“The Brotherhood control massive swathes of the world’s finances and are made up of the most powerful men in the world. I can’t tell you how many are in their ranks, but I can tell you that their inner circle is comprised of between fifteen and twenty individuals at any given time. They are hand-picked based on their loyalty and the resources they have at their disposal. Collectively, the inner circle controls more resources than many countries.”

“I need more,” Thomas replied. “I need names, not boogeymen.”

“If I tell you,” I replied, “I’m putting my own life in your hands and trusting you’ll be discerning with how you use what I’m considering sharing with you. You can’t speak of my involvement to another soul.”

“I won’t.” Thomas shook his head. “I’m not a rat.”

“He will squeal like a pig when they interrogate him,” Dizzy said. “You know it, and I know it. They will make him talk. It is inevitable.”

“She’s right, Thomas. If they take you alive, you are in for an excruciating death. If you don’t succeed, you’re better off dead. Do you understand me?”

“I do,” Thomas replied.

“They will throw you in a hole and torture you until they’ve wrung everything from you. Your pain will know no reprieve.”

Thomas swallowed. “We will not let them take us alive. Victory or death.”

The Seekers might have been a pain in my ass, but I felt for them and marveled at their resilience and courage. They deserved every chance, and I decided to give it to them.

“I only have one name for you, but he’s the chairman of the inner circle. Everything the Brotherhood does starts and ends with him.”

“Who is he?” Thomas asked, unable to contain his enthusiasm now that he was so close to his goal.

“His name is Andrew Lynch. He’s the current Director of Clandestine Operations for the United States government. He is one of the most powerful and connected men in the entire world.”

The muscles in Thomas’s face sagged, betraying his disappointment. He’d learned the truth but at the same time discovered the futility of his position. Going after Lynch would be like trying to kill the President. It was an almost impossible task.

“But the organization is bigger than Lynch. If you truly want to damage them, you will have to take your time, learn who else Lynch deals with, identify the other members of the inner circle, and take them all out. Otherwise, one of them will simply replace Lynch when he dies. You must be patient, not reckless.”

“How do we do that?” Thomas asked. “If you only have the one name, how are we meant to find the rest?”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “The Brotherhood has existed in secret for four hundred years. Their biggest defense is the fact that no one believes they exist. Rumors might circulate about the Illuminati and other imagined power brokers, but the Brotherhood is the true hand that guides the world’s development. They were responsible for England’s ascension, then when it suited them, they brought the United States to prominence. 

“There are untold skeletons in their closet. If people knew what they had done in pursuit of their objectives, the world would turn against them. You’ve all felt the price of being considered expendable. Show that pain to the world.”

Thomas brooded.

“That’s all I can do for you, Thomas. Now get out of here. Head north and put as much distance between yourselves and this place as you can. And for your own good, think very carefully before you make your next move.”

“We’ll do that,” Thomas replied. “Try not to get yourselves killed. Who knows, one day we might be allies.”

I had no intention of going toe-to-toe with the Brotherhood. “I’d settle for not being ambushed by you the next time we meet.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Thomas laughed as he turned to his companions. “Let’s go.”

The Seekers vanished back into the trees.

“You’re going to get them all killed,” Dizzy whispered. “Us too when they sell you out to Lynch.”

“If they go through with it, perhaps,” I replied. “But better they do it there, fighting against Lynch, than shooting it out with us here, now. If they’d pulled the trigger, we could have all died.”

“Lynch is going to be pissed,” Dizzy replied.

“Given he wants the Grail, I figure that’s inevitable. At least now he has another problem to contend with. Let’s hope the Seekers can at least distract him. In the meantime, we need to move.”

Content that our backs were safe, we turned to face the Abbey House. It was well lit, with all its lights on, but the curtains were drawn, obscuring any view of what, if anything, was going on inside.

“Have you heard anything from Lucius yet?” I asked.

Murdoch drew his phone from his pocket. “Nothing since this morning.”

“Then we’ll need to sweep the house. The fourth gateway is inside, isn’t it?”

“In the basement,” Murdoch replied. “And Lucius holds the key. He won’t have gone far. He knows we need to secure the Grail.”

We stalked around the exterior of the Abbey House. We peered through windows for any sign of life, but even at this distance, the curtains obscured everything within. 

Finding the side entrance, I pressed my ear against it. Nothing at all came from within, which made it all the more unsettling. The other gateways had all been hives of activity. 

Why was no one here?

When I tried the door, it clicked, but didn’t move. Locked.

Passing my left hand over it, I unleashed an effort of will. The lock clicked and the handle turned, the timber door swinging inward.

The walls inside the Abbey House were painted in two colors. The bottom half was a worn lime green, the top a creamy beige. Both seemed a little at odds with the elegant plasterwork and period furniture dating back two hundred years.

The bottom floor was comprised of a lengthy hallway and a series of function rooms, as well as a kitchen and other amenities. 

With weapons at the ready, we advanced through the house, checking room by room as we swept the ground floor.

At the end of the hall stood a lounge room. In the middle of it, a man with receding hair sat chained to a timber chair. A thick wrought-iron chain wrapped around his entire body, binding him to the seat. His mouth was agape and had a thick towel wedged in it, gagging him. Blood ran down his cheek from a cut on his forehead.

“Lucius,” Murdoch whispered. He raced to the man’s side. 

Lucius sagged heavily in the chair. His white shirt, open at the collar, was stained with blood, but around his neck was a silver chain, and hanging from that chain was an iron key. It had to be eight inches long, the end of it hidden beneath the bloodstained shirt. 

Murdoch pulled the gag out of Lucius’s mouth.

Could that really be the key? Who had done this? 

The questions flooded my mind. Had the Seekers done this? Bound and beaten an old man in an effort to find the gateway?

“You shouldn’t have come,” Lucius said between gasps.

A thick cloud of arcane power surged within the Abbey House. It wasn’t mine, and it felt all wrong, sickening. It reeked of the Forbidden.

“It’s a trap,” I shouted, pointing at the key. “The only reason it would still be here is if someone wanted to use it as bait.”

And we were the prey. 

A monotone chanting filled the Abbey House. The language was alien but I could feel the intent in my soul. The magic made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. 

There was only one room we hadn’t checked: whatever lay at the end of the hall. A set of sliding timber doors separated us from it, but the chanting carried through them.

Murdoch whirled to face the doors and raised his automatic shotgun. 

He squeezed the trigger. Round after round punched through the timber doors, blasting them apart and hopefully taking out anything unfortunate enough to be standing behind them.

When the ammunition drum clicked empty, and the dust and debris settled, a red haze came into focus. 

The chanting continued unabated. The red haze wasn’t a haze at all; it was a round shield, rising from a chalk circle on the floor. Inside it was the form of a short man sitting cross-legged on the floor of the kitchen.

He was dressed in a black trench-coat and beanie. Before him was a second circle, drawn in chalk. The perimeter glowed white and then faded to an inky blackness. The tiles within the circle vanished and a gaping pit of darkness yawned open in the middle of the kitchen floor. The ominous void was utterly bereft of light.

A clawed arm reached out of the void and scratched at the kitchen tiles. Finding its hold, the creature pulled itself out of the summoning circle and into our reality.  

The creature had oily black skin, a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, and lanky arms and legs. Each limb ended with long raking talons that could strip the flesh from bones.

“It’s not possible,” I whispered. I had seen all this before, in the Arena of Hades, Lord of the Underworld.

Somehow, Drewitt had survived being marooned beyond the Veil.

Part of me hoped he didn’t hold a grudge, but the tide of demons streaming out of the circle and into the kitchen told a different story.
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Murdoch tore the drum out of his AA-12 and cast it aside. He reached into his bag for another.

Lara’s MP5 roared to life in short, disciplined bursts. The first three round burst drilled through a demon creature’s torso. The beast exploded in a cloud of black ichor. A second and third creature perished in similar fashion.

Dizzy drew and fired an arrow, skewering three of the creatures but not quite killing them. Instead, the trio of clamoring demons formed a sort of absurd shish kabab, bound together by the hunting arrow. The creatures on both ends tried to pull the arrow out and degenerated into a fight against themselves.

But I had seen Drewitt’s work before. I knew what the others didn’t. The tide of demon creatures dragging themselves through the summoning circle were without end. Even Eurynomos, Hades’ personal flesh-eating demon pet, had been overwhelmed by the sheer volume. Killing a handful of the gibbering creatures meant nothing.

“You have to kill him to stop them,” I shouted, pointing at Drewitt.

Lara raised the MP5 and let off a burst at Drewitt. The shimmering ruby shield flared as the burst ricocheted off its surface. 

Drawing what power I could, I lashed out with my left hand and shouted, “Relámpago!“ Twin shafts of lightning arced across the room, faster than the eye could track. They struck the shield and played across the surface before earthing themselves into the tiles. 

Drewitt didn’t even look up from his summoning; his chanting continued unabated.

More of the creatures poured through the inky portal in the kitchen floor.

“It’s no use. We need to get out of here,” I shouted. “We’re going to be overrun.”

“Free Lucius. I’ll hold them off,” Murdoch called, hefting his AA-12.

As Murdoch obliterated the next wave of creatures, I rushed to Lucius’s side. The heavy black chains were etched with some kind of runic inscription. 

Drewitt had come prepared.

When I touched the chains, I could feel the latent magic running through them. The real question was, what sort of enchantment was it? Normally I would have studied the chain, probing the enchantment to discover what I could of the working, but time was a luxury that we just didn’t have.

I searched for the padlock, hoping it would be the weak link that I could exploit, but as my hands played across the strange iron, I couldn’t find it. Just loop after loop of iron etched with runes, binding Lucius to his chair in a single unbroken chain. How it had been fashioned was beyond my understanding.

“It’s no use,” Lucius whispered, lifting his head. “Take the key and save yourselves.”

“He’ll never forgive us,” I replied, nodding toward Murdoch. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out.” 

I channeled and compressed my magic into a wedge of power that I drove into the link between Lucius’ legs to bust the chain open. The runes on the wrought iron flared red hot, as link after link glowed angrily. I had to pull back my hands lest they burn. 

Lucius screamed as the links binding his legs burned through his slacks and branded his flesh. 

The chain faded back to the same black iron.

Sweat poured down Lucius’s brow. “I told you—it’s no use.”

Whatever enchantment had gone into their forging was proof against my efforts. Unless I knew how the working operated, I didn’t stand a chance of undoing it.

I changed tack, attempting to transmute the iron into clay. The chain simply burned red-hot, forcing my hands away.

Lucius grimaced as the links burnt his flesh.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I grimaced. 

I wasn’t trying to torture the poor man, but if we couldn’t free him, he was as good as dead.

I checked on the battle behind me. The tide was steadily turning against us. Murdoch, Lara, and Dizzy were pouring firepower at the wave of demons, but slowly, inexorably, my team was being forced back into the lounge room.

Any moment now, we’d be overrun.

“I can’t break the chains,” I called to Murdoch. “Whatever enchantment is on them, it’s too strong.” 

Murdoch didn’t even turn around. He just shouted over his shoulder, “Try harder!”

“Every time I do, it just burns him. I can’t free him, and my efforts are torturing him. I won’t be the instrument of his suffering.”

Murdoch emptied the shotgun and cast it aside before racing back into the lounge room. He looked at me and then his friend. The smell of burning flesh lingered in the air.

“We’ll get you out, Lucius,” Murdoch said, wiping the sweat from his brow.

“I’m done, old friend,” Lucius whispered, his head lolling as he tried to hold it up. “I’m sorry I could only carry our burden this far.”

His head sagged against his chest as more of the skittering black demon monkeys poured out of the kitchen.

Murdoch grabbed the silver chain from around Lucius’s neck.

“We’ve got to go.” I shook Murdoch’s shoulder. “We’ve got to get out of here before those things overrun us.”

With Dizzy and Lara fighting a rearguard action, we retreated into the hallway. A dozen of the chittering creatures waited for us at the other end of the corridor, blocking the door we’d used to enter the Abbey House.

We needed a way out. As we moved down the hall, I searched the other rooms for another door, but even the windows revealed a host of the demon creatures.

Drewitt had sprung his trap well. We were totally surrounded and it was growing worse by the moment. We were going to have to shoot our way through the demon cordon.

“Downstairs, into the cellar,” Murdoch shouted from behind me.

“What? We’ll be trapped,” I yelled back, struggling to make myself heard over the sound of gunfire filling the house.

“We already are. It’s just a matter of time before we’re overwhelmed. There is no choice but to press on to the sanctuary.”

The cellar? Of course. The gateway was there and with it the path that led to the sanctuary and the Grail. There was just one problem: if the other keys weren’t in place, the gateway wouldn’t open and we’d be trapped in a cellar with an endless wave of demon spawn pouring down the stairs after us.

“If it doesn’t open, then what?” I replied.

Murdoch booted one of the creatures that got too close, sending it flying back down the hall and collecting two of its fellows along the way.

“And how long do you think it will be before they overtake us anyway?”

Minutes. I already knew the answer to that. I’d watched it happen in the underworld. The creatures didn’t seem to tire or fatigue. They would run us down outside, just as well as here. But it didn’t comfort me that we were stuck deciding which of two awful fates we wanted to embrace.

I groaned, drawing my pistol. “Lead the way.”

Murdoch charged down the hall. The creatures at the other end shifted excitedly in anticipation.

But halfway down the corridor, Murdoch stopped at a doorway and shoved open the door. A steep set of stairs led downward into a dark cellar.

He reached around in the stairway and found the switch.

An overhead bulb flickered to life, driving away the darkness. Murdoch raced down the steep stairs. I snapped off a handful of shots at the creatures chasing us down the corridor. Two shots went wide but two others found their mark. The creatures exploded in puddles of ichorous ectoplasm.

Dizzy charged down the stairs, followed by Lara, who slammed another magazine into her MP5. I brought up the rear, pulling the basement door shut and snapping the lock into place, for all the good it would do us. 

I suspected it would only buy us moments, but every bit would help. I grabbed the handrail with my good arm and clutched my pistol with the other. I hadn’t come this far just to break my neck on a set of bloody stairs.

The creatures howled and shrieked as they beat on the door, their wickedly sharp claws tearing into the timber. 

The basement was a large rectangular room with stone walls. A hot water system stood in one corner, and a number of old copper pipes led into the roof. Janitorial supplies were piled next to an old bucket and scaffolding rested against the other wall, the remnants of the house’s most recent paint job.

“Where’s the stone, Murdoch?” I called, hunting around. “The one the key fits in?”

The whole floor seemed to be made of slate or some other rocky tile that had been jammed together. None of them stood out to me, and I couldn’t find anything resembling a keyhole.

Murdoch made his way across the room and pulled at one of the painter’s drop sheets that covered a small patch of floor. I grabbed the other corner and helped him peel it back. The worn stone floor looked like it had been here for centuries, and as I considered the abbey’s history, I realized that was likely the case.

Murdoch dropped to his hands and knees, poring over the pieces of slate.

“You don’t know where it is?” I shouted.

“It’s been years since I last used this gateway,” Murdoch snapped. “Now be quiet and let me look. It’s here somewhere.”

The howling upstairs intensified. The Abbey House seemed overflowing with the miniature demons.

Which begged the question, how had Drewitt survived Hades’ underworld? Had he escaped using his own ability? Did those portals he used to summon his minions allow him passage out of the underworld? Surely that meant he had to traverse whatever realm the demons called home. That couldn’t be good for one’s health, particularly a mortal.

It was also possible, I supposed, that he had somehow convinced Hades to let him free. Though what that kind of deal looked like, I couldn’t rightly say. 

“I’ve got it,” Murdoch shouted as he hefted the key aloft.

“Then use it,” I said. “We’re about to be overrun.”

Murdoch jammed the key into a small gap in the slate floor. The key sunk right into the slot, up to the hilt like they were made for each other. 

Nothing happened. 

I stared expectantly at the key, but it just sat there.

“Are you sure that’s the right one?” Lara asked. “It looks just like a hole in the floor. What about this one over here?”

She pointed to another gap between two slate tiles.

“I know what I’m doing,” Murdoch said. “The other keys mustn’t be in place yet.”

“What do you want us to do?” I asked as a foot-long piece of timber from the door came tumbling down the stairs.

“Hold them off,” Murdoch replied, “or we’re all dead.”

He made his way to his discarded duffel and went fishing for his other shotgun. 

I raced back to the stairs only to find one of the demons clawing its way through the hole it had made in the door. I raised my pistol and fired. The second shot found its mark. The creature collapsed, thrashing wildly as its form melted into black ichor that ran down the steps. 

Another demon was right behind it. An arrow from Dizzy punched through the gap in the door and skewered the creature. Hissing and shrieking echoed down the staircase as the creatures turned their frustrations on the door. The gap widened rapidly as more of the door was torn free.

The trickle was about to turn into a flood of demons pouring down into the basement.

“We need to slow them down,” I called as I crossed the basement. I grabbed the first piece of scaffolding against the wall. “Give me a hand moving this.” 

My arm ached as I subjected it to the work, but Murdoch, Lara, Dizzy, and I took turns dragging the scaffolding to the base of the staircase. Two of us would provide covering fire while the other two moved a piece into position as a makeshift barricade. Piece by piece, we formed a wall at the base of the stairs to try and bottle up the demons before they could spill into the basement.

“This is the only point of entry.” Murdoch nodded at the stairs. “If we can hold this, everything else is solid stone.”

The steel scaffolding formed a serviceable barricade, but the bodies of the fallen demons continued to tumble down the staircase before melting into the disgusting black ichor that seeped through the gaps at the bottom of the stairs.

The door was entirely gone. The creatures streamed down the stairway three or four at a time.

Dizzy was almost out of arrows and Lara was working on reloading her next magazine. I’d used two myself and was looking at my last few rounds. 

Our resources were dwindling fast, but for each creature we killed, two more took its place.

As the creatures scratched and tore at the steel barricade, we shoved against it to hold it in place. I jammed my gun through a narrow gap between planks and fired into the dense mass at point blank range. A creature hissed, but searing hot pain flooded through my left hand. I yanked it back away from the barricade and found a long gash in the back of my left hand. One of the creature’s claws had found its way through.

More of the creatures piled against the barricade, their claws tearing and scratching at the steel in a horrifying rendition of nails on a chalkboard. The sheer weight of creatures grew, and the barricade slid inch by inch away from the stairs, threatening to topple inward.

“Put your backs into it!” I shouted as I pushed against the barricade. There simply weren’t enough of us to hold them at bay.

“I’ve got it,” Dizzy replied. “Just give me a second.”

She stepped away from the barricade, her form shifting and growing as she went. She materialized into the hulking gray form of an African elephant. 

She was comically large in the small basement, but understanding her intentions, Lara and I made space for her to back up between us. She shunted back into the barricade and the creatures howled as she jammed them back against the staircase.

Unfortunately, with Dizzy in place, we could no longer fire around her at the massing demons. They hissed and shrieked as they renewed their attack, but when the barricade held firm, they tried to tear it down like they had the door.

“Murdoch, we can’t hold them forever,” I called. “How will we know when the other keys are in position?”

“When the gateway opens.” He glanced at the key in his hand. “Those guards were already in the Abbot’s Kitchen. And the Inquisition was crawling all over the other two portals. We know they have Ben’s key and it’s safe to assume they’ve found the others, or they wouldn’t be there. With all the keys in place, they will find the gateways. It’s just a matter of time.”

“If they don’t?” I asked, sweat running down my brow.

Murdoch placed his hand on my shoulder.

“If they don’t, well, it was good knowing you, Seth Caldwell. You’ve been a good friend.”

There was an exhaustion in his voice I hadn’t expected. Murdoch was always the optimist, holding out hope even in the face of trying circumstances.

“Murdoch, I’m not dying in this basement at the hands of those little bastards. I didn’t survive the Trial and New York just to lose everything here.”

“You seemed to know him?” Murdoch motioned with his head toward the kitchen. “When did you two meet?”

“He was one of the champions in the Trial of Ares. I thought he died there during the first Trial. Turns out he is a lot harder to kill than I expected.”

“How do you mean?” Murdoch asked.

“The last I saw him, he was locked in the arena of Hades in the heart of the underworld. He and his followers destroyed Eurynomos as I slipped through the last gateway. Based on what Ares said, any who didn’t make it back would be trapped there for eternity.

“Well,” Murdoch replied, “if he treats with demons, I suspect he escaped by traveling beyond.”

“Beyond? What do you mean, beyond?”

“The place he draws those creatures from. They shouldn’t exist in our plane.”

I didn’t say anything, largely because I had no idea what he was talking about and I certainly wasn’t expecting a lesson on life beyond the mortal plane from my pilot.

When I didn’t speak, Murdoch continued.

“In the supernatural world there are many realms. You’ve been to some of them, but beyond the fringes of the realms ruled by the gods, beyond what you might call the organized realms, there is darkness and chaos. That is where creatures like these dwell. 

“He must have used his talents to traverse the darkness, though why such creatures would let him do so and live is beyond me. They tend to consume all that trespass in their domain, and whenever those creatures succeed in taking form here, they do the same in this plane. They are anathema to life and organized matter.”

“It’s times like these I wish I could move through the Veil,” I replied. It would certainly give us a way out of the basement. “One of these days I’m going to have to learn how it’s done.”

“You get into enough trouble in our world,” Murdoch said. “I worry about the damage you’d manage beyond the Veil.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” I muttered. “And how do you know about the realm beyond, Murdoch? Have you been through the Veil?”

“Many times. Every time I’ve checked on the Grail I have passed through it. But I rely on the portals others have formed. I am not free to travel the supernatural realms at whim. My purpose is here.”

“Defending the Grail?” I asked.

Murdoch nodded. “It is one of my responsibilities, yes.”

“What are the others?” I asked as I checked the magazine on my pistol. I couldn’t have more than eight rounds left in it.

Murdoch hesitated, as if he’d already said too much.

“Come on, Murdoch. If we’re going to die in this forsaken cellar, at the hands of those creatures, the least you can do is tell me why. You know things but the more I think about it, the more I realize just how far you’ve gone out of your way to ensure others don’t realize it.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“When your plane went down in the desert, you should have died. When you didn’t, it drew attention, and instead of lapping it up like most men would, you got yourself discharged, uprooted your life, and spent the last ten years following me all over the world pretending to be a pilot. 

“The more I think of it, the more questions I have. You haven’t aged a day in ten years, and it’s not for lack of stress. We’ve been shot at, shot down, kidnapped, and harried across the world. You’ve barely batted an eyelid.”

“I’m sure there’s a question in there somewhere,” Murdoch replied, “though I can’t seem to find it.”

“What are you, really?” I asked. I had my own theory forming. If Murdoch had access to the Grail, it would explain how he never seemed to age, but there was more to it than that.

“I am a watcher, Seth. It’s my duty to see mankind prosper, in spite of their contrary nature.”

“You say that like you aren’t one of us,” I replied as the demons hurled themselves at the barrier for the umpteenth time.

“Oh, I was like you once, but that was a very long time ago.”

“And what happened? How did you become a watcher?”

“It is a calling of sorts.” He paused as he rubbed at his chin. “I met a man unlike any I had ever before seen or heard. He taught me about myself, about the universe, and about the way of things. Before he departed, he asked what I would have him do for me.”

A pained trumpeting howl reverberated through the basement. I turned to find Dizzy ramming her elephantine bulk against the scaffolding, driving the creatures back and producing a tortured chorus of howls from the other side of the barricade. 

A trail of blood ran down her hind leg. One of the creatures must have gotten a claw past the barricade.

“Dizzy,” I shouted, leaving Murdoch to race over to her side. Above us came a scratching in the roof like a dozen angry possums having a drunken party in the ceiling.

“They’re digging down through the ceiling,” I shouted as a two-foot long section of roof collapsed. 

The swarming forms of a dozen of the creatures tried to press themselves through the tiny breach. One of the demons managed to compress itself thin enough to drop to the floor of the basement with a wet thud. It scrambled about before rising to its feet.

A gunshot echoed through the basement and the creature exploded. I turned and found Murdoch, the barrel of his AA-12 smoking furiously.

“This is it,” I muttered looking to Lara as the hole above us grew wider and wider.

A brilliant golden light bathed the cellar. With one hand, I shielded my eyes while trying to search for the source. 

The key was still wedged in the crevice in the slate tile, but it was now glowing. The light streaming from it illuminated the entire cellar. Two more demons dropped into the room only to have Murdoch blast them away.

“The keys are in place,” he shouted.

Before I could process that, the cellar floor around the key simply vanished.
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Light streamed through the opening rift before the surface of the portal settled like a pool of liquid gold that rippled like it had been struck by a pebble. 

“The gateways are open,” Murdoch shouted. “Let’s go; through the portal. Mind your step!”

Lara fell back, crouching beside the open gateway before waving us over. “Go. I’ll cover you.”

“Dizzy, let’s go,” I called but she didn’t move a muscle. Probably because she knew that the minute she did, all hell was going to pour into the basement. She was the only thing keeping the barricade in place. 

Murdoch scooped up his duffel and paused next to the portal. “Come on, Dizzy. We’re not leaving you here.”

When she didn’t move, I pointed at the gateway. “Dizzy, move your ass. Otherwise, we all die here in this damned basement. It’s all of us or none of us.”

She trumpeted as she rose up and ambled forward. The barricade imploded inward, demon creatures spilling through. The first of them to try and dart past her was crushed to a thin paste as she brought her foot down on top of them.

She picked up her pace, stomping across the cellar as Lara blazed away at the creatures trying to scurry after her. Dizzy shifted into her human form, pointed a finger at me, and jumped feet first through the portal. 

Murdoch followed her through. As Lara’s clip ran dry, I grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her into the gateway with me.

We seemed to be falling, a panorama of light playing all around us. Without a point of reference, it was disorienting, and it was hard to tell if I was falling or being pulled through space. 

Then, the light vanished. My butt struck stone hard enough that I felt it jar right through me.

“Ow,” I groaned, lurching forward. 

It took me a moment to realize the floor itself wasn’t flat. Instead, everything tilted down at a forty-five-degree decline. We half-slid, half-tumbled our way down the stone slope until we slammed into the bottom.

I paused to catch my breath, rubbing at my very bruised tailbone.

We were in a large chamber made of enormous hewn stones that had been laid neatly atop each other with little need for mortar or cement. The room itself was lit by the gateway, which still showed as a shimmering golden portal in the roof.

Beside me, Murdoch was on his feet, bending down to pick up the sanctum’s key. After tucking it into his pocket, he extended his hand to help me up. 

“Come on, Seth, no time to sit around. They’ll be right behind us.”

A chittering howl erupted, and I glanced back up the slope in time to catch the first of the demon creatures as it struck the stone above us.

The four of us raced across what seemed to be a stone antechamber, toward a corridor cut into the far wall. As we approached, torches flickered to life along its length. I couldn’t even see the end of the tunnel. It just vanished into the distance.

More of the demons poured into the chamber behind us, though compared to the horde streaming into the basement it still seemed to be a trickle. I doubted that would last; it never did.

“All of you upfront, I’ll bring up the rear.” Murdoch raised the shotgun. “Just keep going. No matter what you hear.”

“What are you going to do?” I asked, not liking the sound of that one bit. 

More demons clambered through the portal, but for every demon that made it through, so too did a trickle of black ichor. Puddles of the stuff were starting to run down the slope behind us.

“What the hell?” I muttered as I realized just how much of it was running down the stonework.

“Some of them aren’t strong enough to cross the threshold,” Murdoch said. “Not a strong enough will, so they lose their form. Get moving. I’m going to seal the portal.”

Murdoch reached into his duffel and drew out one block of C4 explosive, and then another.

“Move,” he shouted.

There was no arguing with him but, in my mind, I was quickly putting together the implications of what he was saying. He was going to collapse the tunnel behind us to cut them off. That also meant sealing us in. There would be no escape, no turning back. 

Not through this portal anyway.

Onward and upward.

I never liked being backed into a corner. I’d certainly never been a burn-the-boats sort of guy. The boats were nice. The boats let you go home when things went to hell, which of late certainly happened more often than not.

If there was no retreat, then the only option was through the sanctum. There were four gateways after all, right? We just had to grab the Grail and fight our way through whoever was left guarding the other gateways. 

Edward Knight or the Inquisition. Neither were an exciting proposition and in spite of the mountain of ammunition we’d brought with us, Drewitt had already accounted for most of it. 

I picked up the pace, my breath coming in short bursts as I raced down the tunnel, trying to catch up to Lara and Dizzy. Neither of them seemed to be struggling at all. I really needed to work on my cardio. Given how much time I spent running for my life, it seemed a worthwhile investment.

Murdoch dropped the charges as he went, pausing periodically to blast away any of the demons that ventured too close, with his AA-12.

With their numbers thinned, they seemed less certain, or perhaps that was on account of how far their master was from them. 

Every time Murdoch would drop a charge, he reached into the bag and pulled out another. 

I counted six, before the chittering creatures finally worked out something was up.

The nearest creature picked up the charge Murdoch had just dropped. Murdoch pulled out the detonator.

“Run like hell,” he shouted.

My heart pounded a steady rhythm in my chest as my bruised ass protested the exertion. The high-top sneakers scuffed against the stone. They had a pretty good grip in spite of their age. But then again, Air Jordans tended to age well. 

I counted in my head. I reached nine before Murdoch mashed the button on his detonator. In the narrow confines of the tunnel, the blast was deafening. The shock wave that rippled forward pitched me onto my face. I kissed stone, and it was entirely unpleasant.

As the wind was forced from my lungs, I looked back to see the whole chamber shake and a sixty-foot-long section of the tunnel collapse. Stone poured into the tunnel, choking it off. Demons howled as they were crushed beneath the weight of thousands of tons of stone.

Fortunately, the rest of the tunnel held, though I suspected Murdoch had known that it would.

For the first time since the ambush at the Abbey House, silence prevailed.

“Is everybody okay?” I asked, rolling onto my back. I had pins and needles in my right arm where the Sidhe magic lingered, my jaw felt like it had gone a round in the ring, and a bruise was probably forming on my right butt cheek. Not to mention the gash on the back of my left hand that was going to need to be taken care of. But given what we’d been through, I was feeling like we’d come off all right.

“Yup, never better.” Dizzy groaned.

“I’m alive,” Lara added, still on her feet. She discarded the empty magazine from her MP5 and loaded another.

“Well, that was a delight,” I muttered as I sat up against the wall.

“If the demons are making a play for the Grail, things are worse than I thought.” Murdoch shook his head as he clambered to his feet. “Things have grown dire indeed.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “How are they any worse than the Inquisition, or Knight for that matter?”

Murdoch sighed. “Knight would use the Grail for his own ends. The Inquisition would use it to reignite their glory days. Probably launch a new crusade. Each would twist it to build their kingdom. Those creatures, though, they aren’t of this world. Who knows what they would do with it? That mustn’t be allowed to happen.”

I nodded at the rubble. “Well, that’s going to take them weeks to try and dig through, so we have a bit of a head start. Where do we go from here?”

Murdoch rubbed his sleeve against his forehead. “Just give me a minute to think.”

The longer we stood there, the more unsettled I grew. With Drewitt and his demon horde buried beneath a mountain of stone, I had time to think for the first time in hours. And that was always dangerous.

I realized that I was trapped somewhere between the mortal world and the supernatural plane, in a place I didn’t understand, with a plan that still hadn’t really been explained to us.

I was all for helping Murdoch, but the current status quo seemed likely to get us killed.

Murdoch reached into his pocket and drew out the key we’d used to open the gateway.

“We have Lucius’s key. Supposing we can make it safely to the inner sanctum, we can open our gate and make for the Grail.”

“Along with everyone else,” I replied, remembering what Murdoch had said about the way the keys operated to open the inner doors.

Murdoch nodded. “If our gateway opened, so did theirs. But the path to the inner sanctum is not short and has its own dangers, and they don’t know it like I do.”

“Dangers?” Dizzy asked. “What kind of dangers?”

Murdoch swallowed. “Traps to protect the sanctuary. But I have made the journey many times. It won’t be an issue for us.”

“What kind of traps?” I asked. Flashbacks of the flooding trap in the temple of my ancestors filled my mind. I had no desire to swim in a pool of giant crocodiles. 

“Don’t worry, I will lead the way,” Murdoch said, tapping the key against his palm. “Just focus on the moment. I don’t want to cloud your mind and distract you.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. If anything happened to Murdoch, we would be hopelessly lost. I was about to push him for more details, when I noticed Dizzy was still favoring her left leg and limping a little.

Reaching into the pouch on my combat rigging, I drew out two of the small glass stones and with an effort of will, caused them to glow a brilliant blue. The glow augmented the light in the tunnel which, courtesy of the wall mounted sconces and flaming torches, seemed largely to light only the top half of the tunnel.  

“What are you doing?” Lara asked.

“I needed more light,” I replied, rolling the glass stones across the floor. The orbs flooded the lower half of the tunnel with light and in their illumination, Dizzy’s injury was apparent. A three-inch tear in her pants, and a slowly spreading patch of blood where the demon had got her. Dizzy had one hand pressed to it.

“We’re not going anywhere until we patch that up.” I pointed at Dizzy’s blood-soaked hand and the wound she was trying in vain to hide.

Dizzy looked down. “It’s nothing. The creature barely nicked me. I’ll be fine.”

“You’ll bleed out, you stubborn woman. We already know you’re the toughest one here. You don’t have to prove anything to us, so stop trying and get on the floor so we can fix it.”

“It’s just a flesh wound,” Dizzy said, quoting her spirit animal, the black knight. Except Dizzy would never let her ass get beat that bad.

“You heard what Murdoch said. It’s a ways to the next gate, and we all have to be mobile if we’re to have a chance of getting through this alive.”

“At a certain point,” Dizzy replied, “this is going to turn into a race, and I have no intention of making it in my human form. So stop fretting.”

“On the floor, now!” I pointed to the ground. “Don’t make me tase you.”

“Fine.” Dizzy grumbled as she dropped to her haunches and then rolled over as she lay down on the smooth stone floor. 

I scrambled closer to get a better look at the wound. Murdoch reached into his duffel and pulled out a small first-aid kit.

He handed me the kit, and I set it down on the stone floor before positioning the spheres beside us so that I could see better. The cut was shallow but long, a good five inches. I considered trying to seal it with magic, but in my current shape, I didn’t dare.

Ever since the Reoánaighsidhe, my arm had proved unreliable at best and healing magic wasn’t the sort of arcane art one gambled on when at reduced capacity. Not unless you were truly desperate and willing to risk death to heal whatever wound you were faced with.

I reached into the first-aid kit and pulled out a bottle of antiseptic. I wasn’t really sure it would work on demon wounds, but it was better than nothing.

“Get on with it,” Dizzy muttered. “We don’t have all day.”

I blotted and dabbed at the wound. The muscles in Dizzy’s leg tensed as I did, but she didn’t dignify the wound cleaning with so much as a groan.

She had more grit than sandpaper.

I still figured it was best to distract her with something else.

“Murdoch, tell us more about the path ahead. What sort of traps are we up against?”

He knew what I was doing, and I hoped his care for Dizzy would override his tendency to keep secrets when it came to the Grail. 

“On this particular path, there are three traps every supplicant must pass if they are to reach the inner sanctum.”

“What are they?” I asked as I studied my work.

“The first is a test of preparation, reminiscent of the parable of the ten virgins. When we pass the threshold, the torches on the wall will go out. If one comes unprepared, they will not have sufficient light to notice the void on either side of the safe path. They risk falling into the eternities.”

“The eternities?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

Murdoch groaned like a teacher whose student was focusing on the wrong part of the lesson.

“Yes, a void from which nothing can return. But the test is simple enough. All you have to do is walk the straight and narrow path between the voids, and you will be fine.”

“Okay, straight and narrow path. Got it,” I replied, staring at Dizzy’s wound and wondering just how I was meant to bandage something that high on her hip, particularly with her pants in the way. I blotted around the wound, trying to clean it as best I could.

“What is the second trap?” Dizzy asked.

“The second is just a simple test of reverence. When you behold the face of God, kneel.”

“I think we can do that,” Lara replied. “What about the last trap?”

“Greed,” Murdoch replied. “The Grail is not meant to be possessed by any who are not pure of heart. The final test is designed to show the heart of any who would come before the Grail. We will pass through unparalleled riches. But if you take even a single coin, we will not be permitted to live. Keep your hands to yourselves, no matter what you see.” 

“Seems easy enough,” Lara replied. 

I couldn’t help but agree. Mortal riches weren’t particularly enticing to me. I could make my own. At this rate, it seemed the path to the inner sanctum was going to be child’s play.

“Let us see what you think when you face it,” Murdoch replied, “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter heaven. It has proven an effective deterrent for centuries.”

“Noted,” I muttered as I peered down at the wound. “Dizzy, this is going to need stitches or at least a bandage. We’re going to have to cut away some of your pants.”

“Don’t you dare.” Dizzy waved her finger at me. “These were some of my favorites.”

“They already have a massive hole in them.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she replied. “You aren’t cutting them up.” 

She fidgeted with her belt before undoing it.

“Lara,” she called out.

“Yes, dear,” Lara replied, taking a step closer. 

“If either of these two stare at my house, you’re to put a bullet in them.”

“With pleasure,” Lara replied, eying me. “You two behave yourselves.”

Dizzy pushed her pants down to her knees, revealing black, boy briefs that I did my best to avoid looking at, along with the shapely rear they were attached to. Lara stood over me the whole time, ready to carry out my sentence. Her presence wasn’t going to make applying the bandage any easier, that was for sure.

I packed gauze against the wound and ran a bandage around Dizzy’s leg once, holding it tight to apply a little pressure.

“I need to borrow a finger,” I said, reaching for Dizzy’s hand and placing it over the partially wrapped bandage while I wrapped it around once more.

I ran the bandage around again, and found it was now tight enough to keep itself in place. I wrapped my way up her leg, going around and around as best I could manage before making my way back down to the bottom of the wound and tucking the last lip of the bandage beneath the bottom layer. Finding a small clip in the first-aid kit, I fastened the bandage into place.

“There we go,” I said. “Now at least you won’t bleed out on us, and would you look at that, none of us got shot in the process.”

Dizzy looked up at Lara. 

“It was touch and go for a moment,” Lara whispered conspiratorially. “I thought I was going to have to put him down.”

Dizzy pulled up her pants and let out a sigh. “Cut my pants? Why, I ought to...”

“You’re welcome,” I replied. “You are a terrible patient.”

“I’ve yet to meet a good one,” Dizzy replied as she got to her feet.

I grabbed a second bandage from the bag. While we were here, I might as well take care of the gouge on the back of my left wrist. When I finished, my left hand looked like a mummy’s, but at least I didn’t have to look at the wound.

The first aid work had given us a moment to catch our breath. We weren’t exactly rested, but we were patched up and ready to go after the Grail.

The four of us started down the path. We walked in silence.

The torches lining the path extinguished themselves, plunging the tunnel into the darkness. 

Murdoch raised a small handheld torch that illuminated the path ahead. After about twenty feet, the edges of the corridor simply fell away, leaving only a narrow strip of stone in the center of the path. On either side of the path opened a yawning void of inky darkness. It seemed to absorb the light from the torch without the light penetrating its depths at all.

“Single file, don’t look down, and don’t stray from the path,” Murdoch said as he stepped out onto the bridge.

We shuffled across it. I did my best to keep my eyes on the path ahead rather than the all-consuming void on either side of the bridge, but as I walked, I felt drawn to it.

Tearing my eyes away from the darkness, I pushed on.

When I reached the end of the bridge, I tossed one of my small-illuminated orbs into the void. No sooner had it passed the level of the path than it vanished entirely.

I stopped, listening for an impact that never came.

“Well, that’s unsettling,” I muttered.

“Simply a test,” Murdoch said. “One must be able to walk by faith, the straight and narrow path that leads to eternal life.”

I was hardly in the mood for a theological lesson and was glad my father had never bothered dragging me along to Sunday school.

As we passed another threshold, the torches flared to life.

We pressed on. 

The path turned, and abruptly we came face-to-face with a leadlight window. It featured the image of Jesus Christ, standing before the tomb, the stone rolled back.

Murdoch dropped to his knees in reverence, and we all followed suit. 

A mono-filament wire as fine as fishing line raced through the tunnel at head height. It ran along a track in the walls beside us before the wire vanished back into the roof about ten feet behind us. The wire could have cut a person’s head clean off. 

“Armor wouldn’t have helped you,” Murdoch whispered as if in answer to my unasked question. 

There was a whiz as the mechanism reset and Murdoch rose to his feet, leading us forward once more.

The path turned right and opened into an enormous chamber that reminded me of the cave of wonders in Aladdin. Gold coins were heaped in mountains on either side of the path. Wooden chests laden with precious jewels lay everywhere. Off to one side, a giant red ruby sat in a gold fitting in the middle of a stone table. 

The room stretched for a good thirty feet. 

It was a fortune that could have changed the course of countries.

“Like I said, touch nothing,” Murdoch said.

Given I could transmute anything to solid gold, I shrugged off the warning. There was nothing here I couldn’t get if I wanted it.

“Gold I’ve got, Murdoch. You don’t have to worry about me.” 

Murdoch leaned close to me. “The test is different for every man and will eventually ask of you that which is most difficult to give.”

I nodded soberly. “I get it, Murdoch.”

“No, you don’t, Seth, but you will. Before we reach the Grail, every man must be tried and found worthy. Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looketh on the heart. You must be pure of heart, Seth. You all must be.”

As we traversed the room, something caught my eye.

A tome rested on a closed chest. Etched on its cover in Spanish were the words, Ritos de sangre. It meant: Blood Rites. I hesitated. The tome seemed to call to me. The Spanish weren’t particularly well known for blood magic, but that was in the present day. The tome looked centuries old, and it was the conquistadors who had first encountered the Las Brujas de Sangre. 

Had someone made a record of the coven? 

I tore my eyes from the tome, Murdoch’s warning ringing in my ears. I wasn’t trading my soul for some whispered promise of a cure. 

I forced my way out of the chamber and came face to face with an immense set of doors, formed of some alloy I was unfamiliar with. It looked like titanium but had a strange swirling grain passing through it.

In the middle of the door, at eye level, was a single keyhole.

Murdoch reached into his pocket and drew out the key.

“What now?” I asked.

“Now we wait for the others to reach their gateway. When it opens, there will be a massive bridge leading to the temple’s inner sanctuary. It will be a race to the Grail.”

Murdoch slid his key into the door but didn’t turn it.

I drew out a muesli bar from my pocket and peeled open the packet. I took a bite and held the bar out to the others. 

“Anyone hungry?”

“I could use a drink,” Lara replied as she went for her canteen.

A massive earthquake shook the floor of the tunnel. My muesli bar, still half in its wrapper, fell to the floor. Lara’s canteen spilled water everywhere as she tried to get the lid back on.

“Murdoch, what’s happening?” I called over the rumbling.

His face whitened, the color draining out of it.

“Someone didn’t wait,” he whispered. “They turned their key, opened the sanctum, and unleashed the temple’s defenses.”

With a grinding howl, the enormous door to the inner sanctum started sinking into the floor.
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As the gateway opened, the entire tunnel shook. It felt like a volcano on the brink of eruption. Try as I might to stay on my feet, the incessant rumbling brought me to my knees. 

Murdoch yanked the key from the door, before it vanished into the floor. 

When the rumbling subsided, I turned to Murdoch. “Defenses? That felt like a bloody earthquake. What is in there?”

Murdoch steadied himself. “Like I said, the wrath of God.”

“And what form does that take, exactly?” Lara asked. “I’ve been pretty patient, but I’ve had just about enough of your damned secrets. We’re here risking our lives to help you. Level with us now or so help me I will shoot you myself.”

“Lara.” I reached out to hold her off Murdoch.

“No, Seth, enough. You’re too willing to trust people. We’ve come this far. We’ve narrowly survived being eaten by demons, crushed in a cave-in, or decapitated by these traps. We’ve done it on nothing more than his word, and your faith that your old friend here is on the level and is not leading us all to our deaths. Now we are trapped in a place between worlds, and the whole edifice seems to be coming apart at the seams. And all he can tell us is to expect the wrath of God. Screw that, I want more.”

“She has a point, Murdoch,” Dizzy said. “You’ve always been family to us, so stop keeping us on the sidelines.”

Murdoch sighed. “I would love to tell you more than that, but in my visits here, I always followed the same protocol. The temple’s defenses were never truly activated, and I have no idea exactly what’s waiting for us behind that door, other than the Grail.”

“Unless we make a move, it’s not going to be there either.” 

If someone else triggered the sanctum’s defenses, then they were already ahead of us and winning the race for the Grail. 

I cursed our luck. Always a step behind.

The door vanished into the floor, and the grinding noise ceased.

“I don’t think it’s going to be that straightforward,” Murdoch whispered. “Look for yourself.”

The inner sanctum of the Holy Grail took my breath away. It was a monolithic structure the size of several football fields, easily ten stories tall. I couldn’t see the roof from where we stood. In the center of the chamber loomed a massive tower.

On the other side of the door stood a small platform, perhaps fifteen feet wide and ten feet deep which led to a massive suspension bridge. 

The bridge crossed a chasm from our platform to what seemed to be a chamber on the central spire. As I searched the chamber, I noticed other bridges like ours.

If we were at the southern point of the compass, then the other bridges were on the east and on the west.

The entire structure seemed to be formed from precious metals. The top third of the cavern, including the central spire, was made of solid gold. The middle third was fashioned of silver, and the bottom third appeared to be made of bronze. 

To our east, a group of Inquisitorial soldiers charged across their suspension bridge, racing for the central spire. They were well over halfway across the immense serpentine bridge. They had to have been the ones to trigger the temple’s defenses. On our left, to the west, was another bridge and a door that, like ours, had just lowered. More Inquisitorial troops streamed through it.

We were flanked on both sides and both forces were already moving toward the spire and the Grail. Even if we did race them for it, we were going to reach the spire and be surrounded by the Inquisition’s commandos. Our position grew more tenuous by the second.

“Let’s go.” The first elements of a plan formed in my mind. It was insane, but as far as I could see, it was our only shot. 

Another tremor shook the temple. Two of the inquisitorial troopers already on the bridge fell over the sides, screaming as they plunged the better part of five floors to the ground beneath.

“On second thought, maybe we wait a moment.” I paused in the doorway of the inner sanctum and tried to stay on my feet.

The Inquisition made their way across the western bridge also. A third tremor shook the building, greater than any that preceded it, only this one was accompanied by a guttural roar that carried through the entire structure.

A roar that somehow was coming from above us. 

I lifted my gaze, slowly, searching for the source.

On the roof of the central spire, a construct stood at the edge, looking out over the sanctum.

It was almost twenty-five feet tall, statuesque, but formed of the same alien metal as the door of the sanctum. It had the body and torso of a man, but the head of an enormous bull. In its right-hand it carried a silver sword, with flames playing along its blade. The construct’s eyes burned like molten fire.

“The Behemoth,” Murdoch whispered as if afraid the beast might hear us, even at this distance.

“The what now?” Dizzy asked, gawking at the titanic construct.

“The Behemoth was one of the two chaos beasts mentioned in the Old Testament,” Lara said. “The Leviathan and the Behemoth. One dwelt in the sea, and the other dwelt in the mountains. The Leviathan was slain but the Behemoth simply vanished from all records.”

“Well, looks like we found it.” I waved my hands a little in mock enthusiasm. “Yay.” 

The Behemoth raised his flaming sword and brought it down on a pair of chains hanging from the roof. His sword sheared through them as if they were nothing. As the chains parted, the bridge before us shook. I traced the lines of the chains. They ran from the roof of the spire, through a fixture attached to the ceiling of the structure, and then down to the supports from which our bridge was suspended. The lengthy bridge lost its shape, twisting and warping under its unsupported weight. With an ear-splitting crack, the bridge plunged into the abyss before us. 

The Behemoth moved to the next bridge—the eastern bridge currently occupied by the forces of the Inquisition. With a blow from his sword, he bought ruin to it also. Men screamed, flying from the destroyed bridge as they plunged to their deaths.

The Inquisition on the western bridge had a little more warning. They raced back to their platform as the Behemoth destroyed the chains holding their bridge in place. Turning away from us, he shattered the last set of chains that had to be holding a northern bridge and the echo of its destruction rose from the pit beneath us.

We stood on our stone ledge looking out over more than a hundred and fifty feet of empty space between us and the spire that housed the Holy Grail.

“What do we do now?” Lara asked, standing at my side.

I was speechless. Below us, the twisted ruin of our bridge lay at odd angles. It took me a few moments staring at it to realize the floor below wasn’t uniform. The twisted wreckage of the bridge was actually sitting propped up by walls running beneath us. The floor of the sanctuary’s inner sanctum was a labyrinth.

Walking to the edge of our platform, I bent over it, looking for a way down. On the left-hand side, hand and foot holds jutted out from the silver walls.

“It’s a maze, but we’re going to have to lower ourselves down. Murdoch, do you have any idea how to get through it?” I asked.

Murdoch shook his head. “I always took the bridge.”

“What about him?” Dizzy nodded toward the Behemoth perched atop the tower. It appeared to be watching what was left of the would-be claimants. “I don’t imagine he’s going to just let us stroll up and take the Grail.”

“I very much doubt that too,” I replied, “but for the time being, I think it would serve us best if we don’t draw his attention.”

The crisp echoing report of a single shot sounded through the cavern; the unmistakable signature of a high-powered sniper rifle. The beast atop of the central spire bellowed its defiance, as his large metallic head turned to face the remnants of the inquisitorial contingent on the eastern platform. A soldier lay flat on the stone balcony, a rifle perched before him on a tripod.

Another shot followed, and then another. Loud metallic ricochets echoed through the cavern as the .50 cal rounds bounced off the enormous beast’s hide.

The Behemoth leapt off the tower, plunging six stories, and landed in the maze below with a rumble that shook the entire complex.

“Well, that was good of them,” I muttered. “Now that they have his attention, let’s go.” 

“Lambs to the slaughter,” Murdoch whispered.

“Yep, but not our lambs,” I replied. “Besides, they were the ones that woke him up.” 

I leaned out over the edge. The hand and foot holds snaked a trail over walls for five stories until they reached the entrance to the maze below. I tried to chart a course toward the central spire, committing it to memory as Dizzy went over the edge.

Lara was hot on her heels and, as she descended, I turned to Murdoch. “You next. I’ll bring up the rear.”

“You only have one good arm. You can’t cover anything. You’ll need it to hang on. You next. I’ll watch our backs.” 

I nodded but was not looking forward to the climb. Even on a good day, I hated heights. Murdoch knew that, and he knew that I’d likely procrastinate the descent for as long as I could. 

With no other way for us to reach the Grail, I sighed, sat down, spun onto my stomach, and pushed my legs out over the edge of the balcony. It was an unsettling feeling to have my legs swinging freely over the abyss. One wrong move, and I’d be a pancake on the bronze floor beneath. 

Ever so slowly, I pushed myself back, feeling with my feet in an effort to find the next hold. It took me a moment of flailing, but I finally rested my sneakers against the stone lip. Grabbing the edge of the balcony, I lowered myself until I found the next one. All the muscles in my right arm trembled as it took the weight of my body, but I gritted my teeth and tried to push the pain out of my mind.

With a grunt, I lowered myself to the next hold.

Normally, I would have done my best not to look down, but I didn’t really have any choice as I searched for the next place to stick my feet. Fortunately, I had ample distractions as I studied the walls of the chamber itself. Everything appeared to be formed from silver and the patterns were a blend of wild creatures and landscapes. Some of the animals I recognized. Others like the image of the multi-winged creature I was currently staring at I’d never seen before. Had we more time, I would have liked to study the golden portion above the balcony. 

Instead, I lowered myself down the wall as quickly as I could. The real question was, who had constructed this edifice? The Grail might rest here now, but was that the temple’s purpose, or did it predate the Circle’s use of it?

The alien alloy the doors and Behemoth had been fashioned from seemed to indicate that might be a possibility, as did the sheer scale of the wealth on display here. Everything seemed to be made of precious metals.

A scream carried through the chamber. Presumably the Behemoth had caught up with what remained of the Inquisition’s eastern contingent. I ignored the chamber’s exceptional acoustics and focused on the task at hand.

As I lowered myself, the silver turned to bronze and the carved shapes on the wall changed from strange multi-winged flying creatures over panoramic landscapes to banded columns and sarcophagi all three-dimensional and fashioned from bronze. I reached for the next foothold but, strain as I might, it seemed just out of reach. The muscles in my right arm seized up. It just wasn’t strong enough to hold me up and take all of my weight. 

Sweat ran down my brow as I hung awkwardly from the wall.

I searched for other options. On my left, there was a large bronze sarcophagus, the top of which seemed like a serviceable substitute for the foothold I couldn’t reach. I swung myself out and landed atop it with both feet. I clung to the wall to keep myself in place. 

My breath came in short gasps, and I took a moment to gather myself and rest my arm before moving out to the next handhold. Judging the distance between the handholds and the sarcophagus, I figured it might be easier going if I used the raised image formed on its lid for leverage as it made for a better hold. I reached the base of the sarcophagus and gripped the bronze foot as I swung myself out to reach for the next hold. 

A sharp sliding noise of bronze against bronze filled my ears, as something gave way. I felt a momentary weightlessness as the lid of the sarcophagus peeled away from the rest of it.

“Oh no.” 

My heart flipped as everything I was holding onto broke free of the wall and fell into the maze below, taking me with it.

“Get back,” I shouted at Lara and Dizzy as the bronze lid and I plunged a story and a half to the ground. 

Lara and Dizzy scattered as I shoved myself away from the falling lid. I hadn’t come this far to be crushed by a bloody coffin. 

I crouched to absorb the impact of the landing before throwing myself into a forward roll. The heavy bronze lid of the ancient sarcophagus slammed into the bronze floor, leaving gaping indentations in the floor.

“Look out!” Murdoch called from above.

Dozens of small shapes spilled out of the sarcophagus like miniature footballs. They tumbled free of the tomb and hit the bronze floor all around us. No sooner had the tiny shapes landed, than they unfurled, their eight legs pushing themselves off the ground. Bronze pincers snapped as they tested their claws and a wicked barbed stinger spooled up behind them, bobbing menacingly. 

Dozens of the bronze scorpion constructs rained down on top of us. The nearest of the creatures raced forward. It was almost a foot long, plus the length of its stinger coiled above it. 

The scorpion lunged for my leg, its pincer flashing forward quicker than I had expected. I pulled my leg back out of the way.  The scorpion hunkered forward, its stinger lashing overhead in a vertical strike that would punch straight into my thigh. I jumped out of its reach, and as I came down, I landed on top of it, my high-top sneakers crunching its head into the brass floor. The pincers snapped once, as the creature flailed, but before it could strike again, I brought my other foot down on its tail, crushing it against the floor until it snapped.

“Seth,” Lara called, her MP5 roaring to life. 

Several of the metallic scorpions were blown away in a hail of fire, but it was followed by a fusillade of ricochets as bullets bounced off the metallic walls of the maze in every direction. It was a miracle none of us were hit. 

“Lara, stop,” I shouted, but her MP5 was already silent.

“I know, I know,” she called back. “I was more worried about you getting your ass stung than a few ricochets.”

The scorpions mobbed together to form a coordinated assault.

Murdoch slammed his heavy boots into the brass floor, crushing another of them beneath his heel.

“Let’s go,” he shouted. 

We raced down the corridor as the scorpions massed behind us, chasing us into the maze.

“Where did they come from?” Dizzy asked, as she appeared from around the next corner. She must’ve been scouting ahead, looking for a path through the maze.

“The sarcophagi on the walls,” I called back. “They aren’t empty.”

Dizzy’s eyes rose to the wall of the maze. There were literally dozens of the sarcophagi, and this was just one stretch of the temple’s walls. There could be hundreds of them, and thousands of scorpions.

As we raced away from the brass constructs, I prayed the other sarcophagi would remain shut. We couldn’t afford to contend with any more foes here.

“Well, let’s keep off the walls, shall we?” Dizzy said.

With us all moving in one direction, and the scorpions approaching from the rear, there was less chance of ricochets. Murdoch blazed away with his AA-12, the concentrated buckshot sweeping through the scorpions’ ranks.

We rounded the corner and reached a four-way intersection of bronze passageways.

“There’s no going back the way we came,” I muttered, stating the obvious as I tried to gather my thoughts and remember the path I’d charted through the maze. In the madness with the scorpions, I just couldn’t seem to remember it.

“The tower is in the middle,” Murdoch said. “We need to head right.”

“Right it is, I guess,” I replied.

We took off down the corridor. Gunfire rang out in the temple complex, and I hoped the others were having just as much trouble navigating the sanctum’s defenses as we were.

We reached another intersection offering only a right and a left turn. I ignored my old D&D mantra and went right again, followed by a quick left. Gradually, we seemed to be moving deeper and deeper into the maze. We were no longer able to see the central spire over the top of the walls, which I took to mean we were moving closer to it. 

The scorpions scurrying after us thinned out, presumably to search the multitude of corridors we might have taken. For what seemed like forever, we wound our way back and forth through the maze. The chittering scorpion noises behind us diminished to a handful of creatures.

“I don’t like the thought of them following us,” I whispered to Lara. “Those things are constructs, just like the Behemoth.”

“You think they can communicate?” she asked, glancing back over her shoulder.

I shrugged. “I have no idea, but I don’t want to find out the hard way that they can.”

“What are you suggesting?” she asked.

“I’m suggesting we do a little proactive pest control. Take our bronze buddies back there out of the equation.”

Dizzy pointed ahead. “We can jump them up there.”

We raced around the next corner and huddled flat against the wall.

“No guns, just boots,” I whispered. “Pretend they’re big spiders.”

“That’s not terrifying at all,” Lara replied. “Spiders are the worst.”

“Worse than these bronze things with claws and stingers?” Dizzy asked.

Three of the scorpions raced around the corner, their heads tilted upward as they searched the empty corridor ahead. We lunged forward.

I stomped on the closest creature’s head before bringing my boot down on its tail to hold it still. It had worked once, so why change it up? Murdoch and Dizzy followed suit, but Murdoch missed the creature’s tail. The bronze stinger whipped about and sliced through the fabric of his slacks like it was a wet paper bag. Murdoch grunted as the stinger jabbed into his calf.

Lara jumped forward, stomping on the creature’s back, before forcing its bronze tail into the ground. When the three creatures finally stopped moving, I stooped down to take a look at Murdoch’s leg, but he backed away.

“Let me take a look at that,” I said. “Who knows what damage that did to you.”

“It’s fine.” Murdoch waved me off. “I’m fine.”

In spite of his protestations, I grabbed his leg. He was hiding something. “We can’t do this with our guide crippled. Now shut up and let me take a look.”

I peered through the flapping hole in his slacks but couldn’t find any sign of a wound. 

“I told you I’m fine,” Murdoch said.

I’d seen the construct hit him myself but the razor-sharp barb at the end of its tail hadn’t even left an impression in his flesh. 

Once more, Murdoch managed to shrug off injuries that would have crippled a mortal. The stinger hadn’t left a damn scratch. 

I decided not to force the issue. “Let’s go.”

We raced through the tunnels, alternating left and right turns as we sought to make our way to the central spire as directly as we could. If we drifted too much to the left, we would run into the Inquisition; too much to the right and we risked running into their counterparts or worse yet, the Behemoth that had been butchering them.

“If you want, I can shift into a bird,” Dizzy said. “Get us a better view of things and chart a more direct course.”

“I’d rather we stayed together,” I replied. “There’s only four of us as is and if any of the Inquisition are waiting on the balcony, they’ll have a free shot at you.”

“I’ve dodged worse,” Dizzy replied.

“Let’s call that, Plan B,” I said. 

I wasn’t taking any chances. If we were separated, there was no guarantee we’d be able to find each other again.

We stepped out into a corridor that stretched away from us in both directions. 

Shapes moved toward us from one end. As they emerged out of the darkness, I noted the distinct black panoply of the Inquisition.

A chorus of footfalls came from the other end. I snapped my head around. A dozen soldiers in the uniform of Ares’ personal guard filtered into the corridor from the opposite end. With them came Edward Knight and his bodyguard Tan.

I shouted, “Run!”
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The Red Knight strode forward unfazed, pulling his pistol from his suit coat pocket. 

The foot soldiers of Ares closed ranks around him, bringing their shields up in an impenetrable wall of bronze like the Spartans of old. Given their confidence in charging into assault rifles, I suspected their shields were fashioned of something stronger than mere brass.

We vacated the corridor as the Inquisitorial forces at the other end of the hall opened fire. As we raced back the way we had come, the furious racket of hundreds of ricochets filled our ears.

“What now?” Lara asked as we beat a retreat. “We can’t fight them both.”

“And we don’t want to,” I replied. “There are too many Inquisition, and Ares’ men will be no joke either. I’d prefer to avoid both if we can.” 

“Well, that hallway is out,” Dizzy replied. “And I’d rather not sit around here waiting for them to find us.”

“Then we head back the way we came,” Murdoch said. “The sanctum has four staircases leading up the central tower, one on each of its facings. I’ve seen them from the summit. We should head northeast and find the stairs on this facing.”

“You mean back toward the giant beast that brought down the bridges in the first place?” Dizzy asked.

“If we found Knight and the Inquisition, then we must have headed more to the north and west than I thought. We should be on the opposite side of the complex to the Behemoth.”

“I hope you’re right,” Lara replied. “I lost track of which way is which while those scorpions were chasing us.”

“Right now, I am less concerned about the Behemoth than I am about the Inquisition or Knight,” Murdoch said as he checked the drum on his AA-12.

“And why is that?” I asked as I followed him through the bronze walled tunnels.

“He’s protecting the Grail, and so are we. Perhaps we can find common ground there.”

“You think you can reason with that thing?” I asked. 

Had he lost his mind? The thing had brought down our bridge first. He hadn’t really done us any favors.

Murdoch puffed as he ran beside me. “In the absence of a better idea, I’m inclined to at least try. If that fails, I guess we try to blow him up. That’s your Plan B, right? Bring the house down?”

I couldn’t argue with him, but in my defense, most of the damage here had been wrought by others. Hell, Murdoch had even managed a cave-in. All I’d done was open a sarcophagus. I definitely wasn’t on my A-game, and given I didn’t have a better idea, I shut my mouth and followed him through the tunnels.

We couldn’t keep running indefinitely, so we slowed and paced ourselves. From time to time, we got a glimpse of the central spire looming over us, but the real progress was when we came across the shattered fragments of the bridge that was partially blocking the path we were on.

I pointed at the wreckage. “That’s a good sign.”

“We’re back where we started,” Lara replied.

“No, we’re in line with where we started but much closer to the tower. We can use the bridge to orientate ourselves. We’re getting closer.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to just fly up there and check things out?” Dizzy pointed up. “I can get our position in a minute flat.”

“Yes, and give away where we are at the same time,” Murdoch replied. “Besides, the temple’s defenses will likely punish any attempt to cheat the maze. The Inquisition tried to get a head start, so the temple equalized things by having the construct eliminate all of the bridges. If we cheat, I hesitate to think what might befall us.”

He had a point. In the maze at Delphi, the Sphinx had hunted those who had tried to bypass her labyrinth. If Murdoch thought the Grail sanctum had similar defenses, then we were certainly better off trying to traverse it with our own wits.

“We stay on foot, at least for the time being. Let’s save that as a last resort.” I patted Dizzy on the shoulder.

“For all we know, we’re going around in circles,” Dizzy replied as we picked our way through the remnants of the bridge.

I nodded at the wreckage. “We’re moving forward at least. If we get stuck, we’ll do it. In the meantime, let’s stick together.”

Leaving the bridge behind, we rounded the corner and found ourselves standing twenty feet from a man in priestly vestments flanked by six inquisitorial shock troopers.

They crept along the corridor doing their level best to be silent. Which explained why we hadn’t heard a damn thing until we were right on top of them. The two lead troopers raised their assault rifles at us, but the priest grabbed the barrel of the nearest soldier and shook his head.

“No,” he hissed, “that creature will hear us, and I doubt we’ll get that lucky twice.”

If they had survived the Behemoth once, they had to be a part of the strike-force that had entered the eastern gateway of the temple complex.

Lara raised her weapon, and Murdoch did the same, less concerned about the construct than the very real zealots standing twenty feet away.

“Please, please,” the priest called. “We are all here for the same thing. The Holy Grail is meant to give life, not take it away. Let us not resort to petty violence, particularly when it could get us all killed.”

It took me a moment to pick up my jaw off the ground. The sheer audacity of his appeal was breathtaking. 

I tried not to laugh. “I’ve met enough of your order to know better, priest. If you thought for a moment you could win, you’d have already pulled the trigger.”

The priest raised his hands palm outward to show he was unarmed. “What do you know of our order?” 

It dawned on me that either he was the finest actor I’d ever met, or he had no idea who I was, because every other Inquisitor I had ever met would have already tried to kill me. It seemed the one thing they could all agree on. 

“The Grail is not a prize to be won,” Murdoch replied. “If it has been hidden away here, there is a reason for it. You pretend to worship but you would subvert the purposes of your God?”

“You pretend to know what that is?” the priest asked. “Perhaps He means for it to be found. Otherwise, why are we here? It has been hidden for two thousand years while every vestige of our Lord is slowly being purged from the Earth. Faith is faltering, and the hearts of men grow cold. The Holy Grail could provide the proof men have sought for millennia. It is the answer we have been seeking.”

“The Inquisition seeks for nothing but to bolster its flagging power base,” I replied. “You always have. You always will. When power came from persecuting others, you made yourselves judge, jury, and executioner. When it came from pretended devotion and crusades, you became soldiers.” 

“You would have us believe that there is any vestige of your organization that has not been corrupted?” Murdoch asked. “I know your kind, and there is no chance we’d permit the Grail to land in the hands of those who would pervert the ways of the Lord.”

As Murdoch spoke, he fished about in the duffel, holding it behind his back, out of sight of the Inquisition. I drew on my power, already forming a shield in my mind in case everything went to hell. We’d never get back around the corner before the first bullets were fired. Besides, we didn’t want to fall back. We needed to keep moving forward. Behind us, the tunnel branched off to our right. It was our best bet and I needed to buy us some time.

Besides, while we had a captive audience, I had questions for which I wanted answers.

“What makes you think you know anything about us?” the priest called back.

“Well, for starters, you aren’t the first Inquisitors I’ve met,” I replied, “and for you to be here, you likely met and murdered a member of the Circle. Tell me I’m wrong?”

“Sometimes sacrifice is required to bring about the greater good,” he replied.

“Funny how it’s always the person performing the sacrifice that takes that view, not the one being sacrificed. You know, I met a brother of yours once, in Panama.”

The priest’s face contorted a little.

“He went by the name, Torquemada,” I prompted. “He was big on sacrifice too. Only it was my blood he wanted to spill.” 

The priest sighed, a knowing look crossing his face as he pushed his gray hair back out of the way. “Torquemada was a zealot, a lunatic. Everybody knows that you can’t take the actions of one man and condemn us all for it.”

“After what I saw in Panama, it’s hard to give you the benefit of the doubt.” I shrugged. “Torquemada had his chance, and you know what he did with it?”

“I can only imagine,” the priest replied.

“He tried to sacrifice me to sunder the Veil and usher in Armageddon. Then, when he failed, he sold his soul to a creature in exchange for more power.”

“No,” the priest replied. “Torquemada was extreme but there are lines even he would not cross.”

“Perhaps you didn’t know him as well as you thought,” I replied. Murdoch had stopped fidgeting with his duffel. “He found a powerful relic and fell prey to his base nature. He used the relic to summon a creature from beyond the Veil. He even surrendered his own form to host the beast in order to bring it into our plane of existence.”

“Liar!” The priest’s face grew red. “No Inquisitor would ever sell their soul like that.” 

“It’s a brave new world. I dare say you have no idea the lengths your brothers will go to.”

“We are God-fearing men, most of us,” the priest said. “Just trying to bring forth His kingdom.”

“If you stood before God,” Murdoch said, drawing something from his bag, “He would be ashamed of you.”

Murdoch hurled the flash-bang underhand down the corridor toward the Inquisition. I started chanting.

The soldiers raised their assault rifles. 

“No!” the priest screamed, as his guards opened fire, drowning him out.

My shield was already forming. I focused the shield’s strength directly in front of me, as I pushed the others behind me. The thinner our profile, the smaller surface I had to maintain.

Adrenaline coursed through my system as the corridor dissolved into pure chaos. It was a gunfight in a shoe box, and I was at the heart of it.

It takes a certain level of mental fortitude to maintain a shield spell while automatic weapon fire hammers into it.

I felt every single bullet in my mind as it struck the shield held together largely by my will. Maintaining that barrier as the rate of fire increased was all I could afford to focus on. One distraction, and a stray bullet could be the end of me. 

The flash bang Murdoch had hurled bounced once, twice, and then skidded across the smooth bronze floor toward the Inquisition.

Turning my back on a firing squad was simply insanity, but I doubted my ability to hold the spell together when the flash bang went off. Pushing Dizzy and Lara back toward the corridor, I hoped my shield would be enough. Bullet after bullet struck it. 

Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the steady hail of fire wore me down.

Then the flash bang went off. The corridor flooded with brilliant white light and a wave of deafening sound. I already had my eyes closed, but the wave of sound scrambled my brain. My shield crumbled as I lost the ability to shape and hold it. The Inquisition continued spewing bullets blindly down the corridor.

Something struck me in the back, like a mule kicking me for all it was worth. I dropped to my knees. Someone grabbed me by my vest and yanked me around the corner.

“Seth?” Lara’s voice called. “Seth, are you all right?” 

I coughed and spluttered, reaching for my back and expecting my hand to come away soaked in blood. Instead, my fingers brushed my bullet-proof vest and found the indentation where the rifle round had struck it.

The vest had saved my life, but I could barely breathe, as I writhed on the cool brass floor of the maze.

“Seth,” Murdoch called. “You’ve gotta get up, man.”

I continued to splutter, trying to catch my breath. That sucker was going to leave a bruise the size of Boston.

Lara wrapped her MP5 around the corner and sprayed it at the inquisitorial forces. 

Someone cried out. She had found her mark at least once.

“Save your ammo,” I groaned. “We’re going to need it.”

Lara squeezed off a five-round burst. “We need it now. I need to encourage them to stay down, or better yet, take a different path.”

The temple complex trembled as the sound of an impossibly large footstep reverberated through it. The distinct sound of metal against metal.

The Behemoth was moving toward us. I looked to Murdoch. I didn’t want to test his theory about the creature but as another thunderous footstep shook the maze around us, I was starting to think we weren’t going to have much choice in the matter.

My heart raced. 

“The Behemoth, it’s here,” I whispered. Gasping and panting, I pushed myself to my hands and knees. “We need to move now.” 

We stalked through the maze, as silently as we could manage. Another footstep landed, this time much closer, or so it seemed. Sound was deceptive inside the maze as it echoed off the metallic walls. Any moment, I expected the Behemoth to round a corner and bear down on us.

“This is useless.” Dizzy shook her fist. “We’re flailing about in the dark and if we muck around much longer down here, that thing is going to find us. And I doubt a flash bang or anything else we’ve got is going to be enough to stop it.”

“What are you suggesting?” I asked, already pretty sure I knew the answer, but I needed a moment to gather the strength to talk her down.

“I’m saying it’s time to take a more direct course to the tower. Follow me. I’ll lead the way.”

Before I could even start my protest, Dizzy launched herself off the ground as she shifted. Her body shrunk into the compact lightweight form of a peregrine falcon. With a beat of her wings, she climbed.

The Behemoth stomped through the maze. It seemed like it was just about on top of us and yet we couldn’t see it. From the feel of the tremors, the Behemoth had to be moving down a parallel corridor to us. One moment it felt like it was in front of us; the next behind us.

Dizzy’s light brown and white form rose until she reached the top of the walls. She circled as she took in our position.

Banking gently to one side, she soared down the hall.

She was quicker than us by a country mile, flying ahead of us and waiting at the next junction until we caught up. No sooner would we reach the intersection than Dizzy would dart on ahead.

Contrary to my fears, the maze didn’t seem to care that we had our own aerial angel guiding us through its passages. With her bird’s-eye view, we managed to avoid both the Behemoth and the other combatants, charting a clean course to the central spire. The chaos and gunfire blazed on in the temple, but we managed to slip through unnoticed by our competition.

Murdoch pointed up at Dizzy hovering above the next junction. 

“This isn’t wise,” he whispered. “If something does happen to her, we’ll be in no position to help.”

“Yeah, but you know Dizzy. There’s just no telling her what to do. At least it seems to be working. Maybe I should have listened sooner.”

“Let us pray you’re right,” Murdoch replied. “Everything depends on it.” 

We reached a T-intersection and Dizzy shot down the left branch of the corridor. As we followed her down the path, I realized it wasn’t like the others. 

The corridor continued onward, going straight ahead into the distance, but there was also a set of bronze stairs carved into the right-hand wall. The wall with the stairs continued far past the height of the opposing wall. 

We were against the tower’s base, and these stairs led right up it.

“Murdoch, the spire,” I whispered. “We’re here.”

The three of us rushed up the bronze stairs single file. They were barely four feet wide with no handrail. At ground level, the stairs weren’t particularly daunting but by the time we were three stories up and passing into the silver band of the spire, the view over the edge of the steps down into the maze grew more and more intimidating.

Lara rested her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t look down, honey. Look up. It’ll be easier that way.”

Heights never were my thing, but Lara’s encouragement helped urge me onward. In the midst of this chaos, there had to be a thousand things going through her mind and still she made time to comfort me. In my mind, that was love: caring enough to put someone else’s needs above your own. As I looked down into the maze below, I realized the gut-wrenching fear in my stomach had nothing to do with the height, and everything to do with the fear I had that something might happen to her here.

“You’re right,” I replied, tearing my eyes off the bronze labyrinth below. I needed to focus, ready for whatever the inner sanctum wanted to throw at us next.

The stairs rose steadily and turned to silver as we reached the next layer of the tower. We were a little over halfway to the chamber that housed the Holy Grail. Dizzy circled just above us, her feathered form climbing higher and higher above the maze. 

I was still watching her when the silver shapes on the tower face above her started to move.
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It was as if the central spire of the sanctum was coming to life. A shape that I had previously taken to be a part of the ornate wall carvings broke free. A construct, formed of silver steel, stretched its frame as it leaped at us. 

I had no idea what the creature was meant to be, but it had a slender body with six silver wings protruding from its back. The creature’s head, if you could call it that, was covered in eyes that lit up red as they stared off in every direction. The creature had two sets of taloned limbs, like eagle’s claws, that gleamed as the light played off their sharpened edges. The construct’s beak seemed formed of the same strange alien metal as the doors to the sanctum.

The construct pushed itself out from the tower, its wings beating furiously to give it drift. Then the construct pulled its wings in tight to its body and dove straight at Dizzy.

“Dizzy, watch out!” I shouted, pointing behind her.

Dizzy’s head snapped around. Her wings beat twice as she made up her mind and dove toward the floor. Peregrine falcons might be one of the smaller birds of prey, but they are also one of the fastest, with a dive speed of almost two hundred and forty miles an hour. The construct let out a frustrated cry as Dizzy slipped out of its grasp and plunged toward the floor.

The construct went after her, squawking madly.

What was even more unsettling was the sudden chorus of shrill squawks that answered its cry.

“That’s not an echo,” Murdoch said, staring up the spire.

“Nope, we could never be that lucky,” I answered, as a dozen more of the flying bird constructs broke free of the spire above us. Each of them was almost four feet long—all of them deadly killing machines.

And here we were, perched precariously on a four-foot-wide staircase almost five stories above the temple’s floor. The flock of constructs bearing down on us didn’t need to kill us. They only needed to drag us off our perch. The fall would take care of the rest.

The spire’s plateau was still at least two floors above us. We couldn’t possibly make it in time, and trying to move while the creatures bore down on us was a recipe for disaster.

“We need to hold our ground,” I shouted. “Keep our backs to the wall and give them hell!”

Lara raised her MP5 to her shoulder and opened fire. The lead construct seized up as the burst tore its head apart. The construct sank like a rock as Lara moved to the next creature. One of these days, I needed to get her to teach me how to shoot.

Murdoch, ever the skeet enthusiast, shouted, “Pull!” before jamming down the trigger of his automatic shotgun.

He emptied what was left of the drum, blasting away four of the constructs in a hail of fire.

That explained why I had never seen an AA-12 at the Olympics. Everyone else on the skeet circuit would probably consider that cheating. Here in the temple though, Murdoch was doing the Lord’s work. 

The remaining constructs tightened ranks, descending on us in a cloud of death.

I fired my pistol into the dense mass of beasts. Once, twice, three times. I hit one of them, but the shot must have glanced off because the beast’s mass of metal just kept coming.

Lara shredded another with her MP5 as my pistol ran dry. In frustration, I hurled the empty weapon at the creatures and drew on my power. 

Silver melts at close to one thousand degrees Celsius and so, rather than trying to burn through them, I took another approach.

“Desmontar!“ I unleashed my will in a wave of energy that pulsed out from our position on the staircase. The first two constructs took the brunt of the attack. The others closed ranks, using their fellow constructs to absorb the spell.

The two lead creatures dissolved into a cloud of fine silver pieces that rained down on us. The fact that the spell worked at all confirmed my belief that the creatures were indeed artificial, and not alien. My spell worked to sever the bonds holding the creatures together. Without a will of their own to combat the magic, they simply disintegrated.

The others plowed on unimpeded.

I tried for a second attempt, but the creatures were already on top of us.

The constructs were a surging mass bristling with beaks and claws. I couldn’t track them all, so I focused on the one nearest to me. The construct slammed into me, shoving me back against the wall. The creature grabbed at my vest with its rear talons while the sharpened claws on its top limbs tried to tear out my throat. I grabbed its front legs and pushed them away, the talons missing the flesh of my throat by inches. The creature lunged forward, driving its beak at my eyes. I ducked to the side and the creature face planted into the wall behind me, leaving a gaping scar in the spire’s surface.

The blow, that would have stunned a human, didn’t even slow the construct down. It drew back and lunged again, this time at my chest. Its beak struck the bullet-proof vest with enough force to wind me but fortunately the Kevlar managed to keep it from skewering my heart.

I grabbed the construct with both hands.

“Plomo,“ I whispered, channeling my will into the word. My right arm burned as the magic passed through it, but my power of transmutation only worked by touch.

The power rolled through the creature, turning silver to lead. The construct howled, not in pain but in frustration, thrashing about until its limbs ceased functioning as intended. The lead was solid, non-responsive, and dense. I grabbed its legs and swung the silver–lead hybrid like a baseball bat at the construct that seemed intent on plucking out Murdoch’s eyes. 

The two of them collided, sending splintered wings and shattered silver in every direction before the two of them plummeted into the maze below.

The momentum of the swing carried me closer to the edge than I had intended. I waved my arms to catch my balance. 

One of the constructs seized hold of my back and flapped madly with all six wings to pull me over the edge. Lara jammed the barrel of her MP5 against the creature and blew it away. The proximity of the weapon to my ears was deafening.

“Thanks,” I shouted as the creature plunged over the edge.

Before she could reply, another construct gouged her outstretched arm, silver talons slicing through her flesh. She let go of the submachine gun and the construct grabbed it. A second bird construct slammed into her from above, knocking her over. Lara cried out as its claws raked her shoulder, tearing through her shirt and biting into her flesh.

She went down, falling forward toward the precipice.

The stairs were thin, too thin to give her room to recover. She hit the uneven steps and rolled down them. Time seemed to slow as her legs slid out over the edge.

She cried out as she grasped at the edge of the stairs, the weight of her own body and her momentum dragging her down.

I darted to her and grabbed her arm with both hands. I planted my feet to stop her weight from pulling me over the edge.

My sneakers slid as I lost ground. Murdoch blasted away another construct, then dropped down beside me, grabbing Lara’s other arm.

“Seth!” Lara cried, her voice cracking as she dangled over the chasm.

Tears rolled down my cheeks as the muscles in my right arm stung like daggers of ice were being pushed through them. My spirit was willing, but my body was weak.

“Lara, we’ve got you,” I wheezed, hoping the rest of me would hear the instruction and believe it.

Murdoch got his arm around her and grabbed at her vest, trying to pull her back onto the stairs. A squawk above us warned us that we were not alone.

I glanced up in time to see two more constructs push off the wall and dive straight for us.

Their shrill cries cut through the air, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end and my eardrums want to explode. It was a move calculated to frighten and intimidate us, but all that did was warn us of their approach. I was already terrified.

I was scared out of my mind that I would lose the woman I loved in this strange hell between worlds. I was afraid that the future I’d been fighting for was slipping from my fingers by the moment. 

The two constructs spelled certain death for Lara who still dangled over the edge of the stairs.

As the two constructs descended, I made a choice. With my waning strength, I was contributing little to the effort of pulling Lara to safety but I could make a much more serviceable distraction.

“Murdoch, have you got her?” I said, loud enough to be heard over the screeching.

“Seth?” Lara called, her voice high and panicked. “What are you doing?”

“Seth, don’t,” Murdoch said. “Not now, Seth.”

“Have you got her or not?” I shouted.

I pulled Lara’s arm to his bicep to give her something to hold onto.

“Yes,” Murdoch said, his face red with exertion. 

I planted a kiss on her forehead, and as the two constructs charged us, I leapt at them. They tried to abort, but I wrapped my left hand around the neck of one and grabbed hold of the wing of the other. The two constructs panicked, wheeling away from the tower. 

I hung on for dear life as the constructs carried me clear off the tower and over the five floor drop to the bronze maze below. My stomach flipped as I started to fall.

The two constructs flapped wildly but even the effort of their cumulative twelve wings couldn’t account for my extra weight.

We sank like a rock.

If I was going to die, I was taking them both with me. With all my strength, I brought the two creatures together, smashing them into each other. I forced the talons of the construct on the right into the eye sockets of the creature I had clutched by the throat. The beast shrieked as the red glowing lights faded and went out. Pushing its ruined form aside, I grabbed at the remaining construct. With an effort of will, I sent my power through the construct, transmuting it to sand in a fraction of a second. The construct exploded in a blinding cloud.

Then, I was alone, plummeting to the bronze floor below. 

I looked with satisfaction at the ruined corpses of the constructs I had dragged to their death. At least Lara was safe, even if it was only for the time being. I closed my eyes as I hurtled toward the ground. 

A guttural roar echoed through the corridor. At first, I thought it was the behemoth, but there was too much raw life in it. 

Something snatched me around the waist, bringing me to an abrupt halt.

I felt the whiplash from my head to my feet as my sudden descent became a clambering ascent. 

I opened my eyes and stared into a dense mass of shaggy black fur.

On closer inspection, it wasn’t quite black. It was shot through with white and gray, or was that silver?

The creature holding me grunted as it scaled the central spire. 

I didn’t speak silverback gorilla, but I was fluent in Dizzy. And I could imagine the furious words hidden behind that bellow.

I tapped her on the shoulder as I panted for breath. “Never doubted you for a minute, Dizzy.”

I felt like Ann Darrow being carried up the Empire State Building as Dizzy scaled the walls of the spire and deposited me on the ledge with Murdoch and Lara.

I bounced off the wall and splayed out across three different stairs as I caught my breath. It was like trying to relax on a stair master but compared to where I had been a few moments ago, the silver felt refreshingly cool against my head.

“Seth!” Lara grabbed me by my vest and pulled me into a deep kiss. Her lips felt like heaven against mine in a sensation I’d never expected to experience again. And in that moment of pure bliss, everything else faded into insignificance. 

Then Lara pushed me away and shoved me in the chest. 

“Don’t you ever do that to me again,” she said. “You could have died!”

I couldn’t help grinning like an idiot, while the feel of her lips against mine was still a fresh memory.

“You’re both welcome,” I muttered. “Otherwise, we’d all have gone over the edge, and I’m sure even Dizzy would be hard pressed to catch the three of us. I took one for the team. Don’t worry. I had a plan.”

“Praying Dizzy would spot your crazy ass as you plunged off a tower isn’t a plan—it’s suicide.” 

Dizzy shifted back into her human form, and I tapped her boot. 

“Every confidence,” I said.

“You almost died,” she replied, shaking her head in disdain. “I narrowly avoided getting my skull beat in by the corpse of one of those things landing on me. What happens to you if I’m out cold?”

There was a considerable chance the falling corpse was my fault, so I didn’t push my luck.

“All’s well that ends well,” I replied, getting to my feet. “We need to keep moving.”

“I’m gonna kill you myself,” Lara growled.

Murdoch smiled and put an arm to hold her at bay. “Later. The Grail first.”

“Nice to know you’ve got my back, Murdoch.”

“Always,” he answered with a grin. “And for all our sakes, Dizzy, take the stairs with the rest of us, please.”

“You think I triggered those bird things?” she asked.

Murdoch shrugged. “We’ll never know, but we are too close to risk it. The Grail is on that summit. We stick together and do our best to avoid triggering any of the temple’s other defenses.”

We climbed the stairs, single file.

I hoped the bird constructs were the last of the sanctum’s defenses, but I had my doubts. I was down my pistol, and Lara’s MP5 had gone over the edge of the stairs. We weren’t in much of a position to put up a fight, but the gnawing unsettled feeling in my gut told me we weren’t making it to the Grail without one.

Our set of stairs followed the spire around a corner and up the next face. The colossal edifice towered over the maze below which was far quieter than it had been for some time. 

The silence made me wonder if anyone had managed to survive the Behemoth and the other dangers infesting the maze. 

Were we alone here? A thousand questions filled my mind as Murdoch led the way up the spire.

My calves burned from the effort, but step after step we climbed in spite of the fatigue setting in. 

I tried counting stairs to keep myself alert but instead almost lulled myself to sleep. I tried not to look down and kept my eyes focused on Murdoch’s back and the stairs before me.

It was hard to believe that at the top of it all was one of the greatest artifacts humankind had ever known: the Holy Grail.

“We’re doing this for Murdoch,” I told myself, spurring myself onward and simultaneously trying to distract myself from the words of Andrew Lynch. 

Murdoch was why we were here. It wasn’t about me, or my curse. It was helping him secure the Grail. We had been beat to hell but somehow the four of us were still alive. We’d survived demons, constructs, and the maze. Perhaps Murdoch was right. Perhaps someone was really watching over us.

Ahead of me, the stairs tapered off. We had reached the summit of the spire.

“Wow,” Dizzy breathed.

Turning to my right, I beheld for the first time the inner sanctum of the Holy Grail.
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My first glance of the inner sanctum was enough to convince me that the fight for the Holy Grail was not behind us.

Our earlier view of the sanctum from the gateway had been distorted by the sheer size of the temple complex. It was breathtaking and terrifying at the same time. The roof was almost four stories overhead, supported by a golden tower in each corner, and a series of golden pillars throughout. The sanctum was open on its four faces, but a translucent blue hue formed a perimeter several feet inside the enclosure. 

We needed to pass through the barrier to reach the inner sanctum. On the surface, the barrier looked like a shield, but as I probed it with my senses it wasn’t resonating on any arcane frequency I could identify.

Beyond the blue barrier, the sanctum’s defenses only grew more intense. The golden platform broke into a series of narrow pathways made of gold that rested on a lake of fire. The walkways appeared to be the only safe passage across the flaming expanse. The paths themselves were three feet wide, and as I traced their branchlike limbs, I realized that it too was a maze. In the center of it all stood a golden altar on which rested a silver chalice.

My breath caught in my chest as I beheld the Holy Grail. Men had searched for centuries and found no trace of it. Yet here I was looking at it with my own eyes. A feeling of awesome wonder settled over me. I’d never considered myself the religious sort, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was in the presence of something greater than myself.

“Well, this is different,” Murdoch muttered as he surveyed the summit.

“Come again?” I replied. “What do you mean it’s different?”

Murdoch pointed at the lake of blazing fire surrounding the paths that led to the Grail. “I’ve never seen the sanctum with its defenses active. When I was last here, this whole chamber was a single level, and there was no fire. The ground did always have a fascinating pattern to it. I never expected this was what it was for. This is the final layer of the temple’s defense.”

“What about the shield?” I pointed at the haze of blue that formed a barrier around the outer perimeter of the summit.

“That, on the other hand,” Murdoch replied, “I know exactly what it is.”

“Care to fill the rest of us in, then?” Lara asked. There was a weariness to her tone that I expected was a product of both the journey we’d made to get here, and a frustration with being kept in the dark.

“It’s a barrier to keep evil at bay,” Murdoch replied. “It also levels the playing field in the summit. Anything moving faster than a human can move will have its momentum checked. Dizzy, I’d not brave flying here, otherwise you could end up in that lake. Guns will also be useless here. Projectile weapons won’t make it more than a few feet before they lose their stopping power.”

“How is that even possible?” I asked. 

I’d seen a lot of enchantments in my time, but if Murdoch was right, this chamber operated on an entirely different level.

“I know what it is, but I can’t explain how it operates.” He shrugged. “Test it if you like. It’s probably best we determine whether it’s functioning as intended anyway.”

Dizzy drew her bow, nocked an arrow, and fired it. The arrow passed through the blue shield with a whispering slice before decelerating and sinking into the pit of fire. 

“Yup, still working,” Murdoch replied as he eyed the Grail. “Once we head in there, we won’t be able to rely on our weapons.”

At the other side of the chamber there was motion, dashing my hopes that we were the only ones to survive the labyrinth. At the top of the stairs on the far side of the inner sanctum, a crimson plume came into view. It rested atop a Corinthian helmet made of bronze. I groaned as one after another, six of Ares’ guards in total, climbed the final steps to the summit. There were followed by Edward Knight and Tan.

It turned out that, like all cockroaches, Edward Knight simply refused to die.

“Will the barrier harm us, Murdoch?” I asked, not wanting to waste another moment.

“Not at all,” he answered. “Its purpose was not to keep people out.”

“Good, let’s go. We need to reach the Grail before Knight does.” 

The last thing I wanted was for them to beat us to the central platform. With our guns useless, the spear-and-shield-armed bodyguards would be at their most dangerous. It seemed even the temple’s inner sanctum was conspiring against us. Had Knight known what he could expect to find here? Or had he simply gotten lucky?

I plunged through the blue barrier, a strange sense of peace washing over me as I did. I was tired, weary, and bruised from the events of the past twenty-four hours but for a fleeting moment, while bathed in the barrier’s magic, it felt like all was right with the world. It almost brought a tear to my eye. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so at peace. 

And then the feeling was gone.

I emerged, stepping onto a golden path leading into the maze of fire. One wrong move, one lost footing, and we were as good as dead. 

I tested the golden platform, putting a little weight on it. It didn’t budge, so it was clearly fixed to something. I stepped out onto the maze and hurried across the golden path. I didn’t dare sprint; I couldn’t afford a single misstep.

Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch followed close behind. I charted what I hoped would be a safe course through the maze.

Edward Knight watched our progress with interest. Once we entered the maze, he led his contingent of Greek bodyguards through the shield.

“Seth, you shouldn’t be here,” he shouted across the sanctum.

“Me? It’s you who has no business being here. Isn’t the power of the god of war enough for you? You fly too close to the sun, Knight. Your greed will be your undoing.”

Knight raised his arm, his suit sleeves drawing back as he did. The bracers of Ares were gone. “They were but a temporary gift. You know that, Seth. The Grail is forever.”

I pushed on, not letting him distract me from the shining chalice at the heart of the maze.

“I’ll tell you what, Seth. We’ve worked well together in the past. Let me have the Grail, and I swear to you, you and your friends will be left in peace for as long as I live.”

“Seth,” Murdoch whispered, “we cannot treat with the devil.”

“Not a chance, Knight,” I called. “Besides, I don’t owe you anything.”

“No, you don’t,” Knight said, pulling on the brim of his fedora. “But I have grown rather fond of you and would prefer to not see you brutally murdered. Last chance, Seth. You’re outnumbered and can’t possibly hope to leave here alive. Give me the Grail and we will even escort you out. Refuse, and we’ll kill you all.” 

With Murdoch on our side, I was gambling that Knight knew less about the sanctum than we did. 

“Go ahead. Give it your best shot,” I shouted as I stopped and pointed to my heart. “I’ll give you a freebie.”

“Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance, Seth,” Knight replied, shaking his head. “I try to be fair, but as always you seem determined to be on the losing side of this struggle.”

He reached behind his back and drew out his pistol. Without hesitation, he leveled it at me and fired. Once, twice, three times in quick succession. The bullets made it all of six feet before they hit the golden path, rolled across it, and toppled into the lake of fire.

I smiled and gave him a shrug. “Better luck next time.”

The maze of golden bridges led me off to the right as it meandered its way to the Grail platform. We kept up a steady pace as we raced for the central platform.

Knight and his cronies were on a parallel course to us. They closed the distance.

“Kill them,” Knight shouted, pointing at us. 

The burly Greek warrior raised his spear and hurled it at me. The spear made it about fifteen feet before its momentum was checked by the magic of the sanctum. It clattered uselessly to the path, before sliding into the lake of fire.

“It’s a new world, Knight,” I shouted. “If you want me dead here, you’re going to have to do it with your bare hands. And I think we both know what’ll happen if you get that close to me.”

Knight had seen me in action during the Grand Trial. And while he didn’t know the full scope of my powers, he did know that I could turn him to stone with an effort of will.

“If you get that close to me,” Knight shouted back, “one of these good chaps is going to impale you like a pig on a spit. Do you really think you can best the house guard of the god of war in close combat?”

His question hung unanswered in the air as I turned left. I didn’t need to fight him. I only needed to reach the Grail first. 

I sped down the stretch of path. I was almost at the next junction when the entire inner sanctum shook.

“Oh dear,” Lara muttered behind me.

“Just keep moving,” I replied. “That’s all we can do.” 

The shaking continued and we slowed our pace. It was more important to keep our footing, and the more the sanctum shook, the more difficult that became. 

With an ear-splitting roar that shook the inner sanctum even more, the minotaur-like head of the Behemoth rose over the eastern edge of the sanctum. It wasn’t climbing stairs; it was simply scaling the tower itself.

My heart pounded as I watched the Behemoth rise to its full height, its horns almost scraping against the roof of the sanctum.

“Perhaps the shield will keep it out?” Dizzy offered.

“Hope springs eternal,” Murdoch replied. 

The Behemoth lumbered forward, passing through the barrier as if it was nothing.

“Oh damn,” Dizzy replied. “So much for that.”

The Behemoth twisted its statuesque head to look at us, and then to look at Edward Knight and his group. They were closer to the Behemoth as they raced for the Grail.

“Not us. Not us, please,” I said out loud.

The Behemoth snorted and set off toward us, ignoring Knight and his cronies.

“So much for your theory, Murdoch,” I replied. “That thing wants our heads.”

The Behemoth lumbered across the sanctum, its massive stride allowing it to bridge the gaps between paths, passing safely over the lake of fire. 

More voices filled the sanctum and I turned to find the forces of the Inquisition streaming onto the plateau via the entrance on the far left. At their head was the same priest we had encountered in the maze earlier. Only now, it seemed he’d found the rest of his reinforcements. On seeing us, the Inquisition raised their weapons and fired, but discovered the dampening field for themselves.

“There’s the Grail,” the priest called to his men. “Seize it. Don’t let these heathens near it.”

They were too far away for us to do anything about. And if every route to the Grail was the same length, they had to be well behind us, as was Edward Knight. But the Behemoth was closing in on us quickly. It lumbered from platform to platform, its silver sword resting on its shoulders, its red eyes blazing like orbs of fire.

“It must know we’re closest,” Murdoch muttered. “And it’s acting to keep the Grail safe.”

“Any idea how to bring it down?” I asked, nodding toward the Behemoth as we moved. 

“I don’t even know what it’s made of,” Murdoch replied. “That metal alloy is like no steel I’ve ever seen.”

“Then we keep moving,” I said.

The path ahead of us abruptly cut off, leaving a foot and a half gap between the end of the platform and a narrow set of steppingstones. Ten of them lay in a row before continuing a new path on the other side.

I glanced over my shoulder, checking the Behemoth’s progress. I didn’t want to get caught against the edge of the platform, or worse yet, while we were on the stepping stones.

“We can make it,” I said aloud, hoping I was right.

With a grunt, I pushed myself forward and jumped. My foot touched on the first stone only briefly before I continued on to the next. The stones were just far enough apart that I had to jump from one to the next. My heart pounded with each sanctum-shaking crunch of the Behemoth’s feet, but I kept my eyes ahead of me. 

The second I touched solid ground on the path on the far side, I breathed a sigh of relief. Lara landed behind me, followed by Murdoch. 

Dizzy was last in line, and the Behemoth was closing quickly.

“Come on Dizzy,” I shouted. “Move your ass!”

Dizzy reached the second to last stepping stone as the Behemoth caught up to her. It raised its sword and brought it down. Dizzy leaped forward, her foot leaving the stone right as the Behemoth’s sword obliterated the golden stepping stone, cleaving it in half. The two pieces split and sank into the lake of fire. 

The Behemoth raised its sword, molten slag running from its blade. If the creature could carve through the path, it would have no trouble splitting any of us in two.

The Behemoth brought the blade down again and, knowing I couldn’t outrun it, I ducked under the weapon. The Behemoth raised its blade high, ready to strike again, its legs straddling two platforms. I raced toward the Behemoth. The creature kicked me in the chest so hard, it felt like an elephant was sitting on my lungs. I flew back three feet before I even hit the ground. 

My whole body felt the strength of the blow, as the wind was forced from me, but I couldn’t afford to lose focus. Sliding across the platform, I reached out with both arms trying to arrest my momentum before I dropped into the lake of fire. 

I slid to a halt, my sneakers dangling precariously over the edge of the path. The heat from the lake of fire threatened to melt my shoes and the legs of my pants.

I dragged myself back onto the path, trying to catch my breath as Murdoch fished in the duffel.

Clambering to my feet, I started back to the fight. The Behemoth rose over Lara, her eyes never leaving the sword as the Behemoth brought it down. She stepped sideways, deftly avoiding the blow. The sword cleaved through the path, scoring deep into the golden surface. The path seemed to tremble as if it had been shaken loose from its moorings.

“Move,” I shouted as I pushed the others ahead. Another one of those blows and this whole segment of the path was going under.

We reached a T-intersection and took the rightmost path as the Behemoth ambled after us.

“Dizzy, give me your bow,” I called.

“What, why?” she replied. “It’s not going to do anything to that.”

“Just trust me,” I replied. “And be ready when I call.”

Dizzy pulled her bow off her shoulder and handed it to me. I turned to face the creature, waving the bow to try and get its attention as Murdoch fished a piece of C4 out of his bag.

“We just need him lower,” Murdoch called, pointing to the creature’s chest which towered high above us.

There was a gap in its torso, between the top of its alloy breastplate and the rest of its massive form. If we could jam some explosives in there, hopefully it would be enough to deal a killing blow.

But first we needed to bring it down to our level. I waved my bow at the creature and ducked under it as the creature brought up its leg, nudging me backwards. I stumbled, falling onto my back.

Without any hesitation, the Behemoth raised its sword overhead and brought it down in a vertical strike. I waited until the last second, and then rolled to one side. The blade buried itself in the golden path. The Behemoth grunted in frustration. 

As it tried to pull the sword free, Murdoch placed one leg on the Behemoth’s knee joint and jumped for all he was worth. With one hand, he grabbed the front of the Behemoth’s breastplate and pulled himself up before jamming the C4 down the inside of the Behemoth’s alien alloy breastplate. There was a rattle as the C4 fell down between the body and the armor of the creature, before eventually coming to a halt. 

I got to my feet and extended the bow to Lara who understood my intentions. Standing behind the creature as we were, we only needed a little bit of force applied. The Behemoth reared up, sensing the danger as it grappled at its breastplate.

“Now, Dizzy,” I shouted.

Dizzy raced toward the Behemoth, shifting as she went. Her form melted into a water buffalo as she careened straight into the Behemoth’s legs and shunted it backwards. The Behemoth tried to stop as Lara and I caught its left leg with the bow and pushed forward.

The weight of the Behemoth snapped the bow. The Behemoth teetered before falling backward. The summit shook as the Behemoth’s form hit the path, its right hand resting on the walkway as the entire left side of its body sank into the lake of fire. The alien metal grew white hot as the heat of the lake washed over it.

“Run for it,” I shouted to Lara. 

Dizzy, already back in her human form, ran. Lara and I were right behind her. Murdoch was a good ten feet ahead of us, the detonator in his hand. 

The Behemoth tried to rise out of the lake of fire, its body blazing white-hot. Murdoch lifted the detonator and jammed the button. The alien steel of the Behemoth’s breastplate trapped the blast, forcing it inward.

Fire flared as a gaping hole was blasted through the Behemoth’s chest. The creature’s crimson eyes blinked once and went out as its form slipped back into the lake of fire, leaving only the sword behind.

“Way to go!” I pumped my fist in the air, as the Behemoth’s head vanished beneath the surface of the lake of fire. 

I checked our progress to the Grail. The time we had been waylaid with the Behemoth had cost us dearly. Knight was ahead of us now, and the Inquisition was quickly getting there, too. 

A clamoring sound carried through the temple. 

“What now?” I groaned.

“More scorpions, or those carrion constructs?” Dizzy asked. 

“Neither,” Murdoch replied, turning to face the rising racket. I turned too, as the tide of oily black demon creatures poured out of the tunnel we’d used to enter the sanctum.
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The tide of demons filled the southern balcony. Then, as if on cue, their ranks parted and Drewitt appeared at the open gate. Behind him, Lucius, still bound in chains, levitated three feet off the ground and followed the summoner.

Lucius’s body was limp, but I’d expected him to have been torn apart. Perhaps Drewitt was still hoping to use him as leverage.

Part of me was glad the bridges were out. At least Drewitt still had to contend with the maze like the rest of us. In the race for the Grail, he had fallen miles behind us, but even now, we too were falling behind the others and could ill afford the distraction.

Still, I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I knew better than to count the summoner out. 

He strode to the edge of the balcony and surveyed the maze. Then he pointed at the sanctum and tiny oily black demons poured over the edge of the platform and into the labyrinth. Satisfied that his orders were being obeyed, Drewitt sat cross-legged on the edge of the platform and raised his hands.

“That can’t be good,” Dizzy muttered. “Want me to go deal with him? He doesn’t seem to have bothered with his shield this time.”

Clearly, she wanted some payback, but we couldn’t afford the distraction.

“Which means he thinks he doesn’t need it,” Murdoch replied. “We must get to the Grail, and you can’t fly, not with that barrier up.”

“Fine.” Dizzy sighed with an air of exasperation.

Lucius’s chained form floated over Drewitt’s head and out over the chasm itself. He steadily rose until he hovered toward the temple summit.

“Go,” I shouted, a sickening feeling settling in my stomach. I didn’t want to still be here when the summoner’s plan bore fruit.

“What about him?” Lara asked, flicking her thumb towards Lucius’s floating form.

“One problem at a time,” I replied, my gaze settling on the Grail. 

We raced along the golden pathways. The oppressive heat from the lake of fire beneath us had me sweating like a pig on a spit. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the flames would periodically flare up, rising five feet into the air in a column of heat that could melt flesh from bones. 

Across the sanctum, the Inquisition were spreading out. Some of their number, including the priest we’d met earlier, were making their way into the maze. More of their number were fanning out around the sanctum’s perimeter. It took me only a moment to realize what they were doing.

“They’re spreading out to cut off our escape,” I called to Murdoch. “If we want to get the Grail out of here safely, we’re going to have to fight our way free.”

“Leave that to me,” Murdoch replied, pointing to Knight. “If they reach the Grail first, the Inquisition will be the least of our problems.”

Knight and his bodyguards charged along the snaking paths toward the Grail. They were close enough now for me to make out the beads of perspiration running down the crime lord’s face. 

“Come on, Knight,” I called. “Aren’t you worried you’ll burst into flames if you touch the Grail?”

Edward Knight pulled off his fedora and ran his hand along his sweat-streaked scalp.

“I don’t understand you, Seth. Why are you so afraid of power? You were born a wizard with every advantage one could possibly have, and instead of building a dynasty that could stand forever, you skulk about in tombs living a life of mediocrity. Why are you even here? Eternal life would be wasted on you.”

“The Grail isn’t a tool, Knight,” I called back. 

I had seen what he’d done with the Bracers of Ares. He’d won them off my efforts at the Trial and used them to carve a bloody path through all who had opposed him. There was no world in which he could be permitted to reach the Grail first.

“History is written by the victors.” Knight chuckled, pushing forward. 

We were getting closer to the Grail now, and the route to the sanctum’s center was growing more apparent by the moment. So was my mistake. The road we were on would take us within twenty feet of the Grail. Unfortunately, it was a dead end and fifteen of those feet were a lake of fire separating us from our goal. 

I’d chosen the wrong path. 

Glancing at Knight, I realized the path he was racing along doubled back in a hairpin turn before running clear to the Grail. Without the Behemoth to harry his efforts, he’d charted the perfect course through the maze. 

We were never going to get there before him. 

I slowed down as I tried to find another path but going back the way we’d come was just going to take even longer.

“It’s a dead end,” Lara whispered.

“I know,” I replied, slowing to a halt. I couldn’t believe we’d come this far only to run into a dead end here, less than forty feet from the Grail.

As Knight raced past us heading for the hairpin turn, his laugh echoed through the sanctum. “Good hustle, Seth. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you.”

Murdoch’s face fell as he realized the futility of our situation. 

I glanced at the lake of fire, and the Grail reflecting its glow in its polished silver surface. The lake was at least fifteen feet wide, maybe more. Looking down at my high tops, I knew I didn’t have any other choice. 

“Murdoch, is there anything else I need to know about the Grail?”

He looked up, his eyes meeting mine. “What? Seth, no. You can’t make that. Not on your best day.”

“We don’t really have a choice, now do we?” I replied. “It’s try, or Knight gets it.”

“Don’t you dare.” Lara put her hand on my arm. 

“You’re sure that’s the Grail?” I asked Murdoch. “Because if it’s not, I’m as good as dead.” 

“I’m positive,” Murdoch replied. “I wouldn’t have brought you here if it wasn’t.”

“How can you be sure?” Dizzy replied. “Maybe whoever gave it to the Circle was pulling your leg. Seth could be risking his life for nothing.”

Knight rounded the hairpin and started down the final length of path.

Murdoch’s eyes met mine. 

“Dizzy has a point, Murdoch. How can you be sure?” 

“Because I was there,” he replied softly.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

“There, where?” Lara asked.

“Not where—when,” Murdoch replied, a tear running down his face. “When it became the Holy Grail.”

“But that would mean...” Dizzy’s voice trailed off.

In an instant of crystal clarity, I understood everything my friend had ever said to me. I understood how he’d survived being shot down in the desert, and how he’d lived through the priestess of Hera at Delphi. I realized that what I’d seen in my friend wasn’t blind faith at all. It was the sure knowledge of a man who knew more than he could ever let on.

I knew what he meant when he referred to himself as a watcher.

And I realized who he really was.

It was twenty feet to the edge of the path, and I was going to need every inch of it. 

Reaching down, I pulled on the tongues of both sneakers and imbued them with an effort of will, activating the power that lay dormant there.

There was a reason they had been stashed in my vault, and it wasn’t the signature on the heels that made them valuable. It was the talent of the man that had owned them before me. Talent that had been stored within them, courtesy of a neat enchantment that I’d wrought on them many years ago. I just prayed it would work like I’d intended it. 

I broke into a sprint. My heart hammered in my chest, not just from the exertion but from the uncertainty. If there was one man I knew could make that jump, it was His Royal Airness, Michael Jordan. I just had to hope my spell work had been on point and that there was enough residual talent left in his shoes to fly as only he could.

Time seemed to slow as I raced toward the lake of fire. Each stride grew longer and longer, but it wasn’t me; my feet seemed to move of their own accord. Without any conscious effort on my part, they picked the perfect pacing. I leaped off my right foot, the toe of my sneaker less than an inch from the end of the golden pavement.

And I soared. For the first time in my life, I felt what it might be like to fly, just for a moment. My arms windmilled as I reached the zenith of my jump, sailing over the lake of fire.

I was more than halfway across the lake when it started to bubble, launching a flare skyward.

It grew to meet me, and I knew I wasn’t going to clear it. In fact, I was heading straight for it.

In my best imitation of my sneakers’ previous owner, I forced my legs apart as I sailed over the pillar of fire. It was hot enough I could feel it through my pants as I cleared it by less than six inches. Much lower and I’d have lost one of the favorite parts of my anatomy.

I started losing height but was hurtling toward the Grail’s platform.

Please, just a little bit farther. 

I arced downward, faster and faster.

It was going to be close.

I was losing control and height far too quickly. Apparently borrowed talent could only take me so far. There were considerable differences in our physique.

Pulling my legs up, I tucked into a ball and cleared the edge of the lake of fire by a whisker as my sneakers brushed the edge of the pavement. I tumbled out of control across the Grail platform. I slammed into the altar, hard, jarring my shoulder and sending a wave of icy pain through it. But there was simply too much adrenaline flowing through me to let that keep me down. I pushed myself to my feet. 

I found myself staring at the Holy Grail.

I’d made it.

The Grail was a large silver chalice with what appeared to be olive leaves branching up the exterior. As I approached the golden altar, I noted the chalice wasn’t empty.

Inside it was a milky, misty-blue substance. Not quite a liquid, but not quite a gas. I’d never seen anything like it. 

If the stories were true, drinking from it would grant eternal life.

But I had dealt with enough relics to know that you didn’t simply gamble on history and myth getting things right. There was no way I was drinking whatever strange substance was currently swishing about inside the chalice until I knew more. I needed to get the chalice to Murdoch before Knight, the Inquisition, or Drewitt and his legion of demons got their hands on it.

I reached for the chalice and gingerly lifted it off the altar. I felt a tingle of power flow up my arm and right through me. 

No sooner had I lifted the chalice off the altar, than the flames all about me dimmed, losing luster as they sank down. 

I tore my eyes off the lake of fire as Edward Knight and his squad of Greek bodyguards bore down on me. I looked down at my sneakers but didn’t dare risk a second jump. They had barely had enough juice left in them to make one. If I tried to leap over the lake a second time and they fell short, I was going to go from rare to well done in the blink of an eye.

“Hand me the Grail,” Knight called as the bodyguards lowered their shields into place and raised their spears over the top, presenting an armed phalanx. “You don’t have to die here, Seth.”

As they advanced, I raced to the edge of the platform. I held the Grail out over the lake of fire with one hand, while pressing my other hand to the pathway Knight was advancing down.

“Me? I’m not dying here, Knight. One more step and I turn both the Grail and the platforms you’re standing on to dust. So unless you want to take a chance in the lake of fire, you’re going to want to stop right there.”

Knight raised his hand, and the phalanx came to a halt.

“Seth, you don’t want to do that. Disintegrate the Grail after everything you’ve been through to get it? Not a chance.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not,” I replied. “But if you’re willing to gamble that I won’t send the eight of you into the lake of fire, you’re a braver man than I am.”

“You’re not a murderer,” Knight replied. “Remember the day we met. You told me you wouldn’t kill for me.”

“That’s right. I told you I wouldn’t kill for you. I never said I wouldn’t kill you. Big difference.”

“Once you start splitting hairs, Seth, it’s the start of a slippery slope. Trust me, I’ve been down that road.”

“I don’t need a morality lecture,” I replied, “least of all from you. I took more than a few lives at the Trial. What’s a couple more in the scheme of things? If yours is among them, I’m probably doing the world a favor.”

“You wound me, Seth, and here I was thinking we were just starting to get along. I did you that favor in New York, with the invite. Now you’re ready to baptize me with fire. Doesn’t feel fair, now does it?”

“If you make your move, I’ll make mine,” I answered, taking care not to break eye contact. When you’re bluffing one of the world’s foremost criminals, you can’t afford to look away.

“Then what are you suggesting?” Knight asked, raising his hands.

“The same deal you offered us,” I replied, shaking the Grail. “If you force my hand, I’ll kill you all. But if you turn around and lead the way out of here, you all live to fight another day. And we can all stay friends. You try and take the Grail, the truce is off. We’ll bury you and what’s left of Ares’ guards without breaking a sweat.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Knight replied. “I kind of had my heart set on eternal life.”

“You’ve got to see the greater danger here,” I replied. “We’re not alone and every minute we waste, our chance grows more tenuous.”

Knight’s eyes settled on the Inquisition slowly encircling our position.

“What do you think they’re going to do when they discover that the man who put half their organization to the sword, is here within their grasp?” I said. “You’re not getting out of here alive without our help.”

“I don’t need your charity,” Knight replied. “I’ve buried enough zealots to know how it’s done.”

“Are you going to risk it, though? I thought you were a little shrewder than that? Don’t you always hedge your bets?”

“You can be a real pain in the ass,” Knight replied, gripping the rim of his hat, “and one of these days it’s going to get you killed.”

I shook the Grail just a little. “Maybe, but not today. Do we have an accord?”

“We do,” he replied reluctantly, sliding his fedora back onto his head. “Let’s go home, gentlemen.”

“Swear it,” I replied, not moving an inch.

“Why?” Knight asked. “I’m a criminal. Criminals are notorious liars.”

“Yes, but your word still means something to you. Besides, you are dabbling in the supernatural world now. There are beings here that will treat poorly with an oath breaker. You certainly wouldn’t wish to cross them. So, swear that you’ll make no further attempt on the Grail. And in return, we will help you make it out of here alive.”

“Fine, I swear it.” Knight sighed, starting to lose his calm. 

“As do I. Don’t make me live to regret this,” I replied, rising to my feet.

The Inquisition was approaching us. One squad made their way toward the Grail platform. The other, led by the priest, moved to cut us off. He appeared to be trying to intercept us before we could get out of the inner sanctum.

Holding the Grail, I fell in behind Knight, Tan, and their escort. I didn’t entirely trust them, but at the same time I was willing to make good on my threat if I had to. All it would take was an effort of will. I could destroy the Grail and take most or all of them with me. Whoever survived my reprisal wouldn’t have enough backup to make it out of here alive.

“Let’s head right, and grab my crew,” I said. “We’re going to need all of us.” 

Knight still had no idea who Murdoch was, and I planned to keep it that way as long as possible. I was certainly going to feel a heck of a lot safer with my friends standing beside me, rather than this group of cutthroats I was currently encircled with. 

Lara, Dizzy, and Murdoch rushed up to greet us.

“Good evening, all,” Knight called as we reached the others. “It’s been a while. Are you well?”

Murdoch ignored Knight, his eyes going straight to the Grail.

Lara practically shook with rage. “Good evening? After what you did to Seth at Delphi, and the Trial? I ought to kill you right now.”

“Later, Miss Stiel.” Knight waved her off. “We’re hardly alone and Seth is liable to get jealous if you lay hands on me.”

It never ceased to amaze me just how well he managed to maintain his calm under pressure. I suspected Dizzy could toss him into the lake of fire and he wouldn’t bat an eyelid on the way down.

“He’s right,” I added. “Let’s put the past behind us. Right now, we need to focus on getting out of here alive.”

“Perhaps,” Dizzy said, patting Knight on the back, “but if you put a foot out of line, I’ll make sure you die first.” 

Tan bristled as he reached for the knives he kept tucked in a sheath at the small of his back.

Knight raised a hand to stop him. “I’ve made an oath, Tan. Don’t make a liar out of me.”

Tan took a deep breath and slid his hands into his pocket instead.

“We need to move,” Murdoch whispered, leaning close to my ear. “Now that we have the Grail, the sanctum’s defenses will falter.” 

His words confirmed my earlier suspicions. I glanced down at the lake of fire which continued to dim, like a heat lamp whose settings had been dialed down. Several holes had formed in the blue barrier that surrounded the sanctum. If the barrier failed, we were going to be left in the open, surrounded and severely outgunned. The dampening field was the one thing we had going for us, but the holes were growing larger by the moment.

On the far side of the sanctum, the floating form of Lucius had almost reached the sanctum.

“It’s time to move.” I tried to keep the waver of uncertainty out of my voice as our enemies surrounded us. “Let’s go.”

We raced for the northern edge of the sanctum, the same place Knight and his bodyguards had entered the chamber, but the Inquisition were already there. The priest was waiting along with a dozen of his commandos.

Another group of Inquisitorial troops were forging through the maze of golden pathways behind us. There was no getting out without a fight. We were just going to have to go through them.

Knight and his bodyguards took the fore, with the rest of us falling in behind them.

The Inquisitorial commandos fanned out, raising their weapons as they tried to get a flanking shot past the huge bronze shields Ares’ men favored.

“Hand over the Grail,” the priest called. “We’ll take it and leave. You’ll get to live, as a token of our goodwill.”

“Not a chance,” I replied, holding the Grail over the lake of fire. “I’d rather it burn than give it to the likes of you lot.”

“No,” the priest shouted, reaching out as if to catch it but he was still a good forty feet away.

“Seth,” Murdoch whispered, “don’t do it.”

“I can’t let them have it,” I replied. “It’s too dangerous.”

“You need to trust me now, Seth,” Murdoch replied. “I’ll get us out of here, but I’m going to need the Grail.”

“If he moves a muscle,” the priest told his men, “shoot them all.”

Ares’ guards closed ranks, their shields at the ready. 

“I don’t like your chances,” I called back, hoping they hadn’t noticed the steadily declining integrity of the sanctum’s dampening field. “A dozen men with guns that don’t work here against some of Ares’ finest, a shifter, and a wizard. You’ll be dead before your bullets hit the ground.”

The gaping holes in the barrier behind them grew wider, and I silently begged they wouldn’t call my bluff.

“We shall see,” the priest called back. “Are you willing to risk your lives on it?”

“Are you willing to risk the Grail?” I asked, shaking my hand over the lake of fire as if the Grail were growing heavier and heavier.

One of the commandos broke rank, reaching for his sidearm, a shining silver Desert Eagle that was more cannon than handgun.

He raised it, but instead of pointing it at us, he leveled it at the back of the priest’s head and fired.
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The priest’s head was there one minute and gone the next. Whether it was a function of the point-blank range or the sanctum’s failing defenses, the round from the high-powered pistol found its mark. The priest’s lifeless body collapsed in a heap as the commando turned on another soldier at point-blank range. Throughout the cavern, gunfire erupted as the Inquisition’s forces turned on themselves.

Ares’ bodyguards closed ranks, shields at the ready. We hunkered down behind Ares’ men, but not a single weapon was aimed at us. The Inquisition seemed far more intent on destroying each other. It was as if the Inquisition had lost their minds, dispatching each other with ruthless efficiency. The battle lasted all of twenty seconds before the cavern went still once more. Less than a third of the Inquisition remained on their feet. Blood coated the once golden pathways of the inner sanctum. 

“What do we do?” Lara asked. “What is going on?”

“No idea,” I replied, “but if they’re killing each other, I’m inclined to let them go at it.”

The commando who had brutally ended the priest took off his helmet and tossed it aside. He had a short buzzcut, leaving about a half inch of gray hair on top, while the sides of his head had been shaved. A distinct scar ran down the side of his head, just over his left ear.

There was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t place it. I wasn’t on first name terms with any of the Inquisition.

“Our apologies for that minor misunderstanding, but those crazies were never going to let you leave here alive. Not you, Seth, and certainly not your criminal friend who has destroyed half their empire.”

His voice reminded me of someone I’d met in New York, but that didn’t make sense at all. 

“And you are...?” I asked, trying to prevent the situation from deteriorating.

“You have a short memory, Seth Caldwell,” he replied, sheathing his pistol. “This is the second time I’ve bailed you out of trouble in as many weeks and you can’t even remember my name.”

“Calhoun,” I replied, recognizing the condescending tone of Lynch’s head of security. “What are you doing here?”

“That’s some thank you for saving your ass.”

If the Brotherhood were here in force, our chance of getting out of here just grew considerably, but Calhoun’s awkwardness was making me nervous.

“As soon as we get out of here, I’ll be sure to give you a gold star,” I said. “Let’s go.” 

Calhoun’s hand rested on his belt, mere inches from his pistol. “As soon as we come to an accord, we’ll escort you out of here.”

“We already have an accord,” I replied. “Thirty days to take care of my affairs free of Brotherhood interference.”

“You’re an ungrateful ass,” Calhoun replied, shaking his head. “The deal has changed. Mr. Lynch has made you an offer—your freedom for the Grail. I have come to collect it on his behalf.”

My gut twisted as Lynch’s plan became apparent. He’d made an offer for the Grail but hedged his bets by burying his own unit in the Inquisition’s force. The short-sighted Inquisition had probably bolstered their flagging numbers with hired guns in a last-ditch effort to secure the Grail. They’d let the wolves into the hen house, and now we were paying the price for it.

“Lynch made me an offer,” I replied, trying to keep a neutral tone, “but I never agreed to it. So I’m afraid you’ve made this trip out here for nothing.”

Calhoun sighed. “Just to reiterate his very gracious offer, Mr. Caldwell. Mr. Lynch is ready to release you and your posterity from any and all obligations to the Brotherhood. He’s offering you your life back to live on your terms as and where you will with the Brotherhood’s blessing. All you need to do is hand over the Grail. You’re telling me that deal has no interest to you?”

Even as he said the words, I imagined what that might be like. A life with Lara in a cozy little cottage by a lake. With the Brotherhood off my back, the only thing standing in my way was my curse and I was so close to an answer I could smell it. I had the Grail; all I had to do was give it to him, and we could walk right out of here.

My palms grew clammy around the stem of the Grail. I didn’t need eternal life. I just wanted to live my life on my terms.

“Seth,” Murdoch whispered, his voice harsh. “The Grail is not a bargaining chip. Remember your oath!”

“Wait,” Lara said. “We could use this to our advantage.”

The vein on Murdoch’s temple bulged, as his lips parted ready to protest.

I held up my hand to stop them both.

“I think we can all agree the Grail in Lynch’s hands would be catastrophic. I have no intention of giving it to him, no matter what they promise,” I whispered to be sure Lynch’s soldiers couldn’t overhear us.

“Seth, to be clear,” Calhoun shouted, “Lynch would like this exchange to take place voluntarily but if you refuse, you must know that you are surrounded, outnumbered, and outgunned. We won’t hesitate to kill you all and lift the Grail off your corpse.”

The sound of boots pounding the pathway behind us told of the arrival of more commandos on the scene.

“Fire a single shot,” I shouted to Calhoun, “and I reduce the Grail to dust. Let’s see what your boss has to say when he realizes you cost him the greatest prize in history.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” Calhoun found the grip of his Desert Eagle.

“You have no idea what I’m capable of,” I replied. “You just keep backing me into a corner and hoping I’ll lay down and die. If you take another step, or your colleagues behind us move an inch closer, I will end you all.”

Calhoun signaled to his other cronies who were still moving into position behind us.

“I will give you a moment to consider our offer, after which all bets are off,” Calhoun called. “Don’t force my hand.”

“Seth, what are you doing?” Knight asked, glancing back at me. “If we are going to have to fight our way clear, I’d appreciate a little warning.”

“Count on it,” I replied. “I’m simply buying time.”

“For what?” Knight asked.

I threw a thumb over my shoulder at Lucius’s form that had just about reached the sanctum. “For that.”

Knight’s eyes lingered on the form of Lucius, the last surviving member of Murdoch’s circle, wrapped in black iron chains and hovering at the edge of the sanctum’s failing boundary.

“What’s he got to do with anything?”

“Last I checked, people couldn’t fly,” I replied, “and he’s here at the behest of a demon-summoning maniac. If I had to guess, all hell is about to break loose. When it does, you need to be ready to make your move.”

“Lucius must be in league with those creatures,” Murdoch replied. “I didn’t want to believe it, but the only way they would let him live was if that was part of their arrangement.”

“It also tells us who betrayed the Circle,” I whispered, pushing my hand through my sweat-soaked hair. “He would have had access to all the names, right? He must have been responsible for publishing it on the dark web. After two thousand years, you were sold out by one of your own.”

“I will make him answer for the blood that has been spilled,” Murdoch replied. “I cannot abide oath-breakers and traitors.”

“Murdoch,” I whispered, “there is no telling what creatures he is in league with. Lucius could be harboring a far more dangerous entity than the human you remember.” 

“It matters not. He broke his oath and I will answer. Give me the Grail, Seth.”

“Have you made a decision?” Calhoun bellowed from the end of the walkway. “We won’t wait forever.”

A rumble shook the sanctum. The translucent barrier faltered before regaining its integrity.

“What the hell?” Calhoun muttered, gazing up at Lucius.

As Lucius hovered at the shield, his chains unfurled. They struck the blue barrier of the temple’s inner sanctum again and again.

“Why doesn’t he just walk through it like everyone else?” Lara asked.

“It is made of the one thing that is anathema to his new master,” Murdoch replied. “Like the rest of the sanctum’s defenses, it is powered by grace.”

“Grace?” Dizzy replied. “What grace?”

“Mine. Now I need it back.” Murdoch held out his hand. “The Grail, Seth. If you hope to make it out of here alive, you’re going to have to trust me one more time.” I looked down at the Holy Grail with its light blue vapor sloshing about within it and realized why we were really here.

I held out the Grail. “I hope you know I never had any intention of giving it to them.”

“I know, Seth,” Murdoch replied. “I trust you even when you don’t quite trust yourself. But it never hurts to have the voice of an angel on your shoulder.”

Murdoch took the Grail in his hand, his fingers tightening around the chalice. “By the way, Seth, how is your arm?”

I hadn’t thought about it since I’d crash-landed on the Grail platform. I had been focused on the Grail. Now that I did consider it, the Sidhe magic that had been tormenting me like shards of ice being driven through my nerves was gone. 

I held up my hand and squeezed it. My muscles clenched and released as they ought to. Reaching into my pocket, I drew out one of my glass beads. It was glowing with a faint blue light. I closed my right fist around it and whispered a word of power as Lucius beat upon the sanctum.

Opening my palm, I found the glass orb gone and in its place a pile of sand as I had intended. But I hadn’t felt any backlash as a result of channeling magic through my hand.

Tears welled up in my eyes as Murdoch placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

“How?” I asked.

“Like I said, the Lord looks on the heart,” he replied with a smile, “and Sidhe magic doesn’t hold a candle to His power.”

“This is all very touching,” Knight whispered, “but what are we doing about that?” 

He nodded toward Lucius who was wailing on the sanctum’s defenses.

“I will see to Lucius and ensure that he gets the justice he deserves.” Murdoch raised the Grail but paused. “The moment my grace is restored, that barrier is coming down, and everyone’s weapons are going to work like normal. Make the most of that opportunity.”

“What do you mean, see to Lucius?” Knight asked. “The man is flying.”

Murdoch didn’t answer him. He simply raised the Grail to his lips and the blue vapor within poured into his mouth and up his nostrils. In a deep breath, he drained the Grail.

“What’s it going to be, Seth?” Calhoun shouted. “Are you handing it over, or are we going to have to come over there and collect it ourselves?”

“That’s a hard no from me,” I shouted back. “Your boss should have kept his word and given me my month. Now I know he can’t be trusted to honor his agreements.”

Lucius slammed into the barrier as Murdoch swallowed. 

The entire translucent shield simply vanished.

Lucius drifted into the inner sanctum, still hovering above the ground, only now he was no longer bound in the dense iron chains. They snaked around his body, down his arms, and into the air before him, floating as if they too were weightless. The chains twitched and moved with a life of their own. Lucius’s flesh had discolored and was glowing with a luminescent purple light. 

A group of five of Lynch’s men in inquisitorial gear turned as he advanced. They unleashed on him with their automatic weapons. With the field down, every shot slammed into Lucius, but it didn’t slow his progress. He simply floated forward, chains flailing. 

The first blow cleaved one of the soldiers in two. The next length of chain threw another soldier into the fading lake of fire. It was still more than hot enough to consume him in a heartbeat. Lucius made quick work of the soldiers and continued across the chamber unimpeded.

“You can stay here and die with your men,” I called to Calhoun. “Or you can try making a run for it now while you still can.”

“Not a chance,” Calhoun replied. “I’ve told you before, I don’t run.”

“Well, you can’t say I didn’t give you every chance,” I muttered. “Knight, we’re going to have to go through them.”

“You heard the man,” Edward said to his bodyguards. “Kill them all.”

As the soldiers of Ares advanced, Murdoch stepped away from us, dropped his duffel, and turned to face the group of Lynch’s men making their way across the sanctum toward us.

Murdoch started to glow with a warm golden light. He flexed, his shirt splitting open as two immense feathered wings snapped open behind him. They were ten feet wide from wingtip to wingtip and they were brilliantly white. The sight of them took my breath away and I knew I was looking on my friend in his true form.

Murdoch as I had known him, was no more. I stood in the presence of an angel. He rose from the path as the commandos unloaded into him. The bullets glanced off his skin as if it were kevlar. With a beat of his wings, he soared toward them, extending his hand as he went. The Behemoth’s silver sword twitched before tearing free of the path and flying to Murdoch’s outstretched hand. 

Landing before them, he sent a gust of wind that threw them back into the lake of fire. Then, he turned his attention toward Lucius.

The commandos in front of us opened fire. Dozens of rounds ricocheted off the heavy shields of Ares’ guards. With the dampening field down it was open season, only Lara and I had lost all our weapons during the ascent. We’d also busted Dizzy’s bow dealing with the Behemoth. 

Knight raised his pistol and fired, dropping one of the commandos as he advanced.

Lara rummaged in Murdoch’s duffel.

One of Ares’ guards hurled his spear, overarm, like a javelin. It crossed the gap, impaling a commando who went down clutching at the shaft of the weapon as he tried to pull it free. The other soldiers wizened up and aimed at the exposed legs of Ares’ guards. Most of the firepower was deflected by their sloped greaves, but a bullet still found the mark, shattering one of the guard’s kneecaps. The guard collapsed forward, dropping his shield as he drove his spear through a commando’s stomach. Leaving it there, he drew his sword and took the head clean off another. Two other commandos gunned him down at point-blank range.

More of Lynch’s men raced to reinforce Calhoun’s position to prevent our escape. 

With my arm feeling better than it had in days, I hurled a sphere of raw arcana at the closest cluster of soldiers. They were wearing tactical gear, but it made no difference; the sphere of electric blue arcana burned straight through the chest of the first, before colliding with the stomach of a second. Both went down clutching at their wounds.

“Don’t leave anyone standing,” I called to my team, hoping we could somehow prevent word of what had transpired here from reaching Lynch. It was my only chance at avoiding open war with the Brotherhood.

As Knight and his guards collided with the soldiers, Dizzy shifted into the form of a lioness. She sprang past them to maul one of the soldiers trying to flank us.

Calhoun ducked beneath the thrust of one of the spears. He tucked his pistol underneath the jaw of an Ares’ guard and pulled the trigger. The burly Greek warrior went down, his now empty Corinthian helmet rolling across the pathway.

Lynch’s force was dropping left, right, and center but Calhoun didn’t flinch as he dispatched another bodyguard. 

A soldier rushed to reload his assault rifle, but I crash-tackled him to the ground. I clambered atop him as I tried to pin him down.

The soldier hefted his gun and tried to jam the stock into my face. I deflected the blow, catching it on my forearms as the force of the hit sent me sprawling off him.

He slid the magazine into the assault rifle and lowered the weapon at me. Dizzy, still in the form of a lioness, plunged her teeth into his neck and tore out his throat.

Looking up, I found myself staring down the barrel of Calhoun’s Desert Eagle.

“Lynch will be so disappointed,” he muttered.

“He’s going to have to learn to live with it,” I replied. “Just like the rest of us.”

I was wearing a bullet-proof vest, but it wasn’t going to do anything for me if he shot me in the face. Was this really how I was going to die? On my back in this forsaken temple between worlds? A thousand thoughts flashed through my mind as my life passed before my eyes.

Calhoun grinned as his finger tightened around the trigger.

A gunshot rang out, and I blinked, expecting the burning sensation of a bullet tearing through me. But I felt nothing. 

Perhaps it was the adrenaline. 

That was when I realized that Calhoun was no longer holding his pistol. Instead, he was clutching his hand, blood seeping through his fingers.  

Lara stood a few feet away, one hand holding the duffel, the other holding a pistol, a faint wisp of smoke rising from its barrel.

Lynch’s man looked from me to Lara as he tried to decide which of us was the bigger threat.

“Here,” I groaned. “Let me give you a little something that will take your mind off that pain.”

I grabbed his leg and summoned my will. “Piedra.”

His face contorted as the transmutation took root, his leg turning to stone as my magic flowed through his body.

“What the—?” Calhoun gasped.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered. “You won’t have to face Lynch now, so you’ll have no need to explain your failure here. Consider it a mercy.”

“You miserable little—“ His words dissolved into a tortured shriek as the spell moved through his torso.

I accelerated the transformation until Calhoun stood before me, his entire form solid stone. I let my head rest against the cool metal of the floor.

I sucked in a deep breath. Using that much power certainly took it out of me. 

The rest of Lynch’s men who had cut us off were dead or dying. Those scattered around the plateau were deciding whether they wanted to share their boss’s fate or take their chances in the maze and run for their lives. Most of them seemed to be opting for the latter.

Lara appeared, standing over me, reaching down to help me to my feet.

“Nice shooting, Tex.” I grinned.

“At least one of us can aim,” she replied. She was right; I couldn’t have made that shot in a month of Mondays.

I took her offered hand and used it to help drag myself to my feet.

Knight and Tan were down to three bodyguards. The fact Lara, Dizzy, and I were still on our feet, meant we were doing considerably better than Lynch’s men, one of whom was solid stone, the rest of which looked like they had been through a charnel house.

“What are you standing around for?” Knight called. “Let’s go.” 

“Not without Murdoch,” I replied. “We’re not leaving anyone behind.”

“You think he needs our help?” Knight said. “Are you out of your mind? We need to leave, now.”

“We leave when he does,” I replied, turning to face the conflict still raging at the heart of the sanctum.

“Suit yourself,” Knight replied. “We’re out of here.”

Knight, Tan, and their remaining guards took off down the northern set of stairs, leaving us alone in the sanctum with Lucius and Murdoch.

Lucius drifted through the air, his skin pale and gaunt, and glowing with otherworldly purple light. The black iron chains snaked around him, moving seemingly of their own accord as he drifted toward Murdoch.

Murdoch hovered over the sanctum, the Grail in one hand, the Behemoth’s sword in the other. His wings beat steadily as he held his position. The sword was large, even for him, and yet he hefted it with ease.

“Traitor,” Murdoch shouted, his voice causing the sanctum to shake.

“Please,” Lucius scoffed. “I gave my life to your cause. Now I’m old and infirm and still you would not let us partake of the Grail’s bounty. What was it all for? The power of eternal life and you’d let us all die.”

“Our brothers died for your greed,” Murdoch replied, raising the sword. “You knew our purpose when you took your place in the Circle. You swore an oath.”

“I thought you were keeping the Grail for yourself,” Lucius replied. “All the years I’ve known you, you haven’t aged a day. Now I see the truth.”

Murdoch nodded. “As do I. You sold out your brothers and for what? The promise of a life in thrall to these demons?”

“They don’t hoard their powers,” Lucius hissed. “They share them, openly.”

With that, Lucius lunged forward, the chains lashing out at Murdoch. Murdoch rose, the silver sword flashing as he cleaved through the length of chain, sending a dozen broken links plunging to the lake of fire below. The second chain smashed into Murdoch’s wing as he tried to dodge it. He lost height as he dropped.

Bringing the sword about, he severed the chain. With a beat of his wings, he threw himself at Lucius.

The chains lashed about, grappling with Murdoch as Lucius raised his hands. With a word, an orb of pure darkness materialized between them. The sphere slammed into Murdoch’s chest.

Darkness washed over his angelic form. Murdoch howled in obvious pain. The silver sword slipped from his grip and plunged into the lake, where it rested before melting into the flames.

Lucius closed the distance to Murdoch. Darkness poured from his floating form, clouding their struggle.

A grating cackle filled the chamber. 

“Foolish Watcher.” A lilting voice carried through the chamber. It came from Lucius, but the voice was not his. “I am your end.”

I started out onto one of the golden pathways. Raising both hands, I shouted, “Viento!”

Wind poured from my outstretched hands and collided with the cloud of darkness, peeling it away. I caught a glimpse of Murdoch as the darkness gave way.

I continued forward, not willing to leave my friend behind.

A brilliant golden light carved through the darkness, dispelling it.

Lucius towered over Murdoch, but my friend had his free hand around Lucius’s throat, crushing it.

“You have no place here,” Murdoch bellowed. “Back to the abyss with you.”

Stretching his wings, Murdoch threw himself backward into a dive.

Unable to speak, Lucius couldn’t unleash the power he’d been drawing on.

Murdoch held him fast, all the way to the lake. His wings spread wide at the last moment as he let go of Lucius, casting him into the lake of fire.

All Lucius could do was scream as the fire consumed his mortal vessel.

Then all was still. Dizzy, Lara, and I stood spellbound as Murdoch sailed across the sanctum in a single swoop and landed deftly on the edge of the path, the Grail still held firmly in his grasp. His wings folded tight against his back.

“You had us going there for a moment,” I said, shaking my head.

“That was the point,” Murdoch said with a chuckle. “He believed it too. Now Lucius is dead and his master is back in the abyss where he belongs.”

“The abyss?” I asked.

“The place where demons lurk beyond the realm of organized matter,” Murdoch said.

I nodded but needed time to try and process that. “So that voice, that creature, it’s gone?”

“For a time,” Murdoch answered. “The creature that possessed Lucius will have retreated to the abyss rather than face extinction here.”

“The abyss?” Lara repeated my question, still studying Murdoch’s expansive wings.

“Indeed, the same realm Drewitt draws his followers from. Though they are mere pawns next to the being that possessed Lucius. We should leave before Drewitt has the opportunity to draw on any more of his allies.”

It was going to be a tedious trek back through the maze which was still likely crawling with the dangerous monkey demons.

“Not looking forward to that long walk home,” I muttered, staring at the sanctum’s open gateways.

Murdoch smiled. “Who said anything about walking?”

With that he snapped open his wings and reached out his hand. 

“Who’s first?”
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Spring at Weybridge Manor really was one of the most delightful seasons to experience. The grounds were beautiful, and the weather matched them. One could enjoy a walk about the gardens in a t-shirt and jeans, which made being trapped in my father’s study all the more frustrating. He had me recounting our trip to Glastonbury in agonizing detail.

“So where is the Grail now?” my father asked.

“Murdoch took it with him,” I replied, crossing one leg over the other. “He insisted on it.”

“And you just let him go? You didn’t follow him?”

I laughed. “He was flying. The Humvee wasn’t built for that sort of trip.”

My father pushed back from his desk and placed his feet up on it. “That I would have liked to see.”

“Did you know?”

My father’s smile widened. “Know what?” 

“That he was an angel,” I replied, shaking my head. “What else do you think I meant?”

“Oh, that? I had my suspicions.”

“How could you possibly know that?” I asked. “I spent years with him, and he didn’t say a word.”

“I didn’t ask him, now did I?” my father replied. “When I saw the story of an airman who had been shot down and survived alone in Iraq, my curiosity was piqued. When he was immediately discharged instead of honored, I grew more interested. I ran his picture through every database I could find. You know what I found?”

I shook my head.

“Nothing. He seemed to come out of nowhere. So instead of focusing on his name, I ran his picture. It turns out that Murdoch, or a man who looked remarkably similar to him, had been present at more than a dozen pivotal moments in the last century. So, I invited him to lunch. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“You had an angel chauffeur me around for the better part of a decade? For what? Your amusement?”

“In my defense, I didn’t know exactly what he was, but I knew our interests were aligned and that he really likes to drive.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. “You were confident you had found a supernatural being, and you gave him a salary and a private jet.”

My father looked down at his desk. “No, I was confident I’d found an immortal being, and so I gave him the most important charge I could—you.”

I felt that like a punch in the guts. My stomach twisted as I thought back to all the times we’d fought about what I was doing with my life. 

“But...” I stammered, my words failing me.

“I trusted him to keep you safe,” my father replied. “And to go where I couldn’t.”

“How did you get him to agree to that?”

“I knew he wanted to lie low, so I made him an offer,” he said, drumming his fingers on the desk. “He didn’t actually agree until he met you.”

Murdoch and I had always gotten along. Maybe he just needed the company. Two thousand years was a long time to live; it had to be lonely.

Murdoch.

I knew that wasn’t his real name, but it was a tough habit to break.

“You know who he is, right?” I asked, uncrossing my legs and leaning forward in my seat.

“Murdoch?”

I nodded.

“No idea. He never felt the need to tell me, and I never pressed him.”

“He didn’t tell me either,” I replied, “but something he said stuck with me. He said he was there the day the Grail became Holy.”

My father’s eyes grew wide. “John the Beloved.”

“The disciple who tarried,” I replied with a smile. “He’s been here ever since.”

My father chuckled. “Do you think he’ll come back?”

I let out a long breath. “I have no idea, but we could certainly use his help.”

“He was quick with that shotgun,” my father said. “I wonder where he picked that up.”

In my gut, I feared I’d seen the last of my friend. He’d once told me that the day I knew the truth was the day everything would change. Now that the day was here, part of me wished we could go back to how things were. 

A pounding at the door brought my mind back to the present.

“Go away,” my father called. “We’ll be out when we’re done.”

There was a pause. “Ah, sir, I think it’s best you come see this.”

My father swung his legs off the desk and made his way to the door. Curious, I fell into step behind him.

A member of his security detail was waiting in the hall. 

“Sorry to interrupt you, sir. A package was just delivered to the main gate. We’ve swept it for threats, but I think its best if you see it for yourself.”

My father rubbed his temple. “Fine, lead the way.”

The bodyguard headed straight through the house for the front door which was already open. My father moved faster and reached it first. 

“What the...?” he muttered.

I leaned forward, looking past my father to the bottom of the front steps, where a large wooden crate sat on the driveway. The front had been pried open and inside it was a six-foot-tall stone statue of a man, his mouth frozen open in a muted scream for all eternity.

I’d never expected to see Calhoun again, yet here he was on my father’s driveway, large as life.

My stomach churned. Someone had been back to the temple. Not only that, but they’d gone to the effort of dragging this stone ass all the way back here to our doorstep.

“That’s Lynch’s man, Calhoun,” I said, finding my voice at last. “He tried to kill me in the temple.”

“Get it out of here,” my father shouted.

The security team scurried to remove the statue.

A vibration in my pocket made me jump a mile. My heart pounded in my chest as I reached into my pocket and drew out my phone.

One New Message.

It was from Lynch. It read simply:

0.

“Who is it?” my father asked.

“Lynch. He says we’re out of time,” I replied, tapping the phone against my hand.

My father sighed. “I guess I should have expected this. His eyes always have been bigger than his stomach.”

“I wasn’t giving him the Grail,” I replied. “And now he’s backing out of our deal.”

“What deal?” my father asked.

“I met with him in New York. He told me he’d give me thirty days to take care of my affairs, before joining their ranks, and in exchange he would keep the rest of the Brotherhood from moving against you.”

“Against me?” my father asked, his face growing red.

“They think the curse has compromised you. They think you’ve lost your edge.”

“Let them come.” My father shook with rage. “If it’s war they want, we’ll give it to them.”

Raising the phone, I took a picture of Calhoun and sent it to Lynch.

You broke your oath. Next time, this will be you.

I slid the phone back into my pocket. We’d just declared war on one of the most powerful men on the planet, and it wasn’t even breakfast time yet.

It was going to be a long day.

The End...For Now

Half-Blood’s Betrayal is the action-packed conclusion to Seth’s story. Pick up your copy today. 

Visit – https://www.samuelcstokes.com/halfbloodsbetrayal
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Dear Reader,

When I first came up with the concept of Seth as a tomb-raiding arcanologist, I knew I was going to need a Grail adventure. It is after all the quintessential arcane relic. I hope you enjoyed my take on an ancient tale.

One of the things I love about Seth is his loyalty. He isn’t willing to sell his friend down the river in order to help himself. It doesn’t matter if it’s the Holy Grail, in Half-Blood’s Quest we see him spit in the Brotherhood’s eye so that he can deliver on his promise to Murdoch. He’s holding a potential cure to his curse, and the key to getting out from under the Brotherhood’s thumb and still, he’s true to his friends.

Naturally going to war with the Brotherhood is going to be cataclysmic, and if you haven’t seen the cover art for Half-Blood’s Betrayal I think it sets the tone beautifully for what is to come.

One of my favorite subplots in the Urban Arcanology series (if you tied me to a chair and made me choose) is definitely Murdoch and his true identity. Did you see it coming? There have been hints throughout the series, things I’m sure you might see on your next read through if you didn’t catch them the first time around. Don’t worry we haven’t seen the last of Murdoch, though his role will be different in books to come. 

The stage is set for chaos in Half-Blood’s Betrayal. Seth has a curse to cure, a wedding to attend and a reckoning with the Brotherhood. You won’t want to miss this one.

Until then I just wanted to say thank you for being a part of Seth and his journey. You make all of this possible.

If you’d like to leave a rating or review, you can do that at your favorite retailer.

See you in the big finale! 

S.C. Stokes

P.S. I’ve included a preview of Half-Blood’s Betrayal and my other series below. So, scroll on to check them out. You can also contact me using any of the links below.

You can find me on:

Facebook

Bookbub
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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/
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While our destination might have been the London Palladium, the route we took to get there was the scenic one. The further we got from Weybridge Manor, the more the convoy split and fragmented, with armored cars heading in every direction.

I had tried a similar tactic when I’d fled New York with the stolen mask in my possession.

I’d not realized I was robbing the CIA until I was staring at their reports on my wife’s desk. Her division, Section 9 and its Director, had seen through my efforts, but I’d been working with next to no time or preparation and relying almost entirely on a digitally produced set of theatrics orchestrated by a cunning hacker.

It hadn’t worked but I’d always put that down to the limited time frame I’d given him to work with. This was a different affair entirely.

Where my last attempt had been digital deep fakes posted all over the internet and social media, this was an actual undertaking with dozens of real vehicles and hundreds of people. 

Periodically, vehicles would stop, and security personnel emerged wearing the same jacket and hat I favored. Over the course of an hour, Lynch would be chasing no less than fifteen versions of me as they made their way all over London. 

Elsewhere, decoys of my father and Lara were also traipsing all over the city.

The convoy would drop someone off and continue moving before picking another up. It was a carefully planned and executed choreography designed to boggle the minds of the most sophisticated intelligence network in the world.

I just hoped it was enough.

Andrew Lynch was the head of Clandestine Operations, and I had no doubt that at this moment every single one of his analysts were hunting us. They of course would think we were terrorists, or people of interest in some plot against the United States.

The Brotherhood didn’t truly control the world, only the narrative. If one was to dig too deep into the cover story, they might start to learn the truth.

That was what we hoped to bring to light today.

After the best part of an hour of misdirection, the security officer who had been driving me in silence turned and pointed to the black duffel resting on the seat beside me.

“Mr. Caldwell, there is a change of clothes in the pack. If you wouldn’t mind, we’d like to ensure we give you a sporting chance at making it inside undetected.”

“Fair enough,” I replied as I unzipped the bag. I wasn’t wearing my favorite hat anyway. I hadn’t exactly been planning this outing when I’d gotten up this morning. 

Inside was a baseball cap. It was worn and faded, a second-hand Yankees cap that had seen better days. I pulled it down tight, keeping the brim low to obscure as much of my face as I could manage. I tossed aside the jacket I’d been wearing on the estate and pulled on a black leather duster. It was a long way from what I would usually wear, even in winter, which I supposed was the point. I pulled the jacket tight around me only to see the driver still staring at me in the mirror.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“The vest too, sir. Just in case.” 

I realized there was a bullet-proof vest resting in the bottom of the bag. I hadn’t even seen it there.

I undid my seat belt again, pulled off the jacket and my shirt, and strapped on the bullet-proof vest. I put it underneath my shirt in the hope that a lazy marksman might not aim for my face. If I wore it over the top and gave away its presence, I was only encouraging them to make a more ambitious target out of my relatively unprotected skull. 

I pulled my shirt over the top. It barely fit, and I looked like an over eager bodybuilder, but it was better than the alternative. The duster went over the top and I pulled it tight around me as we rolled to a stop.

I didn’t need to be told we were there. The London Palladium in the heart of West End was one of the most recognizable theaters anywhere in the world, renowned for hosting the Royal Variety Show and headline acts from every artistic discipline. I’d been here a dozen times. 

My father had opted for the Palladium as the most conspicuous possible meeting place, and therefore the least likely to be the real destination. We would have been far safer with fifty journalists crammed into a warehouse somewhere. But that sort of traffic in a commercial district might also attract attention. Journalists and foot traffic passing the London Palladium, even on a day when no show was scheduled to take place, wouldn’t be noteworthy. The only problem was that the venue was massive, and securing it against unwanted entry would have been a logistics effort in and of itself.

“Thanks, gents, appreciate the ride,” I called as I pushed open the door.

“We’ll be circling the neighborhood, sir. If you need us, we’ve texted you the number. Call and we’ll be here in minutes. Godspeed.”

I tipped my baseball cap, then pulled it low over my eyes and slid out of the car. The air was bracing. but the fortunate part about my father’s choice in disguise was the duster was proof even against the cold air blowing through the city streets.

I made it all of fifteen steps before two more security personnel fell into stride beside me. 

“Lara and your father are waiting We’ll take you the rest of the way, sir.”

It didn’t matter how old I got, being called sir never felt right to me. But if my father really was preparing to hand the reins over to me, I would accomplish nothing by correcting it now.

I focused on the task at hand.

We were about to walk into a den of journalists, all hunting for their next headline story. If we weren’t careful, the story they walked away with would be just as damning for us as it would be for Lynch, and our position was far more precarious.

There was no outing the Brotherhood without confessing the role my family had played in it. That admission gave our evidence credibility, yet it also tarred us with the same brush. I might have never joined them, but the smell of what the Brotherhood was would no doubt rub off on me too.

Even if we managed to take care of Lynch, there would still be a price to be paid. What we were about to do could never be undone.

But I couldn’t let that stop me. Not now that I had my father on board. We were about to light a fire and set it at the base of the Brotherhood’s very existence. 

I was acutely aware that this would have ramifications not only for us, but for those whose names were on my father’s list.

Some of them would inevitably die when their true loyalties were revealed. That was the thing about loyalty. You can’t serve two masters, and once your loyalty is in question you become expendable. 

I wasn’t particularly comfortable with sentencing people I’d never met to death, but the Brotherhood’s hierarchy was like a vast fortress. Removing a single brick wouldn’t be enough to bring it down. We had to shatter its walls, destroy its framework, and erode the very foundations on which it was built.

The security force guided me through the Palladium, empty but for our personnel. I took a deep breath as we reached the stage. 

There was no turning back now. 

Security personnel flanked the stairs. I slipped between them and made my way up onto a stage I had no business being on. 

The first five rows of the center section were full of journalists. They sat, recording devices in hand, notepads and laptops at the ready. Throughout the hall, Caldwell security forces were stationed at entrances and exits. Several snipers perched in the alcoves of the highest level. 

My father and fiancée sat on the stage. Not the royals the journalists had been expecting but their curiosity piqued, nonetheless. Frank Caldwell might not have spent much time in public in recent years, but he was still a London elite.

The journalists had no idea of the import of what they were about to discover. The scope of it was going to blow their collective minds. 

My father and Lara sat in two leather chairs facing the audience. A third empty chair sat between them.

I made my way over and sank into it. Lara leaned back and let out a sigh of relief at my presence. I rested a hand on her knee. 

I’d never enjoyed the limelight, but after today, I would be lucky to ever enjoy peace again. I supposed being hounded by reporters and conspiracy theorists was better than the alternative: certain death at the hands of Andrew Lynch.

My father rose to his feet.

“I’m sure most of you know who I am. But for those who don’t, I’m Frank Caldwell. I have not spent a great deal of time in the public eye of late. Doubtless you have all heard the rumors. As you can see from my countenance, there is some substance to them. I am dying.”

Hands shot up as the reporters readied questions.

My father shook his head. “I have not brought you here to discuss my health, or other societal nonsense. The reason you’re all here is a matter of greater import. Call it a confession if you will.”

He glanced sideways at me. I nodded for him to go on.

“Before we proceed, I must warn you. The things I am about to tell you will put your lives in danger. From the moment you hear them, until you publish them widely, you will be in danger. If you wish to leave, that is your prerogative. But if you wish to learn the greatest secret ever kept in modern times, stick around. I’ll make it worth your while.”

The reporters were silent, waiting on his every word. I had to give it to dad; he knew how to work a room. 

“You must swear you will spend every waking breath trying to bring to light that which I am about to share with you.”

“Enough with the drama, Frank. Out with it already.”

My father peered down into the mass of journalists. “Ellis Kitchener. Glad to see you are still breathing. Steady on, old man, this one will be a darn sight more interesting than the nonsense the BBC has had you covering the last six months.”

My father drew a deep breath and held up a remote. He clicked a button and an overhead projector whirred to life. A massive white static filled the screen behind the stage.

“All of you believe you understand the world order. Countries and governments vying for control, as they compromise to share scarce resources for the betterment of their citizens. Economies, ofttimes fragile and easily threatened, are brought into balance through careful collaboration.

“Well, I have brought you here to tell you that behind it all, there is a single overarching agenda. An organization you’ve never heard of other than in whispers and rumors. They manipulate and control the affairs of the world.”

My father paused, letting the journalists teeter on the edge of their chairs.

“Do not fear. I’m not a conspiracy theorist or tin foil hat wearing lunatic. I’m just merely pointing out they weren’t wrong. I know. I have been a part of painting them as delusional for decades, to conceal the truth. Which is, for four hundred years, one society has controlled the course of humankind’s progress.”

There was a smattering of laughter through the Palladium. Several of the journalists started to stand.

“If we’d known we were coming here to listen to the deranged rambling of an old recluse, we would have stayed home,” one journalist called.

“You’ve seen better days, Frank,” another said.

My father cleared his throat. “Leave if you will, cowards. You’ll note I mentioned this was a confession. I was a part of it. Those who remain and hear me out will be party to reshaping the world. These moments don’t even come around once in a lifetime, so squander it if you will.”

The standing journalists paused, and my father continued. “We immortalized the men who signed the Declaration of Independence and history remembers every one of their names. What do you think will happen to those who brought down a shadow government that ruled the world for centuries? You will be heroes.”

“Give us something concrete, Frank,” Ellis called from the front row. “Or let us go home to our families.”

The reporters started to sit down, though I noted those who hadn’t moved. Thomas was sitting patiently at the end of the first row. Another in the third row was young, and he watched my father intently.

Skeptical as the others might have been, the younger participants seemed more inclined to give my father the benefit of the doubt.

Thomas had been looking for these answers for most of his life. I knew what it was like to search for something only to have it dance just outside your grip.

My father clicked the remote and Andrew Lynch’s face filled the screen.

“Let us start at the top then,” my father said. “Andrew Lynch, head of Clandestine Operations for the United States of America. And still, that’s only the second most powerful title he holds. The other is Chairman of the Inner Circle of the Brotherhood. He and a handful of other men preside over an organization that has infiltrated every government of consequence, significant industrial interest, and military power structure in the world. They draw their greatest strength from the fact no one knows they exist, and no one is looking for them.”

The room was quiet, so my father plowed on. “Some instances of their most recent activities include that mess in the South China Sea last year, the Suez Canal being blocked to bring global shipping to a halt. These were not simple accidents, but were carefully choreographed maneuvers to consolidate power.”

The journalists were taking notes now. Even Ellis Kitchener had his pad out once more.

“I know I can’t possibly hope to persuade you with words alone. But if you connect to the wireless network in this room, you’ll find an open archive. It’s unencrypted and it contains a wealth of evidence for your reference. Among the files is a listing of every operative on the Brotherhood’s payroll, including but not limited to their entire command hierarchy and the grievous acts they’ve perpetrated to garner their influence. There are mountains of evidence I’ve gathered over a lifetime. You might ask how I come to be in possession of it.”

My father swallowed. This was it. He was about to undo a lifetime’s worth of effort in a heartbeat.

“Well, ladies and gentlemen, until this morning, I was a member of the Inner Circle myself. In fact, my family funded many of their operations. Our intentions had been to improve life for mankind, but when we refused to be a party to the increasingly erratic agenda, they tried to kill my son, and then murdered my wife.”

I noted his lie. If Lynch learned of this meeting, at least he would continue to think he’d succeeded.

“So do all the digging you wish. You will find the events I’ve documented transpired precisely as I have indicated. The modus operandi was always that the ends justified the means, but such excuses play well behind closed doors. I’ll let the public be the judge, when the facts are known. You will find complete paper trails, documentation proving the funding of these events, and irrefutable evidence that Andrew Lynch’s intention is to rule the world from the safety of obscurity. A tyrant whose name is barely known by those whose lives he spends without remorse.”

Thomas raised his voice. “Did they kill my parents?”

My father fixed him with a stare. “Son, I don’t even know who your parents were. Be specific.”

“They were FBI agents who discovered the existence of this Brotherhood you’re talking about.”

“I don’t know the names of everyone whose lives were taken to preserve their secrets, but I can tell you they’d have killed them without hesitation, FBI agents or not.

“Young man, around this world are countless victims just like you. Victims of decisions made by a group of men the world might never have known. Lives cast aside in the pursuit of a greater good. That’s the lie we told ourselves.”

“What changed?” Kitchener called. “Are we to believe that the greatest conspiracy of our time has only been bought to light out of petty revenge?”

My father shook his head. “No. Lynch has changed things. He acts to accumulate power and influence. It is not the benevolent and guiding mandate the organization was founded on. It has lost its way and so must be dispersed to the four corners of the earth. The only way that happens is if you publish every detail you have found here. Mind you, the organizations you’re a part of will do everything to suppress this story. The Brotherhood’s influence is that great.”

“You paint a grim picture,” Kitchener said.

“That’s why you must work together. Corroborate each other’s stories, push them out on social media, dump it on the dark web, and shout it into every camera and microphone you can find. Only if this evidence finds its way into the public eye will their anonymity be shattered and the power structure of this monolithic evil be undermined forever.”

There was a grinding rumble, and the Palladium shook gently. My chair shifted slightly as the entire building trembled.

It had to be an earthquake.

“Lord Byron is on this list,” an older journalist near the front called.

“Indeed, he is,” my father replied. “One of the inner circle, he’s had his hand in most of the matters we’ve already discussed. And dozens that we haven’t. Further down the hierarchy you will find a handful of other lords. There are also senators and members of the House of Representatives from both sides of the aisle in the United States government. 

“It doesn’t end there. There are leaders of industry, political activists, super PACs and more. Influence is the currency of the Brotherhood. Many of you work for organizations that are controlled, influenced, or funded by assets of the Brotherhood and don’t even know it.”

My father drew a deep breath.

“But to be clear, there are those who are members of the Brotherhood, and there are those who have served its interests unwittingly. If we are to bring down this evil, it must all be dragged into the light. 

“That is the part you must play. I’ve given you all the evidence you could ever need. All you need to do is find the courage to print it. Shout it from the rooftops and spread it any way you can.”

“What of your son?” Kitchener called. “What part does he play in all this?”

“He’s here to support me,” my father replied. “He’s never been willing to join their cause. That’s why they tried to have him killed.”

“If they will kill him, they’ll certainly kill us,” a blonde woman called from the second row.

“Almost certainly,” my father said “Why do you think I warned you? The sooner and wider you spread the message, the safer you all are. 

“The Brotherhood strives for secrecy over overt action. Once the message is everywhere, killing you gains nothing and only serves to stir sentiment against them.”

A second rumble stirred the Palladium and the journalists looked at each other, their uncertainty growing by the moment.

“Relax, it’s just the tube,” my father called. “Sometimes these old buildings shake a little.”

I shifted uneasily in my chair. I’d been here enough to know it shouldn’t be that loud. What was my father thinking? Perhaps he wasn’t. It was possible that he was so hellbent on unmasking Andrew Lynch that he was overlooking the fact that something was very wrong.

My father changed the slides until Lynch’s face filled the screen again. “But the piece you must all print is that this man, Andrew Lynch, is at the head of it all. He won’t surrender his influence easily. You will feel the weight of it as you unmask him. His resources are immense and in the coming days you will likely see him attempt to wipe my family off the face of the earth for betraying their identities to the public. Let our deaths stand as a witness against them. 

“My ancestor founded this organisation four centuries ago to try and lead the world to peace and prosperity. Now all we built is being used to accumulate power at the expense of others. It’s not what we wanted. It’s not what I spent my life building, and I won’t have its existence be my legacy.” 

A grinding rumble shook the Palladium. The twisting sensation in my gut told me we were out of time. After all these years, I knew to trust it.

Rising to my feet, I grabbed dad’s arm. “It’s time to leave. I don’t know how, but they’ve found us.” 

“Leave? We’ve got questions,” one of the journalists shouted.

“Thousands of them, I’m sure,” I called back. “Take the data and run. You might just live to print it. Go now!”

The journalists bolted for the exits.

As they filed out of the rows, one didn’t move. He simply stood still, staring us down. He was the same young man who hadn’t moved earlier. He couldn’t have been any older than thirty and had a dark complexion. His eyes were fixed on my father.

“Frank Caldwell, you are a traitor and your forsaken vows call down the punishment of the brethren upon you.” His thickly accented voice rang with power. 

The Palladium shook harder.

Several journalists were thrown off their feet. I barely managed to keep mine beneath me. Thomas reached into his pocket as he moved closer to the stage. The Seeker looked like he was spoiling for a fight. 

“You have what you want, Thomas. Now run while you still can. Spread the message far and wide. Ensure the Seekers bring the Brotherhood into the light.”

“What about you?” Thomas called.

“I’m going to try and survive the week,” I replied.

The rumbling intensified as the man in the third row began to chant.

The security forces opened fire on the man in the third row. The bullets rebounded harmlessly off a transparent arcane barrier that surrounded him.

“Lara, off the stage now,” I shouted, as I turned to look for her.

Thomas was already running for the exit, as Lara leaped off the stage. My father and I raced down the stairs.

From the front row, Lara emptied her magazine at the wizard. 

The bullets ricocheted harmlessly off the shield as the man reached beneath his robes. He pulled out an amulet that was made of bronze. It glowed an angry amber hue as he resumed his chanting. 

We hit the carpeted floor as the stage was obliterated. A massive dark shape surging up through it.

The form splintered right through the center stage with an almighty crash. Timber was cast aside as a jet-black serpentine mass rose from the destroyed stage of the London Palladium.

The sixth and final installment of Urban Arcanology starts here. Packed with monsters, magic, and mythological beings, it will keep you turning pages until the very end.  Visit – https://www.samuelcstokes.com/halfbloodsbetrayal
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Bounty Hunter Down Under Preview
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Nora Byrne is a forty-two-year-old librarian and single mother who might just be the last line of defense when the Fae come for her small Australian town.

Tiles cracked beneath the creature’s bulk as it paused in front of the library’s welcome board. Stretching to its full height, the creature scanned the library, clearly looking for something. We ducked behind the rows of freshly re-shelved books.

The creature had to be almost ten feet tall. Its skin was mottled grays and blues, and it had a thick coat of shaggy tangled fur running down its back. Its head, easily the size of my torso, had a sharp angular shape to it, like a rectangle but for the two big ears jutting out of it. The ear on the right had a silver ring hanging from it the size of a basketball hoop. The beast’s yellow eyes darted back and forth. Slow and ponderous though it might be, it was moving with purpose. 

Searching for something.

“It looks like those trolls you see in children’s books,” I whispered to Sally. “Don’t you think?”

Sally’s lip quivered as she nodded, unable to manage a word. 

I didn’t know what to do. My mother had told me about creatures that lurked beyond the Veil, but I’d never expected to see one in our world. 

The troll prowling the library looked pretty real to me. 

It let out a gurgling belch accompanied by a fetid yellow-green mist, and I thought I might be ill.

The library had a fire exit in the rear. Grabbing Sally’s hand, I pulled her toward it. We were going to have to circle around the bookshelves and creep along the periphery of the library. If we made a run for it, the creature would almost certainly see us. I might have been wearing flats, but there was no part of me that wanted to race and find out which of the two of us was quicker. Forty might be the new thirty, but no one had told that to my calf muscles, and cardio was the only thing I felt as strongly about as I did Karen. They were both the devil.

I guided Sally back along the row of books. She felt cold and clammy to the touch and didn’t seem to be thinking straight. My heart hammered in my chest. With each step, I prayed the freshly re-shelved titles would help mask our presence.

“What is going on here?” Karen’s abrasive tone carried through the library.

“Oh no,” I groaned, my heart sinking.

I stole a glance through the rows of books. Karen strode out of her office to confront the disturbance. When she saw the beast, she stopped, rooted to the spot. She screwed up her nose at the stench, even as she began to tremble.

For once in her life, Karen didn’t have anything to say. 

The troll eyed Karen like she was little more than an hors d’oeuvre. Cocking its head to the side, it opened its mouth in eager anticipation.

I willed her to run, but she cowered in place as the towering creature loomed over her.

I couldn’t blame her, but if she didn’t move, she was as good as dead. 

If half the stories my mother had told me were true, the troll would think nothing of devouring Karen and adding her bones to its stash. 

The creature’s jaw distended, and it let out a throaty grumble as it started to raise the steel handrail.

Karen’s eyes followed the creature’s hand but still she didn’t move.

“She’s dead,” I groaned, staring at the stubborn old woman.

An hour ago, I would have given everything I had to get Karen out of here. But not like this. No one deserved this.

“I can’t believe I’m even considering this,” I whispered, as I turned to Sally. “Run for the fire exit. I’ll meet you there.”

“What are you doing?” Sally hissed as I let go of her. 

I just waved her off before jogging back the way we’d come. If I stopped to answer her, what little courage I had mustered would dissipate. 

Racing out of the row of bookshelves, I collected the book trolley laden with damaged books and pushed it before me. The wheels squeaked and rattled in angry protest as the cart and I picked up speed. The troll’s head swung up, its eyes locking on me and the squeaking cart.

“Run, Karen!” I shouted as I came screeching down the main thoroughfare of the library. My breathing was ragged, as I ran out of carpet and onto the tiles. The noise from the cart became deafening. 

Looking down at the damaged books, I whispered, “Forgive me.”

I gave the cart a shove, letting go, sending it sailing past Karen toward the troll’s legs.

The troll swung the raised handrail at the encroaching cart. 

I grabbed Karen by the arm and yanked her after me. “Let’s go!”

I risked a look over my shoulder. The troll’s makeshift club struck the book trolley, flipping it. Books, loose pages, and cover jackets went everywhere.

The cart tumbled over itself, before colliding with the creature’s leg. There was a sickening crunch as the steel cart struck muscle and bone. The troll’s maw dropped open. Saliva, at least a cup full of it, splashed down onto the tiles as it shook its head in outrage. Its yellow eyes turned bloodshot as their focus shifted to me.

Its knee joint was bent at an unnatural angle, but the troll wrapped its hand around the joint and wrestled it back into place with a bone chilling crunch.

Karen and I ran for our lives. 

The cart had bought us a few moments, but that was it. The troll lumbered forward, its leg somehow still able to support its tremendous bulk.

I was out of options. Dragging Karen with me, I ran like the devil himself was after us.

The troll lurched after us, its gait a little uneasy as it nursed the wounded leg.

The tiles beneath it splintered, spiderweb-like cracks shooting out from under its feet. The troll had to weigh more than my car, and all of it was muscle and bone.

Beside me, Karen huffed and panted. The hundred meter sprint clearly wasn’t her specialty. Not that I could talk. She had two decades on me and was still managing to keep up. Either that or she was relying on the old adage that she didn’t have to outrun the troll; she just had to outrun me. Knowing Karen, I wouldn’t put it past her. At least her legs seemed to have caught up with her brain.

Ahead, Sally and the glazier waited by the open fire exit, frantically waving at us. I risked another look over my shoulder. The troll was gaining on us with every step. They might have been awkward loping strides, but it was much taller than us. One step of his equaled three of ours.

Sweat ran down my brow as I realized the truth. We were never going to make it. Not like this. Not in a straight sprint.

I pushed Karen ahead of me. “Run! Call the police.”

“The police?” Karen’s tone rose. “What are they going to do about that?”

“Just go,” I bellowed. “Before I change my mind.”

I made sure the troll was watching me as I broke off and ran into the children’s section. The creature looked from me to Karen, but it was clearly capable of bearing a grudge as it ignored the easy prey and kept right on my tail. 

If I couldn’t outrun the troll, I was hoping I could lose it in the maze of shelves. At worst, I hoped the shelves would slow it down.

If I could shake him in the maze, I could double back or meet the others at the door. I grabbed the heaviest book I could find, a children’s encyclopedia, and lobbed it backward over my shoulder. The weighty text went wide, landing on the floor, and the troll continued to lumber after me. 

I reached the end of the first row of shelves and turned down the next aisle. I was almost halfway down when the creature stopped at the head of the row. I stole a look over my shoulder, as the lumbering brute smashed the end of the shelves with his club. Books flew off the shelf all around me.

One of them hit my ribs. Another struck me in the side of the head. 

My foot hit the slick surface of a laminated book and shot out from under me. I went down like Steven Bradbury’s competitors at the Winter Olympics. 

I hit the carpet hard, the jolt of the impact starting in my well-padded rear but carrying up my spine, undoing all the good work my chiropractor had done yesterday. I winced in pain as my lower back screamed its vehement protest. 

Nora, you idiot, what are you doing? People with chiropractors don’t antagonize trolls; they read about them in books. They also tend to live a lot longer for that very reason.

I groaned. Today really wasn’t going how I had planned. I wasn’t cut out for this, but I wasn’t ready to give up either. I’d survived Judas. I wasn’t letting some lumbering brute from the Otherworld get the better of me. 

I rolled onto my knees and started to rise when a shadow completely obscured the light from overhead. 

Sighing, I raised my head. 

The troll loomed over me. Its big gap-toothed grin salivated wildly at the prospect of its next meal. If Karen was an hors d’oeuvre, he must have thought he hit the jackpot. There was a little more of me to meet his appetite.

My brain screamed at my muscles to respond. I had to do something. My hands were shaking, both from proximity of the troll and the pain spasming through me from my fall.

Ten feet of what I’d previously believed to be a fictional creature towered over me. It was even uglier up close, and it reeked like canned fish and rotten eggs. Around its girthy waist, it had a leather belt with what appeared to be pieces of bone pierced through it. Over one shoulder, it wore the hide of some furry creature that tapered over its back. The thick shaggy coat of gray fur melded with the troll’s own hairy torso. It was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began.

The troll studied me. It didn’t appear to be in any hurry. Why would it? It was the predator here and I was the prey. 

My sacrifice had bought the others time. I hoped help was on its way. The police station was only around the corner. They should be here in moments. I just needed to keep moving.

I couldn’t die here. Not like this. Not now. My mind filled with images of Conor and Shay. Who would take care of them if something happened to me? Would they be forced to live with Judas? Not this side of hell freezing over, and here in Queensland, nothing ever froze over.

“Listen here,” I groaned, hoping I sounded more intimidating than I felt. I didn’t have to kill the troll. I just had to outwit it. I staggered to my feet and willed all the power I could into my hands. Icy mist poured out of them, streaming toward the floor.

“If you touch me, I will freeze your ugly ass right there where you stand. For eternity you’ll be the troll who got his ass beat by Nora Byrne.” 

The creature cocked its head to the side as if considering my threat. Its bloodshot eyes watched the mist pour from my outstretched hands. 

I felt self-conscious. I was a human manifesting arcane talent. That should have at least caused him to reconsider his decision to have me for dinner. But instead of considering me a threat, he was curious. 

It was as if he was judging me. He saw the icy mist not as a threat, but as a physical manifestation of what little power I actually had. 

I felt his judgment, and it irked me.

What did he know? Surely no more than I did. 

At least that was what I was hoping. If I could get him to see me as a threat, maybe he’d back down. Maybe he’d scurry back to whatever hole he’d crawled out of. 

What was a troll doing in the middle of Beenleigh anyway? We had snakes, spiders, and a dozen other venomous creatures, but we didn’t have trolls.

It craned back its head and let out a throaty gurgle that was unmistakable.

He was laughing at me. That was as unsettling as it was unwelcome. It meant the creature could both understand me, and at the same time know I posed no real threat whatsoever. After all, chilling a beverage and turning a ten-foot troll into an ice sculpture required far different levels of power, and certainly far more than I could manage. I was a party trick pretending to be an elementalist, and he seemed to know that.

Oh, crap.

The troll cast aside the handrail which clattered against the bookshelf beside us and advanced on me.

Did he think so little of me as to throw away his weapon? I racked my brain for answers and remembered the stories mother had told me as a child. Trolls weren’t afraid of ice, but they hated fire.

No wonder the beast thought I was hilarious. I might as well have threatened it with a well-cooked meal. I needed fire, but the closest source of heat was the kitchen and it lay on the other side of the towering troll.

If I could dart past it, maybe I could reach the kitchen. Big as it was, it seemed awfully clumsy. I just needed to duck beneath those lanky arms. 

The troll reached out, not a crushing blow aimed to reduce me to a smear on the carpet, but to grab me. I threw myself to the side, landing awkwardly on a mountain of freshly dislodged books.

The troll caught nothing but air, but he snatched his hands toward me again, aiming to scoop me up.

“Duck!” a voice bellowed. It was thick and heavily accented.

I rolled out of the path of the troll’s descending arms. I tried to scramble to my feet but the voice behind me shouted, “Stay down!”

I glanced over my shoulder and found a man standing behind me. 

He had to be at least two of me wide, and wore a black leather jacket, jeans, and heavy combat boots. A thick coppery brown beard several inches long concealed much of the lower half of his face and his equally coppery brown hair was pulled back into a simple topknot.

“Teine!“ he bellowed in a thick, unmistakable Scottish accent.

A flame flickered to life, floating in the air between his hands. It grew larger with every passing second.

He was a wizard. A real one.

If you’ve enjoyed the real mythology, alternative history and magical creatures in Urban Arcanology, you’ll probably love the Magical Midlife Crisis series.

Continue the adventure in Bounty Hunter Down Under.
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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.

A second person appeared in the doorway: Lucas Harrington. He clutched what looked like an enormous spear made entirely of ice.

“Come now, little sister. Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick,” he shouted as he raised the spear.

“Cover me!” Kasey shouted back at James. She glanced back, hoping he had followed. James nodded and drew his pistol, a compact Sig Sauer, from an underarm holster.

Lucas hurled the spear at Thea as she raced down the steps. Thea looked over her shoulder and screamed as the javelin hurtled towards her. 

She missed the next step. She fell forward, head over heels as the enormous shard of ice sailed mere inches over her head. The javelin slammed into the burning town car and shattered, letting off a wicked hissing noise as fire and ice consumed each other. Gunshots rang out over the yard and Lucas dove back inside. Bullets sparked as they impacted the priceless centuries-old bronze doors.

Kasey reached the bottom step and grabbed Thea. 

Thea trembled as she let Kasey pull her to her feet.

“We have to get you out of here or they’ll kill you,” Kasey said. 

Both of Thea’s palms were grazed from the fall and she whimpered as Kasey took her hand.

“It’s just a scratch, Thea, it’ll be much worse if we stay.”

Thea’s lip trembled. “He tried to kill me. My own brother tried to kill me.”

Kasey patted her on the back. “Yup. He’s a real charmer, that one.”

“I saw Tanner’s car explode, and when I turned, Lucas was just standing there about to stab me with that spear,” she said between sobs. “If it wasn’t for Kendra distracting him, I’d be dead.”

More gunshots rang out and Kasey knew they were on borrowed time. James would only have so much ammunition, and he would soon be empty. Besides, the bullets wouldn’t deter a wizard indefinitely.

“Tanner is gone, and if you stay, you will join him. We need to get you out of here. Is there a car or anything we can take? The further we can get away from this chaos, the better.” 

Thea nodded. “My car is in the garage.”

“Where is that?” Kasey asked.

Thea pointed off to the right, where the house angled back toward the water. “It’s at the end of the east wing.”

“Let’s go,” Kasey said, clutching Thea’s hand. She dragged her down the side of the house. “Come on, James, let’s go.”

A hollow clicking noise warned her that James was empty. Lucas reappeared in the Villa Maria’s doorway smiling like a lunatic. 

“Gicela,“ Lucas shouted after them. 

A hail of deadly shards raced from his outstretched hands. Whether they were ice or crystal it was difficult to tell, but it mattered little. From the light reflecting off their uneven surface, they were as deadly as they were dazzling. 

James dove onto the grass but the dense mass of icy shrapnel was too wide.

“Respingere!“ a voice called over the fracas. 

A wave of energy collided with the storm of shrapnel and shattered them into harmless particles.

Vincent strode over to James. “Leave the help alone, Lucas. This is between you and your siblings.”

Lucas raced back into the house as James plucked himself off the grass. “Thanks, Vincent, I owe you one.”

Vincent looked at Thea and then turned to Kasey. “If you take the girl, they will come for you.” 

Kasey shrugged. “If I don’t, she won’t last the day. I’m not leaving her to die just because she had the misfortune of being born into all of this.” 

Kasey grabbed Thea by the arm and continued racing down the side of the house toward the garage, James only a step behind.

As they rounded the corner of the Villa where it arced back toward the water, Thea pointed up ahead. “We should cut through the house.”

James nodded. “Sounds good. We’re far too exposed out here.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kasey replied. “Lead the way.” 

Thea raced up to the door and twisted the handle. The lock rattled but the door didn’t budge.

“No,” Thea shouted, pounding on the door with her fists.

“Let me,” James said. He raised a foot and drove it into the door just next to the handle. The timber shattered inward, leaving the lock firmly in place, but the rest of the broken door swung in. “After you.”

Thea stole a look inside, peering around the corner.

“It’s clear,” She called back as she entered the house, motioning for them both to follow.

“I’ll watch our back, you look out for Thea,” Kasey said. 

James nodded, ejecting the magazine from his pistol. He pulled another one from inside his jacket and slipped it into the weapon as he hurried after Thea. 

Kasey followed, glancing over her shoulder as they bolted through the east wing of the house. She shook her head at the opulence of it. Here too, priceless antiques and modern art lined the wall. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a painting behind a thick panel of glass.

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” she muttered. “That’s a Cezanne.” 

She shook her head in disbelief. That singular piece of art, Boy in a Red Vest, was worth almost one hundred million dollars, and here it was, relegated to an out of the way corridor in the east wing. Yet another reminder of just how much was at stake. Whichever Harrington could outlive their siblings would control it all. 

Some of the Harringtons might be willing to go it on their own, but she had no doubt that a few of the others would fight rather than relinquish their power and prosperity. Lucas clearly had an axe to grind, and Kasey severely doubted Connor would give up Harrington Industries without a fight. Kendra was a wild card; it was difficult to tell which way the charismatic woman would go. She had been disinterested in the meeting, but when push came to shove, would she simply roll over? It was anyone’s guess, but Thea had barely made it out the front door before Lucas had tried to end her.

“One down. Four remain,” Kasey muttered.

Thea opened the door at the end of the corridor. Beyond it was the expansive garage. In the past, it had been a stable but the march of time and a series of renovations had seen it added to the Villa itself. The garage could comfortably store twelve vehicles. Kasey just hoped they could find Thea’s and escape the madhouse before it was too late. James disappeared into the garage after Thea, and Kasey risked one more look over her shoulder. 

Her heart stalled.

The plush carpet had masked the approaching danger. Slowing, Kasey found Maria closing fast, her two outstretched arms lunging toward Kasey’s throat. As she stopped abruptly, the figure crashed straight into her. They went down in a heap, slamming into a marble plinth. The vase balancing on top of it teetered and then toppled down beside them. Kasey winced as it struck the ground inches from her head. The vase rebounded into the plinth and shattered, sending ceramic shards in every direction. 

“You!” Maria shouted, clawing at Kasey’s throat. “You should have kept your nose out of my business.” 

She had ditched her jacket and was straddling Kasey as she tried to choke the life out of her. Unable to shout for help, Kasey grabbed at the woman’s arms. She was strong. Certainly stronger than Kasey had expected. She was fit and full of a strength born of rage.

Kasey felt her strength waning. Her oxygen-starved muscles were beginning to fail her. Summoning her strength, she let go of Maria’s arms and grabbed her expensive blouse with both hands as she kicked off the carpet. The combined force allowed her to throw Maria clear into the marble plinth resting behind her.

Kasey struggled to get her breath back. Scrambling to her feet, she raced after Maria who was raising her hands. Magic’s familiar embrace washed over Kasey. As Maria opened her mouth to cast her spell, Kasey punched her square in the throat.

The spell died on Maria’s lips as she gasped and wheezed for air.

“How do you like that, you wretch?” Kasey said. 

Maria doubled over, choking. Kasey grabbed her belt and threw her into the wall. Maria cracked the plaster, powder raining down on her as she hit the ground. 

She rolled onto her back and muttered, “Drifan.”

The blast of arcane energy struck Kasey, slamming her back into a bookcase against the opposing wall. The shelves broke and she hit the ground followed by a pile of aging tomes that looked older than the property itself. As she scrambled to dig her way out of the mess, she looked up and found Maria looming over her.

A ball of fire shimmered in her outstretched hands, the broiling ball of flames a stark contrast to her perfectly manicured hands. 

“Looks like you’ll burn, just like Tanner,” Maria said.

The announcement rocked Kasey to her core.

“You killed your own husband?” Kasey asked.

“Who do you think inherits his estate?” Maria asked, her facetious smile a clear indicator that Kasey really didn’t need.

“That’s right. Me,” Maria said. “And the only thing better than one company, is two. With Lucas, I will have it all.”

Maria drew back her hand to throw the ball of fire at Kasey.

Kasey’s heart skipped a beat as she searched her memories for a counter spell that would serve her. It was moments like these that she regretted her unfinished studies. 

She bit her lip as her mind came up blank.

“Scyfe!“ a faint voice said. 

The spell was little more than a whisper, but the energy it unleashed struck Maria like a rampaging rhino. Maria was launched clear through the bay window behind her. The fireball dissipated with the scream that followed her clear out of the house. 

Kasey looked up to see Thea standing in the garage doorway, shaking.

“Oh my gosh. Did I kill her? I think I killed her.” Thea’s eyes locked on the broken window.

Kasey pulled herself to her feet and headed over to reassure Thea. As she did, her foot caught on something. Looking down, she spotted a black stone on a silver chain. It was Thea’s pendant, Kasey snatched it off the ground. 

She handed it to Thea with a smile. “Don’t worry, it was just one little window. I doubt it killed her, but she sure as hell won’t be happy about it. Let’s get out here.”

Thea nodded, shakily taking the necklace as Kasey pushed her into the garage. 

The room had all the trappings of a man cave. Along one wall stretched a sports bar with a flat screen TV. Two complete sets of medieval plate armor sat on stands between the garage doors, while a dizzying array of ancient weapons were mounted on the walls. 

To Kasey’s surprise, the room only housed five vehicles. There were matching red Ferraris, a Lamborghini, a black Mercedes E class, and in the corner, looking incredibly out of place among the racing elite, rested a bright yellow Volkswagen beetle.

“That’s mine,” Thea replied pointing at the Beetle.

“Of course it is,” Kasey mumbled. “You couldn’t find the keys for the Ferraris?

Thea shook her head. “I don’t know where Dad kept them, but I have mine on me.”

Kasey shook her head. “Alright, alright, get in.” 

She half shoved Thea into the back seat, shut the door, and jumped into the passenger seat. 

James occupied the driver’s seat, his pistol resting on the center console.

In the backseat, Thea sucked in deep noisy breaths. If she was panting, clearly, she wasn’t used to relying on her magic.

“What happened?” James asked.

“Tanner’s ex-wife was a little clingy. Fortunately, Thea took out the trash.” Kasey turned in her seat. “Thanks for the save back there. Things were about to get ugly.” 

Thea nodded as she dug around the back seat of the car until she found a bottle of water. Lifting the bottle of water to her lips,the poor girl was shaking so badly she spilled half of the first mouthful. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a container, popped two pills into her hand, and swallowed them. 

Kasey stared at her.

“They help calm me down,” she said. “Otherwise, I get wicked panic attacks.”

“After what we’ve just been through, I wouldn’t blame you.” Kasey turned to James. “Let’s go.”

James nodded and punched the button on a remote hanging from the beetle’s sun visor. As the roller-door lifted he knocked the Beetle into first gear, waiting to let out the clutch.

As the steel door rose, Kasey gazed out into the yard.

There, standing in front of the rising door, were three men, their pistols raised, barrels pointed directly at the waiting Volkswagen.

Join Kasey in the hectic adventure that is A Date With 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.
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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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